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Abstract	  
 
Title: Collaboration Between Sectors for Social Innovation: The Refugee Housing Unit 
Case 
 
Authors: Daniel Garcia & Dorothy Macharia 
 
Supervisor: Dr. habil. Andrea Fried 
 
Date: May 26th, 2014 
 
Background: Events happening in the 21st century- global economic crisis, natural 

disasters, extreme poverty, struggles and conflicts have led to a realization that we are 

living in a troubled world where we are interdependent in one way or the other. These 

issues tend to be complex and intertwined such that delegating them to a single sector 

is too huge of a task to bear, thus the need for social innovation through cross sector 

collaboration. The case of the Refugee Housing Unit is being studied- a collaboration 

between the IKEA Foundation, UNHCR and the Swedish Industrial Design Foundation 

led to the creation of a more sustainable environmental friendly shelter for refugees. 

Since social innovation is a green field especially in a BOP context, the research is 

aimed at understanding how the RHU case can provide important insight in which 

collaboration theory can be applied between sectors to shape future social innovation 

endeavors. 

 

Aim: The aim of this thesis is to study the collaboration of organizations belonging to 

different sectors to create social innovations. This research will examine how 

collaboration between sectors takes place, and through the empirical case of the 

Refugee Housing Unit, derive key learning points that could shape future social 

innovation projects. A framework will be developed that could provide important insights 

for future socially oriented collaborations. 

Methodology: The proposed framework was developed through a study of social 

innovation theory in terms how it can be accelerated through cross sector collaboration 
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theory. A case study that entailed these two theories was chosen to enable the 

development of a suggested framework. The study involved collection of primary data in 

form of interviews with Johan Karlsson and Chris Earney, RHU project leader and 

UNHCR Innovation co-leader, respectively. Additionally, secondary data was used to 

help understand the case further. 

 

Results: Examining the core elements of cross-sectoral collaboration for social 

innovation showed imperative social aspects as well as key dimensions that are pillars 

for the process of collaboration. The RHU case revealed critical factors for collaboration 

between sectors that are well stipulated in the framework. The framework can act as a 

guide for organizations wishing to collaborate for social innovation as well as provide a 

basis for future research in this young field.  

 
Keywords: Social innovation, cross-sector, collaboration, Refugee Housing Unit, 

Bottom of the Pyramid. 
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1.	  Introduction	  
Imagine your life, as you know it, disappears in the blink of an eye. Conflict, war and the 

fear of your loved ones safety force you to flee your home; your comfort zone. After 

days or weeks of tortuous journey, you luckily find a shelter in a deteriorated UN tent 

that is extremely cold in winter and extremely hot in summer with no electricity or 

lighting. Then comes the wind; blows over your shelter and you have to pitch it over and 

over again. After six months, your temporary shelter disintegrates and you have to start 

the process of getting a new one. This is not a made up story, the fact is, millions of 

people around the world have been living under similar desolate and precarious 

conditions for decades. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), as of 2013 the number of people of concern surpassed 40 million 

worldwide. This figure includes 11.1 million refugees, 987,500 asylum seekers and 20.8 

million internally displaced persons1 (UNHCR, 2014). 

 

Displacement is just one of the many challenges facing the 21st century. Global 

economic crisis, natural disasters and climate change are some of the other main 

challenges the world faces today. Despite the fact that challenges affecting developed, 

developing and third world countries differ, globalization has made it such that their 

impact is felt worldwide or at least in continents that are geographically miles away from 

the troubled areas (Friedman, 2005; Lu, 2013). War in Somalia for example has had 

impact for a country like Sweden, which has had to take in refugees on humanitarian 

grounds; this holds true that we are all interdependent and interconnected (Brenner, 

2013). 

 

The complexity and interconnectedness of these challenges are too complex to be 

solved by one country or institution alone, hence the need for international interventions. 

The UNHCR, a branch of the United Nations was formed in 1951 to help the estimated 

one million people uprooted after World War II and since then it has strived to provide 

                                            
1 People forced to flee their homes within their own country 
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solutions to tens of millions of refugees (UNHCR, 2014). However, the magnitude of 

displacement has become more complex over the years, such that the UNHCR has had 

to look beyond the confinement of their organization to find partners who can help to 

achieve better results. Despite international voluntary contributions, funding gaps still 

remain a challenge (Brujin, 2009).  As such, humanitarian agencies such as the 

UNHCR cannot address these challenges alone; there is a need to look beyond single 

sectors, organizations and countries to create novel solutions for social challenges 

worldwide. 

 

Collaboration with different sectors has currently been embraced by humanitarian 

bodies as a way of broadening the approach to amicable solutions (Jamali et al., 2011). 

Recent trends have emerged where stakeholders across sectors (private, government 

and non-governmental) are joining the same platform to collaborate, exchange values, 

ideas, combine expertise and resources to enable the creation of solutions to social 

challenges (ibid). Government entities and development agencies have been paying 

more attention especially on innovative and entrepreneurial approaches that can 

sustainably impact development challenges. Such social value creating innovations can 

stem from individuals, non-profit sector, private enterprises, and government sector or 

through inter-sector collaborations (Lu, 2013). Though social innovation occurs in 

various contexts, in this research we wish to focus on social innovation that brings about 

social change on underserved populations, in other words, people at the Bottom of the 

Economic Pyramid (BOP). 

 

1.1	  Research	  Purpose	  
The study of social innovation has been limited to the scope of social entrepreneurship, 

and the non-profit community, which constrains the sources and kinds of innovative 

solutions to social problems that can be created (Murray et al., 2010). The definition of 

social innovation however, emphasizes on the mechanisms through which positive 

social change emerges, not the individual or the organizational form responsible for the 

innovation (Phills et al., 2008). The latter view is important since progress in social 
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innovation must be directed towards the outcome, so that new solutions can emerge 

from any sector without restriction to a single sector (ibid). Social innovation should not 

be viewed as emerging from a specific sector, rather, no boundaries should exist so that 

it can happen in all sectors; governmental, non-governmental and private. As a matter 

of fact, most creative actions are happening at the boundaries between sectors (Murray 

et al., 2010). Additionally, there exist major gaps on how social innovations happen 

through collaborations between sectors (Mulgan, 2006). It is in this light that we wish to 

study social innovation in a broader context that extends beyond sole responsibility, but 

rather where different sectors collaborate to provide innovations that solve the biggest 

challenges of our times. 

 

The study of social innovation has mostly been limited to a developed world context with 

minimal research on the developing and third world countries, which constrains the 

requisite information necessary to address this context (Murray et al., 2010). We 

therefore wish to add a piece of research into this under-researched area. 

1.2	  Research	  Aim	  and	  Questions	  
The aim of this thesis is to study the collaboration of organizations belonging to different 

sectors coming together to create social innovations. In that, we will examine how 

collaboration between sectors takes place, and through the empirical case of the 

Refugee Housing Unit, derive a framework that could shape future social innovation 

projects. We will therefore develop a framework that could provide important insights for 

future socially oriented collaborations. 

1. What potential lies in cross-sector collaborations that can facilitate sustainable 

solutions for social issues at the BOP? 

 

2. By combining collaboration and social innovation theory together with the 

empirical case of the Refugee Housing Unit, we will provide a framework that 

can help shape future cross-sectoral collaborations for social innovation. 
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1.3	  Definitions	  
The following definitions are thoroughly discussed in the Theoretical Framework 

section. However, we will provide a brief overview of each of these in order to allow an 

easier transition to the following section. 

Social innovation: “Social innovations are new ideas (products, services and models) 

that simultaneously meet social needs and create new relationships or collaborations, in 

other words, they are innovations that are both good for society and enhance society’s 

capacity to act” (Murray et al., 2010, p.3).	  

Collaboration: An evolving process whereby autonomous entities actively and 

reciprocally engage in joint activities through formal and informal negotiation, jointly 

creating rules and structures governing their relationship and ways to act through 

shared norms, and mutually beneficial interactions aimed at achieving at least one 

shared goal (Bedwell et al., 2001; Thomson & Perry, 2006). 

Bottom of the Pyramid: BOP is a segment that represents about four billion of the 

world’s poorest citizens that face challenging barriers that prevent them from realizing 

their human potential for their own benefit, those of their families and that of society at 

large. The BOP is part of the largest but poorest groups of the world’s population who 

live with less than US$3,000 a year and are excluded from the modernity of the 

globalized civilized society (International Finance Corporation, 2014). 

Non-Governmental Organization: A non-governmental organization is a “not-for-profit 

group, principally independent from government, which is organized on a local, national 

or international level to address issues in support of the public good” (United Nations 

Rule Of Law, 2014). 

Governmental Organization: A governmental organization is any “publically controlled or 

publically funded agency, enterprise, and other entities that deliver public programs, 

goods, or services (The Institute of Internal Auditors, 2011). 
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Private sector: The private sector can be defined as the part “of the economy that is 

financed and controlled by individuals or private institutions such as companies, 

stockholders, or investment groups” (QFinance, 2014).  

2.	  Theoretical	  Framework	  
In this section the theoretical background of social innovation and collaboration will be 

thoroughly studied. We begin by analyzing what social innovation is and how it can be 

defined. We then describe its process, followed by the context in which it is studied in 

this thesis, which is the BOP. Furthermore, we discuss collaboration in terms of 

concepts, process and dimensions. Eventually, we show how cross-sectoral 

collaborations have the potential to create social innovations at the BOP. 

2.1	  Social	  Innovation	  
The term social innovation has gained popularity and interest among practitioners and 

academia during the last decade (Pol & Ville, 2009). Despite the discussion and 

attention it has created over the last years, there is no concrete and common definition 

that fully explains what social innovation is yet (Maclean, Harvey & Gordon, 2013; 

Cajaiba-Santana, 2013). Although several definitions have been proposed and 

discussed, the lack of consent and agreement create confusion and therefore hinder the 

development of a deep and precise understanding of social innovation theory (Pol & 

Ville, 2009). There is however, agreement on the potential it has to alleviate and solve 

social issues. Therefore, in order to provide the reader a clearer understanding of social 

innovation, the following pages will focus on explaining what social innovation is and its 

process, as well as who is involved in it and how it can be supported. 

2.1.1 Economic or “business” innovation vs social innovation 
Since Schumpeter’s (1942) work, innovation was brought to light in the field of 

economics. It has then been studied and applied in an extensive and diverse number of 

areas such as technology, education, health, policy and management (Cajaiba-

Santana, 2013). Historically, innovation in the economic field has been studied and 

viewed as a means of creating competitive advantage and creating value in the form of 

economic returns for the organization (Dawson & Daniel, 2010). With this in mind, 
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economic or so-called “business” innovation has been of main interest and has 

therefore been widely studied (Dosi, 1982; Van de Ven, 1986; Tether, 2002; Dahlander 

& Gann, 2010; Grant, 2013). Given its popularity in research and practice, several 

authors have attempted to define what a “business” innovation is. In this thesis we will 

consider Stewart and Penn’s (2006) definition, which is exploiting a new idea that 

results in profits. It is here where we find the difference between a “business” and social 

innovation. While the main focus or motivation behind a “business” innovation is to 

make a profit, the focus of a social innovation is not to make a profit, but to address and 

contribute to the welfare of society, improving and increasing the quality and quantity of 

life (Pol & Ville, 2009; Dawson & Daniel, 2010). 

2.1.2 What is it? Defining social innovation 
Addressing and contributing to the welfare of society by improving and increasing the 

quality and quantity of life is merely a broad, yet inclusive way of describing social 

innovation. While several authors have attempted to find common ground on the 

definition of social innovation, Pol & Ville (2009) and Policy Horizons Canada (2010) 

address them and sort these definitions in four different notions. 

 

Notion 1: The idea behind this concept is 

that social innovation is directly and 

explicitly dependent on institutional change. 

Hamalainen & Heiskala (2007) discuss the 

different roles that institutions play in the 

creation and diffusion of new kinds of social 

structures. Heiskala (2007, p. 59) states 

that “social innovation are changes in the 

cultural, normative or regulative structures 

[or classes] of the society which enhance its collective power resources and improve its 

economic and social performance”.  Similar to this, Westley (2008, p. 1) defines social 

innovation as “an initiative, product or process or program that profoundly changes the 

basic routines, resource and authority flows or beliefs of any social system” In short, this 

Figure 1: Notion 1 of social innovation.  Source: 
Policy Horizons Canada, 2010. 
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definition looks upon social innovation as changes in social structures that aim at 

improving social welfare. The criticism behind this notion is that the three pillars, 

cultural, normative and regulative are too complex and dynamic to be able to define if 

changes in at least one of them are directly linked to social prosperity, as a “business” 

innovation could have the same effects as a social innovation. 

 

Notion 2: The idea behind this concept is that 

social innovation is dependent on the 

intention and purpose of the organization in 

hand. Mulgan (2006, p. 146) argues that 

“social innovation refers to innovative 

activities and services that are motivated by 

the goal of meeting a social purpose and that 

are predominantly diffused through 

organizations whose primary purpose are social”. The criticism behind this notion is that 

it implies that only organizations which goals are socially oriented can be involved in 

social innovation, thus overlooking and discarding for-profit organizations. 

 

Notion 3: The idea behind this concept is 

that social innovation is about the “public 

good”, as Pol & Ville (2009) describe it. It 

argues that social innovations are new 

ideas that aim at solving social, cultural, 

economic and environmental issues for the 

good of the people and our planet. Social 

innovations are ideas that challenge and 

modify what originally created the problem in hand (Centre for Social Innovation, 2013). 

The Australian Social Innovation Exchange (2008) draw a similar conclusion, but add 

that the new solutions are a result of the combination of expertise and resources that 

Figure 2: Notion 2 of Social Innovation. Source: 
Policy Horizons Canada, 2010. 

Figure 3: Notion 3 of social innovation. Source: 
Policy Horizons Canada, 2010. 
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appear at the intersection between the community, the business and the public sector. 

The criticism behind this notion is similar to that of Notion 1 as systematic changes in 

society are too complex to define the relation between a problem and its solution, but 

also adds the environmental notion, which according to the Pol & Ville (2009) is an 

unclear definition. 

 

Notion 4: Phills et al. (2008) argue that 

social innovations are new solutions that 

are more efficient, more effective and 

sustainable than the existing ones that 

create value to society as a whole and not 

to one individual alone. The criticism 

behind this notion is that social innovation 

can target both the individual and a 

community as a whole. As the OECD LEED 

Forum for Social Innovation (2013) argue that “social innovation deals with improving 

the welfare of individuals and community through employment, consumption or 

participation, its expressed purpose being therefore to provide solutions for individual 

and community problems”. 

It is unreasonable to say which notion is right and which one is wrong, as all four 

notions overlap at some point and differ in others. However, they all address the 

concept of public good, social welfare and institutional change, encompassing the idea 

of social innovation as a means to improve and increase the quality and quantity of life 

(Pol & Ville, 2009). We will therefore use the definition of social innovation that Murray 

et al. (2010, p.3) propose, which is “social innovations are new ideas (products, services 

and models) that simultaneously meet social needs and create new relationships or 

collaborations, in other words, they are innovations that are both good for society and 

enhance society’s capacity to act”. The reason why we decide to follow this definition is 

because it encompasses certain aspects that are highlighted in the four notions 

Figure 4: Notion 4 of social innovation. Source: Policy 
Horizons Canada, 2010. 
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previously discussed. Notion 1 is highlighted by the concept of changes in social 

structures, which leads to improvement of social welfare. Notion 2 is highlighted by the 

idea that social innovations aim at meeting social rather than economic goals. Notion 3 

is highlighted by the idea that social innovation is the combination of expertise and 

resources coming from different sectors. Notion 4 is highlighted by the idea that social 

innovation aims at creating value for society as a whole rather an individual. 

Furthermore, we believe this definition highlights our research purpose, which is that 

social innovation should not be limited to the non-profit community alone, rather it 

should focus on forming collaborations between sectors for emergence of new solutions 

to social issues.  

2.1.3 Setting the boundaries of social innovation 
In most research of social innovation, the terms social enterprise and social 

entrepreneurship are commonly linked. Certainly, these three concepts are highly 

interrelated and sometimes dependent on each other  (Phills et al., 2008; Westley & 

Antadze, 2010; Cajaiba-Santana, 2013; European Commission, 2013). However linked 

they may be, the motivation and means to 

which these three concepts are effective are 

different from one another. “Social 

entrepreneurship focuses on the personal 

qualities of people who start new 

organizations, and it celebrates traits like 

boldness, accountability, resourcefulness, 

ambition, persistence and unreasonableness” 

(Phills et al., 2008). On the other hand, “a 

social enterprise, though it may respond to 

social needs, is a privately owned, profit 

oriented venture which markets its own 

products and services, blending business 

with social ends” (Westley & Antadze, 2010). A similar notion to social enterprises can 

be found under the concept of “hybrid” enterprises (The Emerging Fourth Sector, 2013), 

Figure 5: A systemic view of social innovation. 
Source: Westley & Antadze, 2010 
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where the link between both concepts is the mission and human-centered approach of 

the organization, while simultaneously making a profit. 

Social innovation on the other hand is not driven by making profits or changing an 

organization, rather, it focuses on improving society at a systemic level (Westley & 

Antadze, 2010). “Unlike the terms social entrepreneurship and social enterprise, social 

innovation transcends sectors, levels of analysis, and methods to discover the 

processes- the strategies, tactics, and theories of change- that produce lasting impact” 

(Phills et al., 2008, p. 37). In short, social entrepreneurship focuses on an individual, a 

social enterprise addresses the notion of an organization, and social innovation aims at 

changing the way a whole system functions. Despite the difference between these three 

terms, there will be cases in which one of them will be related to one another. “Social 

innovation may indeed involve finding and training more social entrepreneurs. And it 

may entail supporting the organizations and enterprises they create. But it will certainly 

require understanding and fostering the conditions that produce solutions to social 

problems” (Phills et al., 2008, p. 37). 

2.1.4 The Process of Social Innovation 
The manner in which social innovations 

come along can be explained through a set 

of steps that begin with first identifying a 

problem until the very end when the 

conceived idea is diffused in society 

(Mulgan, 2006; Mulgan et al., 2007; 

Westley, 2008; Murray et al., 2010). Based 

on these articles, the steps in which social 

innovation can be explained are divided into 

six different stages. It is important to note that these stages were drawn upon studying 

the input of hundreds of organizations that engaged in social innovation projects and 

that “these stages are not always sequential […] and there are feedback loops between 

them. They can also be thought of as overlapping spaces, with distinct cultures and 

skills” (Murray et al., 2010, p. 11).  

Figure 6: The Process of Social Innovation. Source: 
Murray et al. (2010) 
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1. Diagnosis (where/what is the problem). 

2. Proposal of ideas (what can solve the problem). 

3. Prototype and develop (make the product/service). 

4. Sustaining the solution (make use of it daily to make it sustainable). 

5. Scale and diffusion (demand/supply). 

6. Changing the system/learn from what has been done (what can be done now). 

 

1. Diagnosis: The first step to develop a solution is to find the problem itself. It is 

becoming aware of an issue or a need that is not being met and finding a way of 

addressing it (Mulgan et al., 2007). The challenge however is to identify the root of the 

problem, as not being able to find the source may mislead the solution and thereby 

prolong and allow the problem to grow (Murray et al., 2010). While some problems may 

be more obvious such as homelessness, disease and poverty, others, such as 

protection for domestic violence and gender inequality can be less obvious or 

unrecognized. This being said, there are different triggers that bring problems to light 

such as humanitarian and economic crisis, as well as social and political movements, 

among others (Mulgan, 2006; Murray et al., 2010). When triggers such as the latter are 

invisible or unclear, another way of identifying an issue is by simple questioning, careful 

observation and empathy (Mulgan, 2006; Brown 2008). It is by these triggers and 

methods that problems can be identified, allowing them to be carefully analyzed, broken 

down into parts, and identify the source (Murray et al., 2010). 

2. Proposal of ideas: While asking the right questions is the first step to finding the right 

answers, generating and developing ideas to create solutions to these problems is the 

next step. There are different methods and approaches in which ideas can emerge and 

take form. From competitions to online platforms, and from line staff to customers, 

combining all ranges of individuals, organizations and sectors are ways in which the 

best ideas are developed (Mulgan et al., 2007; Brown, 2008; Westley, 2008; Murray et 

al., 2010). Brown (2008) stresses the importance of co-designing and/or re-designing2 

                                            
2 Open Innovation and participation are highly emphasized in this stage 
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with actors from different backgrounds in order for ideas to be studied and critiqued 

from different angles in order to find the best possible solutions. 

3. Prototype and develop: At the point in which a promising idea has been chosen and 

proposed to be implemented, this stage is about putting the idea in practice. Westley 

(2008) argues that it is this stage where the exploration (March, 1991) part is at its 

highest as it is “characterized by numerous experiments, some successful, some not, as 

an individual or team attempts to move from idea to prototype which could be tested in 

production” (Westley, 2008, p. 2). Because of the number of tests and/or prototypes is 

usually high in order to come up with the most efficient and effective solution, this 

process requires high amounts of investment in both time and money, as most of the 

times it is a matter of going back and forth, re-thinking and re-modeling, rather than a 

linear process (Mulgan et al., 2007; Brown 2008).  

4. Sustaining the solution: Once an idea has proven to be effective in practice, making it 

grow in a sustainable manner is the next step. It is here where the development of an 

economic/business model should be developed in order to ensure the project will 

remain feasible. For the idea to survive it has to be to cost-effective, regardless to what 

sector(s) the idea belongs (Murray et al., 2010). For this, governance structures, 

organization and management models, supply chain operations, funding and 

maintaining close relationships with business partners and stakeholders are crucial in 

order to ensure the sustainability of the idea and enter the production phase (ibid). 

5. Scale and diffusion: Mulgan 

(2006, p. 153) argues that “taking a 

good idea to scale requires skillful 

strategy and coherent vision, 

combined with the ability to marshal 

resources and support and identify 

the key points of leverage […]”. 

Once in the production phase the 

product, service and/process moves 

Figure 7: Product and process innovation over time. 
Source: Grant, 2013 
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into the exploitation (March, 1991) phase, where modifications to the product are done 

accordingly to respond to the market conditions. The organization(s) gains experience 

in the production of the product, thus lowering production costs and increasing scale, 

thus becoming more efficient (Westley and Antadze, 2010, Grant, 2013). However, the 

scalability and diffusion of the product are dependent on the market, as supply and 

demand ultimately define the product’s fate. Finally, the organization(s) involved must 

be able to modify the product in order for the product to respond to the shifts in demand 

(ibid). It is this problem (demand) along with the capacity to operate efficiently, that 

impede social innovations to scale up and make a difference (Mulgan et al., 2007). 

6. Changing the system: Because of the complexity of scaling social innovations due to 

financial limitations for instance, the market for this kind of innovations is highly 

dependent on place and time. “They are born in a certain context, under certain 

circumstances, and in response to certain needs or problems” (Westley and Antadze, 

2010, p .12). For the social innovation to make an impact, the interaction between 

cultural, political, social and economic factors is crucial. It is when these factors are 

aligned towards a common goal that creates the synergies that allow social innovations 

to have an impact on society (ibid). Changes in the way the different sectors operate 

and perceive the way in which they can make positive impact on society are crucial for 

social innovations to be conceived, develop and change society for the best (Murray et 

al., 2010).  

We have now discussed social innovation and its process. In the next paragraph we 

define the BOP, which is the context in which the theory of social innovation will be 

applied. 

2.1.5 Defining the BOP context 
Prahalad & Hart (2002) introduced the term BOP as the bottom of the pyramid to refer 

to those belonging to the world’s poorest socio-economic group. More than 4 billion 

people form the BOP, this is more than half of the world’s entire population. With less 

than US$3,000 on local purchasing power per year, people belonging to this group do 

not only lack access to income generating opportunities, but also access to basic 

goods, education and services (International Finance Corporation, 2014). While BOP 
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markets may be similar in some aspects such as lacking access to the previously 

mentioned opportunities, BOP markets differ greatly in culture, economic and political 

systems (Prahalad & Hart, 2002). Given the complexity of social issues at the BOP, the 

creation of social innovations may require the combination of expertise, resources and 

skills from different sectors (The Australian Social Innovation Exchange, 2008; Murray 

et al., 2010). Therefore, the following section will analyze collaboration in terms of its 

potential, process and dimensions. 

2.2	  Collaboration	  
‘’We need collaboration because most of the problems we face in the 21st century will 

require multisectoral, multidisciplinary and multi-component efforts’’ (Richardson & 

Allegrante, 2000). 

The complexity and interconnectedness of social issues are too large and complex to 

be solved by one entity or one sector alone. Most of these issues have not responded 

to single entity interventions (Gadja, 2004; Lu, 2013). Delegating such responsibilities 

to non-governmental bodies might be too huge of a task to bear. An increasing number 

of organizations are partnering to address these complex societal issues through 

collaborative effort as the primary vehicle for achieving ideal short and/or long-term 

goals, that would not otherwise be attainable by entities working independently (Gadja, 

2004). Admittedly, private, government and non-governmental entities will neither 

thrive nor survive with visions confined within the walls of their own organizations 

(Hesselbein & Whitehead, 2000). They will need to look beyond their confinements 

and find partners who can help in achieving greater results and building vital 

communities to meet the challenges ahead (ibid). Complex social issues have multiple 

and intertwined causes and effects and may be worsened by declining resources, 

political and economic changes and social fragmentation (Austin, 2000). To address 

these issues, organizations, individuals, and community members are being called 

upon to mobilize joint collaborative efforts (Hogue et al., 1995).  

Cross-sector collaboration has lately been embraced as a tool for entities and 

communities to work together in order to address social issues (Weiss et al., 2002). 
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These partnerships are becoming popular in mediating the changing roles and the 

previously perceived responsibilities of the three main institutional sectors of society 

namely; government, non-governmental and the private sector (Schiller & Almog-Bar, 

2013). These partnerships are also playing in the global arena as profit oriented 

organizations have begun to tackle problems previously handled by the non-profit 

sector. According to the latter, the relationship between the government, non-

governmental and private organizations is playing a key role in achieving sustainable 

solutions and services to the communities.  

2.2.1 Why collaborate? 
On one hand, collaboration can provide creativity i.e., working together with other 

entities, through a process that encourages exploration of difference, collaboration has 

the potential to break new ground, challenge the status quo and generate innovative 

solutions to problems (Lasker et al., 2001). On the other hand, entities working 

independently frequently see part of a problem, but as a group, they can construct a 

more holistic view of a problem by bringing in different perspectives. Therefore, 

collaboration enhances the quality of solutions by identifying where multiple issues 

intersect and by encouraging a broader analysis of problems and opportunities through 

comprehensive thinking (Gray, 1989; Lasker et al., 2001). Further, collaboration has 

the capability to change actors by exposing them to diverse people or sectors and as 

such, change the way they conceptualize and solve problems (Hogue et al., 1995).  

Organizations in every single sector face dynamic pressures and changing public 

expectations that encourage them to seek for collaboration across sectors.  In the 

private sector for instance, demands for corporate social responsibility (CSR) make 

them collaborate to enhance and legitimize their footprints in this domain (Jamali & 

Keshishian, 2009). Further, collaboration may provide a competitive edge through the 

development of new products, processes and service or access to underdeveloped and 

untapped markets (Seitanidi et al., 2010). NGOs are motivated by demands to improve 

efficiency and accountability, while governments are motivated by demand to be more 

efficient in the provision of services while being more transparent (Gjerdrum & 

Thusgaard, 2013). 
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Resource scarcity: Collaboration is driven mostly by the need to maximize the return 

from scarce resources (Selsky & Parker, 2005). Governments may struggle with 

budgetary deficits, meager capabilities and corruption. Profit oriented organizations 

may lack access to requisite expertise, motivation or the legitimacy to take these 

issues alone (Woodland & Hutton, 2012). Non-governmental organizations may not 

have the necessary operational efficiency. When organizations lack critical 

competencies and the feasibility of developing them in a timely manner seems futile, 

and if these resources are randomly distributed across sectors, there is an ostensible 

case for these organizations to call for collaborative arrangements which would increase 

the scale and scope of production (ibid). In such a case, the sector to which potential 

partners belong becomes irrelevant. Rather, the availability of these resources through 

collaboration takes the center stage, which in return provides performance benefits 

(Chan et al., 1997).  

High level of interdependence: Collaborations “enable different people and 

organizations to support one another by leveraging, combining and capitalizing on their 

complementary strengths and capabilities” (Lasker et al., 2001, p. 180). They create 

synergies by combining resources from the differently endowed entities. These entities 

from different sectors may bring unique advantages to the collaborative mission, the 

private sector for example may possess the ability to optimize value for money and thus 

provide deliverables at a much lower cost, and the public sector may possess particular 

mandates or powers which give them an ability to target complex societal problems. 

The non-governmental sector may understand the dynamics of excluded groups and 

have a greater capacity to communicate with them, which could increase the equity of 

service outcome (Andrews & Entwistle, 2010).  

2.2.2 Pitfalls of collaboration 
Despite the multiple advantages that are highlighted above, collaboration has a dark 

side that all organizations wishing to engage in must consider. While bringing in 

different actors together can introduce new perspectives and approaches to the 

collaboration process, there might arise a possibility of group thinking whereby stronger 

partners who might be more persuasive may take over the negotiations and manipulate 
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the process, hence imposing their ideas as the outcome for the group (Thomson, 

2001a). Moreover, in instances where roles and responsibilities are not clearly defined, 

it can lead to ambiguity and hence chaos during the process, especially when 

collaboration entails large groups. Thus, instead of benefiting from the different 

perspectives, ambiguity takes center stage eroding the initial need to collaborate 

(Mattesich & Monsey, 1992). Further, despite the fact that modern technology has 

lessened the cost of collaboration, the cost can be often high, thus the underlying costs 

cannot be undermined. The larger the number of actors involved in the collaboration, 

the greater would be the cost of the process in terms of facilitating meetings, resolving 

conflicts and other administrative and logistics costs (ibid). Additionally, collaboration 

can often lead to a longer decision making process since more people need to be 

consulted before a decision can be made. In instances when there is conflict within the 

group and members are not able to communicate effectively, the collaboration could be 

affected by allocating time and money to resolve any issues (Powell et al., 2012). 

2.2.3 What is cross-sectoral collaboration? 
Cross-sectoral collaboration should not be confused with interorganizational 

collaboration. The former involves a complex interchange between organizations 

belonging to the three previously mentioned sectors (Smith et al., 1995). Since these 

forms of cross-sectoral relationships can be confusing given that they take different 

forms, characteristics that set them apart are: a) formal autonomous actors each with 

their personal objectives make a decision if they will make a certain service available in 

exchange with other entities, b) interactions among the actors are framed in form of 

contractual or informal agreements and are coupled by virtue of resources, whereby 

complementary resources are pooled to serve jointly defined missions, c) the form in 

which they operate (Oppen et al., 2005). 

2.2.4 Dissecting the term cross-sectoral collaboration 
What exactly do we mean by the term cross-sectoral collaboration? According to the 

Oxford Dictionary (2014), the term “cross” refers to “relating to or affecting more than 

one group, area or section”. The term “sector’’ can be used in different contexts to mean 

different things, but in this study we adopt the definition by (Burke, 1999); a means of 
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organizing the most established political-economic engines in a society which are; 

government, private and non-governmental bodies. 

The term collaboration has been a popular word used in different contexts. Various 

authors have defined and tried to provide clarity to this elusive term but it still remains a 

hard term to grasp despite its capacity to address fragmented systems (Gadja, 2004). 

More than two decades ago, Wood & Gray (1991) called upon researchers to provide 

clarity towards understanding collaboration. As such, various researchers have 

answered to this call by providing a comprehensive and more unified definition of 

collaboration. According to Wood & Gray (1991, p. 146) collaboration is “a process that 

occurs when a group of autonomous stakeholders of a problem domain engage in an 

interactive process, using shared rules, norms and structures to act or decide on issues 

related to that domain”. Murray et al. (2001, p. 39) see it as “a mutually beneficial and 

well defined relationship entered into by two or more organizations to achieve a 

common goal”. Gray (1989, p. 5) views it as an integrative process through which 

“parties who see different aspects of a problem can constructively explore their 

differences and search for solutions that go beyond their own limited vision of what is 

possible”. Bedwell et al. (2001, p. 3) consider it “an evolving process where two or more 

social entities actively and reciprocally engage in joint activities aimed at achieving at-

least one goal”. According to Thomson and Perry (2006, p. 23) “it is a process in which 

autonomous actors interact through formal and informal negotiation, jointly creating 

rules and structures governing their relationship and ways to act or decide on the issues 

that brought them together; it is a process involving shared norms and mutually 

beneficial interactions”. In our paper, we choose to combine and employ the definitions 

by the latter two authors because: Thomson and Perry (2006) definition is 

comprehensive; it emphasizes a multidimensional and variable construct of 

collaboration composed of structural and social capital dimensions. Equally the 

definition by (Bedwell et al., 2001) captures the following principles, which are quite 

imperative in understanding collaboration.  
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2.2.5 Principles of collaboration 
Collaboration is an evolving process: collaboration is an emergent process rather than a 

prescribed state of organization, whereby parties interact with each other to achieve 

some desired outcome. It is an active process, involving interpersonal interactions and 

relationships that change over time. The final product then from the collaboration 

process is the collaborative outcome (Bedwell et al., 2001).  

Collaboration requires two or more social entities: it is a process that involves 

interaction among organizations, entities and sectors. It can occur beyond individual 

teams and can involve a combination of entities or sectors (Bedwell et al., 2001). 

Collaboration is reciprocal: it cannot be one sided since it requires active and mutual 

engagement at some level from all involved parties. However, participation from each 

party does not have to be equal; all parties work interdependently and contribute 

sufficiently toward realizing their collective goal. Furthermore, it requires participation in 

collective activities and interdependent efforts focused on shared activities (ibid). In 

addition, it is aimed at reaching a shared goal: the presence of a shared goal is the key 

element that separates collaboration from all other forms of shared work. The process 

of collaboration can only happen if the concerned parties at some level have at least 

one mutually agreed upon goal. Otherwise, there would be no reason for two or more 

organizations to work together (Gray, 1985; Bedwell et al., 2006). 

By combining Bedwell et al. (2001) and Thomson & Perry (2006) definition we coin our 

own definition of collaboration as an evolving process whereby autonomous entities 

actively and reciprocally engage in joint activities through formal and informal 

negotiations, jointly creating rules and structures governing their relationship and ways 

to act through shared norms, and mutually beneficial interactions aimed at achieving at 

least one shared goal.  

The above definition of collaboration is superordinate, meaning that various sets of 

subcategories could be assumed. Terms such as coordination, cooperation and 

teamwork have been used interchangeably to mean collaboration whereas collaboration 

is more than just the sum of these terms (Bedwell et al., 2012). We discuss how these 

terms overlap and differ with collaboration. Teamwork is a process where two or more 
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actors actively and reciprocally work towards 

achieving a common goal. The definition 

closely resembles that of collaboration.  

However, teamwork differs from collaboration 

in the level of analysis. Collaboration can 

involve individuals, organizations or any inter 

level combination, whereas, teamwork 

exclusively involves individuals within one team 

and not between teams or organizations. Thus, 

teamwork is an example of collaboration, 

however not all collaborative activities can be termed as teamwork (Bedwell et al., 

2012). Coordination refers to sequencing of interdependencies to effectively accomplish 

a task. Similar to collaboration, it can involve two or more entities, however, it does not 

demand for active and reciprocal participation by the players. It involves a lower level of 

joint planning, resource sharing, defining compatible roles and interdependent 

communication modes (Denise, 1999; Mattessich et al., 2001). However, all 

collaborative efforts require varying levels of coordination (Bedwell et al., 2012). 

According to Bedwell et al. (2012, p. 136) cooperation is an “attitude or predisposition 

held by the involved parties to be concerned about the overall collaborative goal rather 

than their own individual goal”. It takes the form of a commitment between actors to 

accomplish a unified action, each actor remains independent and takes no risk while 

maintaining total authority (Mattessich et al., 2001). Collaboration therefore, is more 

than the sum of these terms as seen in (Fig. 8). We will now analyze how collaboration 

evolves over time. 

2.2.6 The process framework of collaboration 
The process framework of social innovation proposed by Murray et al. (2010) is similar 

to the process framework of collaboration proposed by Ring & Van de Ven (1994), in 

which they argue that collaboration is an iterative rather than a linear process. They 

state that partners engaged in collaboration negotiate minimal congruent expectations 

about their joint action, prompting them to commit to an initial course of action. If the 

joint action is implemented in a reciprocal manner, then partners will continue or adjust 

Figure 8: Collaboration & related constructs. 
Source: Bedwell et al., (2012) 
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their mutual commitments. If the commitments are not executed in a reciprocal 

manner, partners will initiate corrective measures via negotiations or minimization of 

their commitments. As such, collaboration implies a cyclical process of renegotiation 

(Thomson & Perry, 2006) (Fig. 9). 

 
Negotiation stage: Entities develop collective expectations about their motivations, 

possible investments and the likely uncertainties of the collaborative endeavor they 

intend to undertake. Focus is both formal and informal interaction and choice of 

behavior of parties as they select, approach, negotiate, persuade over possible terms 

and procedures of the potential collaboration (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

 
In addition, social-

psychological processes of 

sense making also play a 

part in leading otherwise 

autonomous parties to enter 

into negotiations with each 

other (ibid). Repetitive 

negotiations through formal 

bargaining and informal 

sense making processes are 

deemed crucial to provide 

involved parties 

opportunities to assess 

uncertainty associated with 

the deal, the structure of each other’s role and trustworthiness, their rights and duties as 

well as possible efficiency and equity of the collaboration as it relates to all parties 

(Thomson & Perry, 2006). 

 

 

 

Figure 9: A process framework for collaboration. Source: Ring & Van de 
Ven, 1994). 
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Commitment Stage: 

This stage involves building commitment for future action through setting the terms and 

governance structure of the engagement (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). The rules are 

either codified in a formal contract or informally understood as psychological contract 

among the parties. Repetitive interactions are crucial to enable parties reach lawful 

mutual consent. Depending on the level of the collaboration, risk and the willingness of 

the entities to rely on trust, commitments may be reached informally with a mere 

handshake (Gray, 1989). Nevertheless, legal representatives of the parties are often 

engaged to formalize the engagement by drafting a legal agreement on other key 

commitments so as to avoid mistakes, misrepresentation, undue influence or coercion 

which would render the relationship null and void (Thomson & Perry, 2006). 

 

Execution stage: The commitments and rules of action are implemented through 

organizational roles and personal interactions. Operational and administrative duties 

needed to execute the agreement are put into action (Thomson & Perry, 2006).  At the 

beginning, formally chosen roles by the parties minimize uncertainty when they begin to 

execute commitments and to interact with each other. Parties become more familiar 

with each other and they may tend to rely more on inter-personal instead of inter-role 

relationships (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994).  

 

Assessments: It entails organizational assessments of the negotiation, commitment and 

implementation process based on reciprocity (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). It takes time 

to realize the desired collaboration goals. Thus, during this time misunderstandings, 

conflict and shifting expectations among partners are unavoidable, which can prompt 

rethinking the terms of the engagement (ibid). In the reassessments, new supplemental 

agreements are established to resolve only the opposed issues, otherwise all the other 

terms and agreements contained in the relational contract remain as they were set in 

order to preserve the ongoing engagement (Thomson & Perry, 2006).    

 

In the final cycle of the collaboration process, partners may conclude the relationships 

if a) they have lived up to their promises and b) the collaborative mission has been 
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achieved successfully. Termination can also occur as a result of failure of a condition, 

in other words, a possible unforeseen future event, breach in agreement, un-

reconcilable conflicts or mutual rescission (Gray & Wood, 1991; Ring & Van de Ven, 

1994; Thomson & Perry, 2006).   

 

Since collaboration requires relationships, procedures and structures that are diverse 

from the mainstream ways of running organizations, building an effective collaboration 

is time consuming and hard to attain (Lasker et al., 2001). To achieve the desired 

shared outcome of collaboration, five key dimensions have been considered crucial for 

effective running of the collaboration process. These dimensions are interdependent, in 

that, variation across one dimension is affected by variation in others (Thomson & 

Perry, 2006). Partners move along the five dimensions as they strive to solve the 

collective action problem from working independently into jointly working with others to 

realize collective benefits (Ostrom, 1990). Since collaboration entails the interaction of 

different organizations with diverse cultures conflict may arise. Without proper 

management of this diversity, the collaboration may not achieve its intended goal. 

Therefore, the following five dimensions of collaboration are essential for the 

collaboration process (Lasker et al., 2001). 

2.2.7 The five dimensions of the collaboration process 
These key interdependent variables are crucial for collaboration since they foster 

interdependence and an ability to constructively deal with differences so as to facilitate 

joint ownership of decisions, collective responsibility and amicable solutions (Gray, 

1989). They consist of governance, administration, mutuality, norms and organizational 

autonomy. 

Governance: Organizations engaging in collaboration must understand how to jointly 

make decisions about the rules that will direct their behavior and relationships. They 

also need to build structures for reaching agreement on joint activities and goals 

through shared power arrangements (Thomson & Perry, 2006). Governance is crucial in 

the collaboration process especially in the negotiation and commitment stage. Key 

requirements at this stage include a) no authoritative structure or hierarchical division of 
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labor, b) an awareness that actors are not only required to reach an agreement but 

must impose decisions on themselves, c) a preparedness to agree that all players have 

genuine interest such that outcomes reflect the group’s consensus, not coalition or 

power politics (Gray & Wood 1991; Mattessich & Monsey, 1992), d) a deep 

understanding of the importance of openness in information sharing, mutual respect for 

others opinions and comprehensive negotiations to amicably arrive at a consensus 

(Thomson & Perry, 2006).  

When partners decide to work together, they make choices that will govern their joint 

action in terms of how to collectively develop rules and guidelines to determine who 

will be entitled to make decisions and which actions will be acceptable or 

unacceptable (Kanter, 1994). The success of these choices depends on the actors’ 

willingness to monitor one another and to instill credible sanctions on non-compliant 

actors. If partners fail or are not committed to monitoring their own adherence to the 

agreed upon rules, the ability to build credible commitment is unachievable and joint 

decision-making is improbable (Mattessich & Monsey, 1992). A reputation of 

trustworthiness, trust and reciprocity are crucial elements in the governance 

dimension that increase the possibility of building strong and reliable commitments, as 

well as the ability to have face to face communication (Ostrom, 1998; Mattessich et 

al., 2001). 

 

Administration: Firms collaborate so that they can achieve a certain goal. Since 

collaborations are not self-administering, there is a need to set up an administrative 

structure that facilitates a shift from governance to action (Thomson & Perry, 2006). 

Administration is considered an imperative aspect during the collaboration process, 

the presence of clear roles and responsibilities, boundaries setting, achievable goals 

and effective communication channels are some of the most crucial elements in the 

administration dimension (Czajkowski, 2006). Implementing collaboration is 

challenging since participation is voluntary and partners are autonomous but also 

because traditional coordination methods like hierarchy, routines and standardization 

are less applicable. Communication between collaborators depend more on 



 25 

interdependent relationships than contractual agreements (Gray & Wood, 1991). 

 

In collaborative endeavors, coordination, clarity of roles and responsibilities and 

monitoring mechanisms are based on more symmetrical and horizontal relationships 

(Mattessich et al., 2001). However, the decentralized administrative structures do 

need a central position for coordinating communication, organizing and disseminating 

information as well as keeping partners alert to the collectively determined rules and 

regulations that dictate their relationships (Czajkowski, 2006). Trust plays a crucial 

role; the ability to find a good combination of administrative capacity via coordination 

and hierarchy and the capacity to build strong relationships is a key determinant to the 

success of the collaboration endeavor (ibid). 

 

The role of a relationship manager in the collaboration has been emphasized, his/her 

role should be to manage and build inter-organizational relationships (William, 2002).  

He should possess skills such as the ability to build and sustain effective interpersonal 

relationships between the partners and to effectively manage interdependency (ibid). 

The traditional control leadership style where leaders make an agenda and managers 

implement it is not compatible with collaboration arrangements. Instead, different 

partners lead and manage by playing different roles which are all necessary for the 

collaboration as a whole to achieve its purpose (Thomson & Perry, 2006). 

 

Organizational autonomy: The process of reconciling individual and collective interests 

in collaboration endeavors is often a dilemma since partners share a dual identity. In 

that, they maintain their personal identities and organizational authority separate from 

the collaborative identity albeit simultaneously. The autonomy - accountability tension 

between self interest (achieving individual organizational missions) and (keeping an 

identity discrete from the collaboration) and the collective interest (realizing 

collaboration goals and maintain accountability to collaborative organizations and 

stakeholders) can be challenging (Wood & Gray 1991; Thomson & Perry, 2006).  
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The autonomy dimension can be problematic since collaborations are formed to 

tackle complex problems that partners are unable to solve on their own. For the 

problems to be solved they need each other’s skills and resources; yet their own 

missions which at times could or could not be related to the problem can create an 

intricate choice (Gray, 1989). Thomson & Perry (2006, p. 26) argue that “when 

collaboration goals conflict with the autonomous goals of individual partner 

organizations, identities are at stake. Unless the particular problem is of sufficient 

urgency to all partners, it is likely that individual missions will triumph collaboration 

missions”. Gray & Wood (1991) continue to state that in collaboration, partners protect 

their own identities by upholding their individual control. However, shared control 

entails partners’ willingness to share information with the other players in terms of 

their organization operations and the resources they will bring to the table. The ability 

to share information with other partners is the distinguishing factor of collaboration. 

 

The mutuality dimension: “Although information sharing is necessary for collaboration, 

it is not sufficient for it to thrive. Without mutual benefits, information sharing will not 

lead to collaboration’’ (Thomson & Perry, 2006, p. 27). The dimension of mutuality 

depends on interdependence. Partners that seek collaboration must experience 

mutually beneficial interdependencies or in other words, shared interests based on 

complementary capabilities. The underlying principle is that, partners should 

appreciate and be passionate about issues that surpass individual organizational 

missions and visions; for example, the moral importance of tackling climate change or 

poverty.  In such situations partners forego the right to pursue their own interest for the 

benefit of others (Powell, 1990). They accommodate one another such that, each 

party’s unique skills are combined with another’s for the benefit of the moral issue at 

hand (ibid). Mutuality in collaboration is a win-win problem solving mechanism that 

addresses the conflicts inherent in differing interests. Participating organizations that 

approach collaboration form a shared interest, identify joint commonalities and commit 

to the issue at stake are bound to succeed, since these principles are important in 

holding the collaboration together (Wood & Gray 1991; Thomson & Perry, 2006). 
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Reciprocity: According to Axelrod (1984), reciprocity can be seen in two ways; short-

term and contingent as well as long term and embedded in sociological understanding 

of obligation. In collaborations, partners often show a willingness to interact and 

collaborate only if the other partner demonstrates the willingness to do the same. The 

prisoner’s dilemma inherent in the game theory exemplifies this tension by showing 

the ‘’tit-for tat’’ or ‘’I will if you will’’ mentality. Partners are willing to bear initial 

disproportional cost on condition that the other partner will equally act in good faith out 

of a sense of duty (Ring & de Ven, 1994). Accordingly, the ‘’I will if you will’’ reciprocity 

when accompanied by repetitive interaction can lead to collective action (Axelrod, 

1984). However, research by (Olson, 1971) asserts that when participation in joint 

action is voluntary, participants whose marginal costs supersede marginal benefits of 

participating will discontinue contributing before a group optimum is reached.  Game 

theory emphasis on repeated interaction accentuates the longer-term view of 

obligation based on social and cultural doctrine. They make the basis of social 

interaction in society and give reciprocal exchanges meaning (Axelrod, 1984).  With 

time, as partners work together they are bound to learn what works and what does 

not. Routines may develop that become inherent and gain instrumental legitimacy 

thus forming the basis of reciprocal exchange (Powell, 1990; Ring & van den Ven, 

1994). Related to reciprocity, it is trust that is a crucial and key element of 

collaboration. It minimizes complexity and transaction costs faster than other forms of 

organizations (Thomson & Perry, 2006; Czajkowski, 2006). Trust can be defined as a 

joint belief among people that others will “make good faith efforts to behave in line 

with any commitment both explicit and implicit and that they will be honest in whatever 

negotiations preceded such commitments and will not take excessive advantage of 

another even when the opportunity presents itself” (Cumming & Bromiley, 1996, p. 

303). Despite the fact that trust is a key component of collaboration, it takes time to 

build and nurture. Thomson (2001a) asserts that to build trust, collaboration 

endeavors cannot be rushed, since it is energy intensive and organizations must be 

willing to invest a lot of time at minimal productivity to establish relationships. 

Participating organizations do not begin with a cost benefit analysis, instead they 

begin with idealism. As they begin to fulfill the tasks at hand they realize that they will 
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have to pay a cost. When they (organizations) are willing to face the cost then 

collaboration is said to have begun. 

 

According to Ring & Van de Ven (1994), organizations participating in collaboration 

interact and build reputation for trustworthy behavior as time goes. With time, they 

may move from the reciprocity “tit for tat” behavior to longer-term commitment based 

on institutionalized psychological contracts. As Ostrom (1998) asserts, collective 

action is pegged on reciprocity, trust and reputation. Admittedly, when personal 

relationships supplement formal organizational role relationships, psychological 

contracts act as a surrogate for legal contracts. Additionally, formal organizational 

agreements are replaced with informal understandings and commitments, as such, 

organizational relationships may persist for a longer time (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). 

By successfully implementing the five dimensions, a successful collaboration process 

is created. The advantage of this process is then measured by synergy creation. 

 
2.2.8 Measuring collaborative advantage 
Synergy has been termed as a 

key measure of collaboration 

advantage. Synergy gives 

collaboration its unique 

advantage, which makes it 

possible to gain an advantage 

over single agents in 

addressing complex issues.  

‘’The ability to combine the 

perspectives, resources and 

skills of a group of people and organizations is called synergy’’ (Lasker et al., 2001, p. 

183). The synergy that partners desire to achieve through collaboration is more than 

just exchange of resources. Through combining of individual perspectives, resources 

and skills of partners, the group develops something new and valuable collectively, a 

whole that is greater than the sum of its individual parts (ibid). Fig. 10 represents three 

Figure 10: Entities with different capabilities and resources. 
Source: Authors own creation 
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differently endowed entities working independently, hence, the “synergy ladder is not 

aligned”. The synergy created by collaboration can have a very transformative power. 

Collaboration with diverse players who have heterogeneous traits, abilities, attitudes 

and skills can bring complementary strengths to the engagement (Gray, 1989). 

However, to achieve synergy, partners have to manage the diversity that collaboration 

brings. Diversity is a double-edged sword; despite its advantages, it can create 

tension and conflict, placing huge demands on leadership, coordination and 

management skills on the engagement (Mitchell & Shortell, 2000). As we highlighted 

in the five dimensions of managing the collaboration process when diversity is well 

managed maximum benefits from the collaboration can be reached through synergy 

(Gray, 1989).  

 

So far we have analyzed social innovation and cross-sectoral collaboration theory 

with the aim of answering our research questions. These theories will be used and 

applied to further understand these concepts in practice through the empirical case of 

the RHU. To conclude this section, we see the potential inherent in cross-sectoral 

collaboration for social innovation. The following section will explain how we intend to 

do so. 

3.	  Methodology	  

3.1	  Research	  Design	  
As mentioned in the previous section, this thesis is an attempt to understand and extend 

the existing literature on social innovation and to find out how collaboration between 

organizations belonging to different sectors work in tandem to create value for society. 

In order to so, we believe a case study is an interesting and viable way to further 

develop the existing theory of social innovation and cross-sectoral collaboration and find 

out how these two intersect.  
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For this thesis, we have chosen to study the collaboration between the IKEA 

Foundation, the Swedish Industrial Design Foundation (SVID)3, and the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), which came together to improve the 

conditions in which refugees live by creating an innovative shelter, called the Refugee 

Housing Unit. The reason why this shelter has been chosen is because it is a clear, 

current, and inspiring example of a social innovation. In addition, it encompasses 

Murray et al. (2010) definition of social innovation, in that it is a new product that seeks 

to solve displacement issues and created new relationships through the collaboration of 

organizations belonging to different sectors. Furthermore, the authors of this thesis are 

originally from countries in which millions of people live under similar conditions to 

refugees, so this case was not only interesting because of its academic significance, but 

was also relevant at a personal level. 

3.2	  Research	  Approach	  and	  Strategy	  
Given the information we had access to about the Refugee Housing Unit and the aim of 

this thesis, the approach that was taken to conduct this study was qualitative. Bell 

(2003, p. 7) argues that a qualitative approach is more concerned with understanding 

how individuals perceive the world and is a way to find insights on these thoughts.  

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 482) describe a qualitative approach as one in which the 

results are based on the meanings of words rather than numerical data. Thus, the 

information that was collected in the interviews went through a process of transcription 

where it was summarized, grouped and/or restructured as a narrative in order to allow a 

discussion to be made (ibid, p. 482). It is for this reason that the process of formulating 

and understanding the qualitative data was a challenging and time consuming process. 

Analyzing qualitative data begins very often at the same time that it is collected and is 

constantly gone through interpretation during the course of the study, meaning that 

interpreting the collected information was a project-long task (ibid, p. 485).  

Because one of the aims of this thesis was to expand the current theory on cross-

sectoral collaborations for social innovation, adopting an inductive research approach 

facilitated this process for different reasons. It allowed us to gain a better understanding 
                                            
3 RHU was created as a subsidy from SVID to carry on with the project. 
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of the research context, which also allowed us to understand the meanings that the 

RHU project members attached to events. Also, a more flexible structure was likely to 

exist, which gave more room to data interpretation and increased the chances of 

formulating new theory (ibid, p. 127). Therefore, the data collection and its analysis, as 

well the continual process of re-evaluating it determined the findings of this thesis. 

However, as mentioned in the Research Design section, one of the aims of this thesis 

was to evaluate the existent theory on social innovation and cross-sectoral collaboration 

through creating a case study of the RHU. Therefore, not only did new theory emerge, 

broadening the limited research on social innovation, but it also allowed the existing 

theory to be tested, meaning a deductive reasoning approach was also taken. In 

summary, a deductive and inductive reasoning method was used to test and develop 

theory correspondingly. 

3.3	  Data	  Collection	  Method	  
The data collection method was through a qualitative study. Interviews are one of the 

main data collection tools, which allowed us to access people’s perceptions, meanings, 

definitions of situations and constructions of reality (Punch, 2005). The primary 

advantage of interviews is that they provide much more detailed information than what 

is available through other data collection methods (Boyce & Neale, 2006). The primary 

data collection consisted of two interviews with one representative of the organizations 

involved through Skype; the project leader of RHU, Johan Karlsson, and UNHCR’s 

Innovation co-leader, Chris Earney (See Appendix for details). The reason why we 

interviewed a member of both organizations was to be able to get a broader point of 

view of how the collaboration came about and how it has evolved up to the current date. 

The set of questions that were asked during the interviews were our creation and drawn 

upon the theoretical framework. By asking those questions, we were able to analyze the 

theory studied in frame of reference.  

The data collected for this project came from both primary and secondary sources. The 

primary data was collected by conducting interviews to members of the RHU project. 

These semi-structured interviews (Saunders et al. 2009, p. 320) were based on a set of 

questions that the authors of this thesis prepared by carefully analyzing the theoretical 
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framework. This allowed us to gain a deeper understanding of the respective theory as 

well as create and develop new arguments that can be of interest for further research in 

the area. 

The secondary data was found through a diverse range of sources that included Google 

Scholar, the Linköping University library, and its online databases. These sources 

allowed us to find: 

- Academic articles and books about social innovation (Mulgan et al., 2007; Phills et al., 

2008; Pol & Ville, 2009; Murray et al., 2010) 

- Academic articles about collaboration (Gray, 1989; Gray & Wood, 1991; Mattessich et 

al., 2001; Thomson & Perry, 2006) 

- Organizational documents such as annual reports, as well as statistics and operational 

data available at the interviewee websites (www.unhcr.org, www.ikeafoundation.org, 

www.svid.se). 

- News articles and other interviews done by renowned mass media agencies (Time 

Magazine, BusinessWeek, CNN, The World Design Impact Prize). 

3.4	  Research	  Philosophy	  and	  Limitations	  
The nature and development of knowledge is a process in which several factors can 

influence the researchers’ interpretations and conclusions he or she is able to identify 

during conducting research. Saunders et al. (2009), argue that despite there being 

practical considerations that cannot be avoided during a research project, it is factors 

such as our values, education and cultural background that have great influence on our 

decision of what we want to pursue and how we want to pursue it. This, according to the 

latter, may lead to an unintended bias that even if it is non-existent, the reader may 

have reasons to believe it is there.  

Therefore, to remain unbiased and keep focus, it was important to understand the 

background of our interviewees, the company or organizations they represented, and 

the nature of the project itself. By doing so, we were able to build a better understanding 

and interpretation of the data collected in the interviews, as well as from the secondary 
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data that was collected throughout this project. By following Saunders et al. (2009) 

argument, we were able to conduct a research project in which we could identify the 

own boundaries of its reach, keep focus and remain as objective as possible. 

The reach and scope of this thesis is further limited by a number of factors. By trying to 

understand how social innovations can be created through organizations belonging to 

different sectors collaborating, we decided to make a study of the RHU. This case 

represents the collaboration of the private and NGO sectors, which excludes the 

governmental sector. However, this does not change the fact that social innovation 

should not be limited to a certain sector. As social innovations emerge as a response to 

certain contexts at a certain time, it may be that the findings of this thesis cannot be 

applied to other social innovation collaborations. Furthermore, the BOP is too large to 

create a “one size fits all” solution, so creating innovative solutions for this segment is 

again contingent on place and time. In addition, despite having initial contact with the 

IKEA Foundation, we were not able to conduct an interview with them. As such, getting 

a 360-degree view of the collaboration, where we could compare the opinion and 

comments from each organization in this project, was not possible. Additionally, 

throughout the thesis we refer to the IKEA Foundation as belonging to the private sector 

because it is the philanthropic branch of the IKEA Group. While the concept of social 

innovation is setting socially oriented goals rather than economic gains, we cannot 

ascertain the motive of engagement of the IKEA Foundation in this project. Another 

limitation would be that our second interviewee had requested the questionnaire 

beforehand. Therefore during the interview, he chose not to answer some of the 

questions that could have created redundancy. This was because he was aware that we 

had already interviewed the project manager of RHU earlier that day. Based on the 

conducted interviews and secondary data, the following section will present the RHU 

case. 
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4.	  The	  Refugee	  Housing	  Unit	  Case	  
The RHU project aims at tackling the problem of displacement; more than 40 million 

people around the world are refugees or live in similar conditions. 80% of refugees are 

women and children, and most of them end up as refugees in undeveloped countries, 

while only a short minority get asylum in first-world countries (Heggenes, 2013). Many 

remain in suspense for more than a decade, waiting for tension to cool down in their 

home countries. People who live in refugee camps live in canvas UN-provided tents, 

which offer little comfort, dignity, or security. These tents are cold in the winter and hot 

in the summer, with no electricity or lighting, limiting refugee families’ ability to lead a 

normal life (Heggenes, 2013). A collaboration between a subsidiary of the Swedish 

Industrial Design Foundation (SVID), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) and IKEA Foundation was able to design an innovative flat-pack solar 

paneled shelter that aims at providing improved living conditions as the ones that the 

current tents allow (Cameron, 2013). The shelter safely houses up to five refugees and 

can last up to three years. The product is called the Refugee Housing Unit and aims at 

providing a more dignified and secure housing for millions of vulnerable refugees 

(Karlsson, 2014). 

4.1	  The	  people	  behind	  it	  
IKEA Foundation: The IKEA Foundation is the 

philanthropic body of the Swedish home furniture giant 

IKEA and is completely funded by the IKEA Group. It was 

founded in 1982 with the aim of improving the lives of the 

world’s poorest children. Its initial focus was architecture 

and interior design but as the years passed they felt a 

need to address and alleviate the root causes of child 

labor, as well as their rights and access to better 

education. Eventually, in 2009, they were able to expand 

their mission and address multiple issues that hindered 

children’s opportunities, thus giving them the chance to build a better future.  

 

Figure 11: IKEA Foundation's 
"circle of prosperity". Source: IKEA 
Foundation, 2014. 
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The programs that the IKEA Foundation funds and is actively involved in address four 

areas that they consider fundamental for children’s development. These four areas 

encompass programs that aim at a) creating a place for children to call home, b) access 

to quality education, c) healthcare and d) sustainable income sources. In order to do so, 

they approach these issues in what they call the “circle of prosperity” (Fig. 11). This 

circle of prosperity helps them develop programs that approach their target area in such 

a way that is systematic and holistic, creating a long-term solution that can create a 

more prosperous future for children and their families. The programs can be divided into 

three broad areas. I) Women and girls empowerment, II) addressing the root causes of 

child labor and supporting children’s rights, and III) creating a better home for refugee 

children and their families. In 2013 alone, over US$140 million were donated to different 

programs, partnerships were created and are active in 35 countries in Africa, Asia and 

Latin America, and over US$13 million were raised together with UNICEF through their 

Soft Toys for Education campaign. By 2015, more than 100 million children in different 

parts of the world will have benefited from the IKEA Foundation’s programs (IKEA 

Foundation, 2014). 

SVID: The Swedish Industrial Design Foundation (SVID) was created in 1989 with the 

aim of using design as a way to increase development and the competitiveness of 

companies. SVID is a private design promotion foundation, which is supported by the 

Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth (Tillväxtverket) that falls under the 

Swedish Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and Communication. Other funding sources 

come from public funds and organizations that are involved in SVID’s projects. Because 

SVID (2014) believes that design is “an obvious driving force for sustainable 

development”, they stress the importance of companies to include design in their 

business strategy. SVID noticed that while many companies wanted to deliver an 

attractive offer to their customers, many of them do not have the means or knowledge of 

how to create the best possible solution for its customers. It is through design that SVID 

then helps companies become more customer-oriented and thus develop the best 

product, service and/or process to deliver. But what do they mean by design? For SVID 

(2014), design “is a process of developing purposeful and innovative solutions that 
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embody functional and aesthetic demands based on the needs of the intended user. 

Design is applied in the development of goods, services, processes messages and 

environments”. 

UNHCR: The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was founded 

in 1950 with the aim of helping Europeans who had lost their homes after World War II. 

Since then, it has been responsible and has responded to various humanitarian crises 

worldwide. From decolonization in African countries during the 60’s and displacement 

crises in Latin America and Asia, to war victims in the Balkans and more recently 

violence and uprisings in the Middle East, the UNHCR has been responsible for 

providing protection and assistance to refugees and others in similar situations. Its 

headquarters are in Geneva, Switzerland and employs around 10,000 people in 126 

countries, with most of them working in the field. With a yearly operating budget of over 

US$5.3 billion4, it is responsible for over 40 million uprooted people around the world. In 

order to be able to respond in the most effective and efficient manner, the UNHCR does 

not work alone. It actively seeks and works together with Governments, national and 

international NGOs, the private and public sectors, universities and research 

institutions, sister UN agencies and refugees themselves. Together with its partners, the 

UNHCR seeks to help refugees and others in similar situations in 1) advocacy, 2) 

asylum and migration, 3) durable solutions, 4) environment, 5) protection, 6) assistance, 

7) capacity building, 8) emergency response and 9) fund raising (UNHCR, 2014). 

                                            
4 US$4 billion for annual budget + US$1.2 billion for supplementary appeals as of June 2013. 
(UNHCR, 2014) 
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Up to mid 2013 the number of 

people that the UNHCR would 

become responsible for had 

never been seen before. Over 

40 million people5 around the 

world were seeking for 

protection and help from the 

UNHCR. From refugees and 

asylum-seekers, to stateless 

people and returnees, the 

numbers were overwhelming. 

The reason why this number reached such levels, and why it keeps on rising, has been 

one of the reasons of why the UNHCR was originally created. Conflict and uprisings that 

we see in the Syrian Arab Republic, Mali, The Democratic Republic of Congo and the 

Central African Republic, just to name a few, are examples of why the numbers of 

refugees and people seeking for protection has risen during the last years. War 

however is not the only reason that forces people to leave their homes or countries. 

Persecution, violence and human rights violations, are other big issues that contribute to 

the overwhelming number of women, children and men who are seeking UNHCR’s 

assistance in order to live a more dignifying, safer and better life. By looking at Fig. 12, 

one can see that over 80% of people under the UNHCR concern is formed by refugees 

and internally displaced people (IDP), most of them coming from countries such as 

Afghanistan6, Syria7, Somalia8, Iraq9 and Colombia10. These numbers not only reflect 

the amount of people who are in need of immediate help, but also that the problem is 

worldwide, meaning that people under UNHCR have very distinct backgrounds, culture, 

religious and political systems. Solutions are then highly dependent upon the time and 

                                            
5 Latest figure as in June 2013. UNHCR Mid-Year Trends, 2013. 
6 Afghanistan: 2,552,208 refugees and 574,327 IDPs as in June 2013. 
7 Syria: 1,888,491 refugees and 4,254,500 IDPs as in June 2013. 
8 Somalia: 1,130,939 refugees and 1,122,559 IDPs as in June 2013. 
9 Iraq: 409,181 refugees and 993,188 IDPs as in June 2013. 
10 Colombia: 111,663 refugees and 4,744,096 IDPs as in June 2013. 

Figure 12: UNHCR persons of concern by mid-2013. Source: UNHCR 
Mid-Year Trends, 2013 
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place where they are implemented, and as one solution may work in one place, it might 

just as well not work somewhere else, which calls for very dynamic, highly responsive 

solutions from the UNHCR.  

4.2	  Who	  is	  included	  under	  UNHCR	  concern?	  
Whenever an invasion occurs or a civil war begins, and persecution and human rights 

violations are ongoing, no matter where or when it happens, civilians will suffer most of 

the consequences. This means that any kind of person, wealthy or poor, educated or 

non-educated, could fall into UNHCR’s concern. There are five different categories in 

which these persons may fall. 

Refugees: A refugee is anyone who "owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 

political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to 

such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country" (UNHCR, 2014). 

Internally Displaced People: An internally displaced person is someone who is forced to 

leave its home or community, but still remains within its home country and has not 

crossed any international border. Although IDPs are forced to leave their homes due to 

similar situations of refugees, as long as they remain in their home countries they are 

legally still under their own government’s protection, even if the own government is the 

reason why they were forced to leave. However, because of its expertise in 

displacement, the UNHCR still protects and offers assistance to IDPs. People who are 

victims of natural disasters are also considered IDPs. 

Returnees: A returnee is any refugee who has either voluntarily or in an organized way 

returned to its country of origin but is not yet fully integrated. Coming back home after a 

traumatic and life-threatening situation is something that the UNHCR and its partners 

around the world, help refugees with when they return to their respective home 

countries. 

Asylum-seekers: An asylum-seeker is someone who claims to be a refugee, but whose 

status has yet to be evaluated and confirmed by the correspondent authority. Just like 

refugees, asylum-seekers have also requested international protection, but due to mass 
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movements of refugees for instance, when it is impossible to carry on individual 

evaluations, they are unable to officially be recognized as refugees, which has also 

made them be called prima facie refugees. 

Stateless people: A stateless person is he or she “who is not considered a national by 

any state” (UNHCR, 2014). Reasons that may lead to not possessing any kind of 

nationality can be due to discrimination against minority groups, law conflicts within a 

country and after a country has gained independence, fail to include all residents as 

citizens of that state. Not having papers proving ones nationality can lead to problems 

such as denial of education and health services, employment and even arrest. 

These are the five groups that consist most of persons of concern of the UNHCR, 

however, there are some individuals and groups who do not fall into any of these 

categories but still receive assistance and care from the UNHCR based on humanitarian 

aid needs or similar situations. 

4.3	  The	  Problem	  –	  A	  place	  to	  call	  home	  	  
After an individual or a group of people is forced to leave their homes due to any given 

circumstances, a need for shelter and a place to (temporarily) live is necessary, whether 

the person be a refugee or an IDP. Among several responsibilities, UNHCR’s and its 

partners’ objective is to provide shelter and settlement solutions to those who need it, in 

order to offer people a place that will not only protect them but also allow them to live in 

a more dignifying manner, giving them both privacy and emotional strength. In order to 

create settlements in which refugees and IDPs can live in an environment where 

socioeconomic features can be fostered, as well as taking the natural environment into 

consideration, the UNHCR and its partners guide themselves through a number of 

principles (Fig. 13).  These principles are then followed within various strategic 

approaches, such as 1) partnerships and coordination, 2) capacity building, 3) 

communication and advocacy, 4) integrated approached, 5) measurement and 6) 

innovation. 
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From the over 40 million refugees and people that 

fall under the UNHCR care today, most of them are 

unable to receive the necessary care or support that 

allow them to carry on a decent life. Due to the great 

number of refugees and IDPs that have been forced 

into the situation where they find themselves today, 

being able to provide the necessary care to each 

one of them is not only a challenge that is growing, 

but also harder to respond to. Due to modern day 

globalization and increased socioeconomic 

opportunities in urban areas, several refugees live outside of camps, and reside in both 

urban and rural areas. Though job and wealth creation opportunities may be greater in 

urban areas, refugees living in these areas still live in substandard living conditions. 

From living in non-functional buildings with no access to water and sharing a room with 

several others, to living in slums where violence and insecurity prevail, refugees 

residing in urban areas remain a big challenge for the UNHCR and its partners to 

deliver better settlement and shelter solutions. On the other hand, it is in the rural areas 

where most of UNHCR and its partners’ humanitarian aid predominate. Because 

settlement areas may be more likely to be created due to the availability of land and 

resources, most refugee camps are located in rural areas. Over 2.6 million people live in 

refugee camps worldwide, and while camps were developed as a temporary solution for 

refugees and other people of concern, the average time for a person living in a refugee 

camp today is about 12 years11. Currently, the UNHCR uses two different kinds of tents 

depending on the situation. One is a lightweight emergency shelter that is used in cases 

of urgent and rapid response. The other, a family canvas tent that is used for long-term 

encampment. When the demand is too high, plastic sheeting, matting and other 

materials are also given in cases of emergency. These tents have an average lifespan 

of six months, so the need for a longer lasting shelter, that not only can help reduce the 

life cycle costs, but offer better living conditions for those who need them, is necessary. 

                                            
11 Interview with Johan Karlsson, from RHU. 

Figure 13: UNHCR and partners guiding 
principles. Source: Global Strategy for 
Settlement and Shelter, UNHCR 2014. 
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4.4	  How	  the	  collaboration	  began	  
Before the collaboration between the three parties began in 2010, Karlsson, who is now 

the RHU project leader, was working on a small project with a Swedish foundation that 

focused on building sustainable housing solutions with environmentally friendly 

materials. This small project then approached the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency 

(MSB), which has deeper insight and knowledge on emergency housing solutions, to 

help them develop a shelter. At that time, Karlsson had the opportunity to meet a design 

manager from IKEA and proposed that IKEA should step into this project. With the 

limited and scarce resources that the project had up to that moment, IKEAs involvement 

in the project would not only provide financial benefits, but more than anything their 

knowledge and expertise in logistics, flat-packs, do-it-yourself kind of products, which 

was something this project was looking for. Unfortunately, IKEAs first response was 

negative. While they are experts on making products for everything inside a home, 

working on something that would be outside a home did not seem like a reasonable 

idea. However, IKEA did propose that this project would be something that the IKEA 

Foundation12, would be interested in, as they focus on humanitarian aid and relief.  

Together with the UNHCR, Karlsson and his team developed a project plan that they 

would then propose to the IKEA Foundation. After a few months of negotiations, it was 

in mid 2010 when the IKEA Foundation agreed to be part of the project. The next year, 

in 2011, the project ran into some financial troubles, and the foundation with which 

Karlsson had began the project with in early 2010, was not capable of carrying the 

project any longer. It was at this point where the project members approached SVID. 

Due to their good reputation in project management and implementation, they asked 

SVID if they would like to join the project. A few months later, in early 2012, SVID 

decided to give it a green light. However, SVID created a subsidiary called Refugee 

Housing Unit, and this would be the company that would then take part in this project. 

Since then, the three bodies have been working with over 25 organizations with different 

kinds of knowledge, ranging from the automotive industry to steel producers. So far, it 

                                            
12 The IKEA Foundation oversees IKEAs philanthropic global actions. 
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has been RHU, UNHCR and the IKEA Foundation who have been in charge of the 

project as a whole. 

4.5	  The	  shelter	  
Since 2010 the project has gradually evolved from conception to prototyping. Around 27 

units are being tested in Ethiopia and 13 in Iraq, with a few more awaiting permission to 

be tested and used in Lebanon. As opposed to the canvas and emergency tents that 

have typically been the answer for refugees and IDPs, the RHU unit is different in 

several aspects. 

Cost efficient: With the average person under UNHCR concern living in a refugee camp 

being 12 years, using a family tent that lasts only 6 months13 and costs hundreds of 

dollars results in staggering costs, considering the millions of refugees that live in 

camps worldwide. Having to renew these tents multiple times represents higher costs in 

production and logistics. The RHU units’ production costs are currently around 

US$1,200, but project members are confident that this sum can go down as production 

increases. Even with this price, given their lifespan and low maintenance costs, the 

units are a much viable solution to the existing tents. 

                                            
13 Duration can vary between 6-12 months given the environment and conditions where it is 
being used. 
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Flat-packs: Keeping thousands of tents in storage in multiple locations worldwide not 

only represents high costs as well, but also the need for timely and accessible 

distribution when needed. Refugee camps are usually located in remote areas that are 

hard to access due to poor infrastructure or security reasons, just to mention some 

examples. With IKEA’s expertise and knowledge in logistics, the RHU units are packed 

in flat-packs, just like any other IKEA product, and are easy to keep in storage, 

transport, assemble and disassemble.  

Dynamic design: One solution does not fit all. Believing that a highly standardized 

shelter solution will work for all refugees would be a mistake. Refugees worldwide have 

different traditions, habits and beliefs, meaning that the way they live at home can vary 

Figure 14: Features and materials. Source: Weburbanist, 2014. 
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significantly. The RHU units are easily adaptable in both size and function in order to be 

more responsive to those who live in them, giving them the opportunity to have privacy 

and security, which is hard to get when living in a tent. 

Do-it-yourself: Just like most IKEA products, the RHU unit can be assembled and 

disassembled by following an intuitive set of instructions. They can be put up and down 

in a matter of hours, and do not require any kind of solid or permanent concrete base. 

This means that not only can they be moved whenever it may necessary, but they also 

leave no trace or harm the environment.  

As opposed to the family and emergency tents that have been the common answer to 

refugee housing, the RHUs are more durable, responsive and sustainable. Mostly made 

of plastic panels that can be clipped together by wires and are supported by steel 

framing tubes, the units can be put up in four hours, and require no tools to be built. 

Weighting about 100kg and packed in cardboard boxes that allow easy transportation to 

and from refugee camps, the 17.5m2 structure can comfortably hold up to five people, 

and is expected to cost about US$1,000 when mass produced, making it a viable option 

for humanitarian aid around the world. 

The Frame: Consisting of mostly steel pipes, which are connected through wires, the 

frame offers a solid support for each housing unit. Setting up the frame is the first step 

of the assembling process. 

The Roof: Once the pipes have been set up together and the frame has been 

assembled, a number of lightweight panels that offer insulation for harsh weather 

conditions are then attached to the structure. On top of this, an innovative shade net 

was developed in order to reflect the heat during the daytime, as well as in the 

nighttime, making it cooler during the day and warmer at night. 

The Walls: Consisting of the same semi-hard plastic panels that are used for the roof, 

the panels are then connected to the structure. With windows and ventilation openings, 

these panels allow sunlight and air to flow in and out of the unit, which allow refugees to 

carry on activities inside the unit during the day. 
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Lighting: A solar panel that can be installed on the roof was developed in order provide 

electricity to the unit. The panel feeds a lamp that can be installed inside the unit. This 

option is a response to make refugee shelters safer, as kerosene lamps would no 

longer be needed, but also make the unit an environmental friendly solution. 

In terms of durability and comfort, the RHU so far seems to be a promising solution to 

refugee housing around the world. When we compare the RHU to the family tent, which 

costs and weights about half the amount of the RHU, and requires less time to 

assemble, questions about which shelter solution will prevail in the future may arise. 

Mostly depending on the feedback and information that the project members will get 

from testing, a number of modifications will most likely be necessary. In addition, the 

ability to make the RHU feasible for humanitarian aid organizations will largely depend 

on the final cost of the unit. For now, we can just wait and hope for the best. Meanwhile, 

the RHUs are only in the prototyping phase, and with a long way ahead of them, it is 

hard to say the impact that they will have. Furthermore, the success of the project, 

which can be measured and seen from different points of view, is still unknown. Will 

refugees actually benefit, and live more dignifying, comfortable and safer lives? Will it 

be an affordable, sustainable solution in terms of production, distribution and 

commercialization? These are questions that we are still unable to answer, and while 

the number of uprooted people is expected to keep on growing in the next years, viable 

solutions are not only crucial but urgent as well. It is worth mentioning however, that the 

RHU was a finalist at the World Design Impact Prize 2013-2014, a competition that 

recognizes projects around the globe, which focuses on solutions to improve social, 

economic and environmental quality of life. Being in such a position does reflect the 

potential that the RHU has. 
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5.	  Analysis	  and	  discussion	  
Based on the theoretical framework and empirical findings we will now analyze and 

report our findings in order to be able to answer our research questions. Following the 

analysis, we will incorporate the theoretical background with our findings to create a 

framework that can help shape future cross-sectoral collaborations for social innovation. 

5.1	  Social	  innovation	  analysis	  
1. Diagnosis: As Mulgan et al. (2007) argue, finding the solution to a problem first 

requires to find the problem, and if possible, its source. Not being able to find the source 

of it could mislead the solution or simply prolong the problem itself (Murray et al., 2010). 

In the RHU case, the problem diagnosis began by realizing that tents used for 

emergency situations were not durable, comfortable or even protective from harsh 

weather conditions. Thus, the need to find an alternative response for those who 

needed a shelter in an emergency or refugee like situation was identified. In regard to 

the ways in which problems can be identified according to Mulgan (2006) and Murray et 

al. (2010), humanitarian and economic crisis can sometimes be triggers that make 

problems stand out, and thus make it clear that a solution to a certain problem is 

needed. On the other hand, problems can sometimes not be as visible and clear, and 

thus careful observation and analysis of phenomena, or even empathy, is needed 

(Mulgan, 2006; Brown 2008). For the RHU, both arguments are valid. In terms of 

humanitarian crisis for instance, it is unnecessary to mention the number of people who 

have had to leave their homes due to economic and political unrest in different countries 

in Africa and the Middle East. On the other hand, careful observation of the current tents 

and constant dialogue with refugees themselves, the RHU team noticed a need to 

develop a housing unit that could resemble a home, and not just create a better, or 

more feasible tent (Karlsson, 2014).  

2. Proposal of ideas: Once the problem has been identified, a wide range of ideas 

should then come to light and discussed to solve the specific problem (Mulgan et al., 

2007). As Brown (2008) emphasizes, working with actors from different backgrounds is 

key to develop ideas that can further be pursued and developed, as bringing all kinds of 

expertise to the table allows a more diverse and holistic proposal of ideas. Up to now, 
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the RHU project has worked with over 25 companies and organizations across sectors, 

ranging from universities and the automobile industry, to develop the best possible 

shelter solution (Karlsson, 2014). From choosing the right materials to ensuring that the 

housing unit complies with international safety and quality standards, the RHU has been 

the result of an ongoing collaboration of a wide range of experts coming together to 

create a sustainable, socially and environmental friendly shelter. Despite the 

involvement of several private companies in the project, IKEA Foundation, RHU and 

UNHCR have been the main players. 

3. Prototype and develop: Putting the proposed idea into practice and making it a reality 

is the next step. As for now, testing and prototyping is taking place in refugee camps in 

Ethiopia and Iraq, while a few other units are still on hold to be set up in Lebanon. 

Feedback from the end users (refugees) and careful observation are key elements that 

will help the RHU team improve and adapt the current prototype. As Mulgan et al. 

(2007) and Brown (2008) argue, prototyping is not a linear process, meaning that it is a 

process which goes back and forth, where rethinking and remodeling the prototype is 

necessary to develop the best possible solution. It is an exploration phase that if 

successful, will lead to exploitation (March, 1991).  

Figure 15: Refugee Housing Unit model. Source: Wired, 2013. 
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4. Sustaining the solution: Although the RHU is still in the prototyping and testing phase, 

any end product design which is decided on, will have to be one which is cost-effective, 

meaning it will have to be feasible to produce and to market. Working closely with 

partners and stakeholders will be key to making the RHU a sustainable solution. From 

sourcing the right materials, to transporting the units to remote and hard to access 

areas in the world, the steering committee will have to work closely with the RHU 

stakeholders to allow it to reach the following stage. 

5. Scale and diffusion: As for now, production costs for the RHU are still high, especially 

because of the limited units that have been produced. However, when mass-produced 

the costs are expected to fall, allowing each unit to be sold for about US$1,000. 

However, the scalability and diffusion of the RHU will be highly dependent on demand 

shifts, as well as its capacity to operate efficiently. This last argument is what Mulgan et 

al. (2007) describe as the main challenge that social innovations face. 

6. Changing the system: Social innovations “are born in a certain context, under certain 

circumstances, and in response to certain needs or problems” (Westley and Antadze, 

2010, p .12). For the social innovation to make an impact, the interaction between 

cultural, political, social and economic factors is crucial. It is when these factors are 

aligned towards a common goal that creates the synergies that allow social innovations 

to have an impact on society (ibid). The influx of refugees and people in desperate need 

for shelter solutions around the world is growing, especially in conflict zone areas in the 

Middle East and Africa. The RHU itself does not eliminate the housing problems millions 

of refugees and other people under UNHCRs concern have, but it could have a 

significant impact on their day to day lives, enhancing social and economic growth for 

refugees and their families around the world, as well as setting up a new standard for 

refugee housing. 

As such, it is innovative solutions like the RHU that create the possibility of changing 

and enhancing societies capacity to act and live a better life. The shelter itself is the 

result of a collaboration that has successfully been able to combine resources, know-
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how and expertise from its participating members and stakeholders. In the following 

section we will analyze this collaboration.  

5.2	  Collaboration	  analysis	  
“[We] want to explore and reach out to some of the best minds that exist out of our 

organization and harness that brain power and bring them in our organization to solve 

issues that refugees are facing” (Earney, 2014). 

In our review of the literature we discussed the complexity of social issues rendering 

them too complex to be solved by one entity or a single sector (Gadja, 2004; Lu, 2013). 

It became evident from the results we got from the interviews that solving social issues 

is more complex when organizations work alone unlike when they combine efforts.  The 

UNHCR for example is the main agency for humanitarian relief; it is responsible for over 

40 million people in a huge array of operating environments. Earney (2014) attested that 

UNHCR cannot work alone and that they are increasingly partnering with the private 

sector to solve issues that refugees face. Selsky & Parker (2005) argue that 

collaboration is driven mostly by the need to maximize the return from scarce resources. 

Different sectors may have resource constraints that inhibit the search for solutions 

(Woodland & Hutton, 2012). For UNCHR, the desire to solve refugee problems 

prompted them to collaborate, additionally, the availability of skills and resources from 

RHU and IKEA Foundation was also a motivating factor. It is evident that when 

organizations lack critical competencies and the feasibility of developing them in-house 

seems futile, and if the resources are randomly distributed across sectors, the sector to 

which potential partners belong becomes irrelevant, rather the availability of resources 

takes center stage towards realizing a common goal (Woodland & Hutton, 2012).  

‘’UNHCR has experience with refugees’ environment, however, we lack skills of 

industrial designers and of course the huge financial support from IKEA Foundation’’ 

(Earney, 2014). 

5.2.1 The RHU project collaboration process 
Through our research, it became clear that collaboration for social innovation was 

similar to the existing theory. However, some aspects as we shall show later in this part 

were highlighted to be critical for the success of cross-sector collaboration for social 
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innovation. True to Ring & Van de Ven (1994) assertion that collaboration is a cyclical 

and iterative process, the RHU project as told in the interviews was a cyclical and 

iterative process that entailed renegotiations and readjustments of the initially set plans 

and expectations. 

Negotiation stage: Once the three organizations partnered, they developed collective 

expectations about their motivation, which was to provide a more sustainable housing 

for the refugees and discussed possible investments in terms of who was to be 

responsible for what. Negotiations were more informal contrary to (Ring & Van de Ven, 

1994) assertions that during the negotiation stage interactions are both formal and 

informal. In the RHU project, the negotiations started on a rather informal mode, where 

partners talked about the need for collaboration and its importance to create a viable 

solution. However, the lack of a formal collaborative format from the beginning led to 

some challenges, since it was not clear who owned what, or had the right to what, or in 

case of financial compensation and royalties who would pay who. It was a challenging 

issue that brought conflict to the partnership and it took the actors more than half a year 

to clarify who owned what by setting agreements (Karlsson, 2014). 

 

‘’We started by talking, discussing that this is very nice to collaborate and everybody 

seemed very open minded about it. But then we ran into trouble when we first made a 

solution which was recognized and we could see market potential for it. Then it wasn’t 

as clear who owned the rights and it created you know a conflict but it took us more 

than half a year where we were basically in conflict with our partners with who owned 

what. Then we set agreements and we learned the hard way’’ (Karlsson, 2014).  

Commitment Stage: At this stage the RHU project made a commitment to future action 

by clearly defining roles amongst the actors as well as setting the terms and 

governance structure of the engagement. The governance structure was made of a 

steering committee with representatives from UNHCR, IKEA Foundation and RHU. 

The committee was to meet quarterly to monitor project progress and its evolvement. 

The RHU team was to be in charge of project administration, project planning, product 

development cycles as well as setting meetings and follow up duties. UNHCR was to 
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take up the role of field-testing through their field offices; they provided logistics and 

fieldwork support. IKEA Foundation was to provide financial resources as well as their 

expertise in logistics and production knowledge from the IKEA Group. During this 

stage legal representatives were engaged to formalize the engagement with all the 

partners engaged in the project. Contracts were made with the main partners in the 

development of the project to protect against intellectual property rights and know-

how. Additionally, legal contracts were set with IKEA Foundation and UNHCR to make 

them comfortable to invest their money and time in the project. Thomson & Perry 

(2006) argue that during the commitment stage legal representative of the actors are 

often engaged to formalize the engagement by drafting a legal agreement to avoid 

future misrepresentation, undue influence or coercion. 

 

Execution stage: During this stage the rules of action as set in the commitment stage 

are executed through organizational roles and personal interactions (Ring and Van de 

Ven 1994). The RHU team executed the duties as set in the commitment stage in terms 

of organizing both operational and administrative duties. The UNHCR on the other hand 

executed the field-testing of the shelters as a back and forth process with the RHU 

team. IKEA Foundation provided the funding and also became very involved in the 

project by following up on meetings and facilitating ideas flow and knowledge transfer in 

terms of low cost production, flat packaging and negotiating the best deals with the 

suppliers. Thomson and Perry (2006) concur that during the execution phase 

commitments are executed through implementation of organizational roles and personal 

interactions as each actor puts into action their agreed upon tasks, operational and 

administrative duties needed to execute the agreement are put into action. 
 
Assessments: True to (Ring & Van de Ven 1994; Thomson & Perry, 2006) assertion 

that during collaboration, assessments occurs throughout the three stages as 

misunderstanding, conflict, shifting of expectations can occur, prompting rethinking and 

readjusting the plans.  As told in the interviews, assessment was continuous throughout 

the process of developing the shelter. 25 companies had been involved since the start 

but at the time of the interviews only three or four of them were still involved in the 
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project. With continuous assessment, the RHU team realized that the joint development 

with some companies did not produce anything relevant to the RHU project, additionally 

some partners failed to remain competitive throughout the process, leading to them 

having to leave the project. 

 

There were instances where the project ran into trouble and during those instances, 

the project plan had to be revisited and adapted to the reality. Reallocation of financial 

resources happened throughout the project from what they had initially planned and 

according to the unfolding realities. During the negotiation stage, a clear collaborative 

format had not been set from the beginning in terms of who has the right to what.  

There was a need to create legal contracts later clearly stipulating terms of 

engagement and property right ownership. 

   

‘’We have had the opportunity to plan the project and adapt it to the reality, and we have 

changed how we allocate our financial resources throughout the project’’ (Karlsson, 

2014). 

5.2.2 RHU project collaboration synergy 
‘’SVID had [a] good reputation for running projects and possessed a good reputation, 

while UNHCR has the experience with refugees since it is the main agency for 

humanitarian relief, IKEA had the skills in logistics and flat packs as well as the 

finances” (Karlsson, 2014). 

When asked about the critical success factors for the success of the collaboration, both 

interviewees repeatedly ascertained that the ability to find a collaborative format that 

complements the humanitarian strengths on one side with the private sector strengths 

on the other side, as well as the ability to mash up these different strengths to create a 

synergistic effect was key. The ability to benefit from the UN and all their knowledge and 

the private sector know-how in design, production, processes and resources led to the 

successful creation of synergy through cross-skills and expertise exchange. 

Collaboration enables organizations to support one another by leveraging, combining 

and capitalizing on their complementary skills and capabilities to accomplish objectives 
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they would rather be unable to bring about alone. Synergy gives collaboration its unique 

advantage by making it possible for organizations to combine individual perspectives, 

resources and skills (Lasker et al., 2001). Each sector was well endowed with particular 

capabilities, by combining each other’s core strength a synergistic effect was created, 

which would have otherwise not have been the case if each organization was working 

individually.  

Table 1: Strengths and limitations of UNHCR, SVID & IKEA Foundation for the RHU 

 

 

SVID 

Strengths 

1. Good reputation 

2. Experience in project running 

3. Flexible procurement policies 

Weaknesses 

1. Financial limitations 

2. Limited knowledge in 

humanitarian relief 

 

 

UNHCR 

1. Main agency for humanitarian 

relief 

2. Standard setters for other 

NGO’s 

3. Experience in refugee shelters 

4. Huge customer for refugee 

shelters 

 

1. Lack the skills of industrial 

design 

2. Bureaucratic and hierarchical 

3. Bound by international 

procurement policies 

 

 

IKEA 

Foundation 

1. Financially endowed 

2. Logistics knowledge 

3. Flat-pack expertise 

4. Bargaining power 

5. ‘’Do it yourself’’ skills 

 

1. Lack the skills of industrial 

design 

2. In-depth & field experience in 

refugee environments 

Note: We wish to clarify that the data contained in Table 1 above relates to the 

strengths and weaknesses that were relevant specifically to the RHU project. The 

weaknesses should not be confused as relating to the general weaknesses of the 
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organization but rather as those that we deemed as weakness concerning what was 

required for the RHU project. 

5.2.3 SVID, UNHCR and IKEAs core capabilities needed for the RHU project 
SVID had experience in running projects and they had a very good reputation of doing it 

well, in addition to their superior design capabilities under the RHU subsidiary. The 

superior design skills enabled the design of a lightweight structure with two doors, which 

incorporates a fabric shading sheet with a metallic layer that reflects the sun during the 

day and keeps the heat in during the night, thus providing adequate insulation from 

harsh climatic conditions. Solar panels were also mounted on the shelters to provide a 

safe source of lighting, thus eliminating the need for hazardous kerosene lamps (The 

Guardian, 2013). The average stay in a camp for a refugee under UNHCR concern is 

12 years, while the lifespan of a tent is 6 months. At twice the cost of a tent, the RHU 

shelter was designed to offer a lifespan of up to 3 years and upgradable with local 

materials, repairable and re-usable thereby reducing the lifecycle cost. Additionally, the 

RHU shelter was designed around a modular framework that enables it to be adapted in 

size and function depending on the context. It can easily be dismantled with minimal 

environmental effects, since it requires no slab or concrete foundation. However, RHU 

could not accomplish this task alone. The IKEA Foundation has provided financial 

resources worth over US$5 million into developing the project as well as their know-how 

in flat packing, logistics and procurement skills that were necessary for the design of the 

shelters.  

Since most refugee camps are located in very remote and difficult to access areas, 

getting the flat-packs to the refugees is both time consuming and costly. Therefore, 

reduction in weight and volume is key to maximize its reach (IKEA Foundation, 2013). 

By using IKEA’s efficient flat-packing know-how, the RHU shelters are flat packed and 

shipped in a box size as low as 1m3 and when done in serial production, the weight is 

estimated to be around 120 kg (World Design Impact Prize, 2013-2014). As the current 

number of displaced people lies between 40 and 50 million people, the RHU shelter is a 

scalable solution, which can be distributed to thousands of people in dire need (ibid). 

Because IKEA has a strong bargaining power and has developed relationships with 
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different suppliers, they have been able to negotiate deals with suppliers for the RHU 

project. Given that the UNHCR is the main agency for humanitarian relief, their know-

how of laws and regulations relating to refugees was a key factor for developing the 

shelter. For example, land owners and host communities sometimes do not allow 

structures that could be seen as permanent housing solutions and with this knowledge, 

the RHU was designed in a way that it can be removed without leaving any traces on 

the landscape (World Design Impact Prize, 2013-2014). The UNHCR has facilitated the 

process of interviewing and user participation of refugees from Dadaab camp in Kenya 

to provide input to the team of designers in the development of the RHU shelters. In this 

process, the refugees have shared their experience of living in tents and their ideas on 

how the shelters could be improved. Furthermore, UNHCR’s field expertise has enabled 

the testing of a number of units in actual refugee camps in Ethiopia and Iraq. A 

feedback program has been ongoing with those living in the shelters to see how the 

design can be improved and adapted. Given UNHCR’s reach and size they take the 

lead when it comes to refugee care, and thus they set the standards among other 

NGOs for shelter solutions. 

“UNHCR is the main agency when it comes to humanitarian relief a long side [The] 

Federation of the Red Cross. UNHCR alone buy[s] more than 100,000 tents a year, 

they are the leading agency while the smaller NGOs buy maybe 200 or 2000 shelters a 

year. So they are a huge market player and also they tend to set the standards for all 

other NGOs, and also government organization so that the tent that UNHCR uses are 

the most commonly used. So we thought that they would be a good partner to have 

since they have the lead when it come to shelter for refugees’’ (Karlsson, 2014). 

5.2.4 Complementing organizational structures 
According to Ashkenas et al. (1995) bureaucracy exists in larger organizations that 

adhere to hierarchical structures; they rely on strict chains of command for decision-

making. While advantages of bureaucratic structures abound, the disadvantages can 

get in the way.  Some challenges inherent in bureaucratic structures came up during the 

interviews. The UNHCR has a hierarchical and bureaucratic structure, which presented 

some challenges for the collaboration. Additionally, UNHCR is bound by international 
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procurement rules. On the other hand, RHU is not bound by such international 

procurement rules, thus its ability to operate in a more flexible manner allowed a 

competitive procurement process.  

‘’We were able to engage our for-profit partners but we said to them as long as you 

remain competitive we will buy from you otherwise, we will go out in the open market 

and buy it from anyone. So I think that is something that we could do which UNHCR 

could never do alone because they are hindered by international procurement policies 

and rules which we are not, and I think that is something that has made this a success 

(Karlsson, 2014). 

It is apparent that the partners in the collaboration had different skills and expertise 

that were well mashed up towards the success of the project. The power to combine 

the perspectives, resources and skills of RHU, IKEA and UNHCR created the 

synergistic effect. The synergy that they sought to achieve through collaboration was 

more than mere exchange of resources. By combining each partner perspectives, 

resources and skills the project was able to create something new and valuable 

together, a whole that is greater than 

the sum of its individual parts. In the 

literature review, we presented (Fig. 

10) that showed differently endowed 

single entities and the disconnect 

before collaboration. Fig. 16 shows 

the synergistic effects between IKEA, 

UNHCR and RHU. By combining the 

different skills and expertise from each 

organization, the “synergy ladder” was 

aligned, therefore creating a synergy 

effect. 

 

 
 

Figure 16: Creation of synergy during the collaboration 
process. Source: Authors own creation 
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5.2.5 Synergy creation challenges 
The basic ingredients for collaboration are the organizations and the people that join 

hand to form a partnership. Collaboration with diverse participants and especially from 

different sectors brings complementary strengths, however, the diversity that 

collaboration brings can be a double edge sword, and it can lead to tension and 

conflict. (Lasker et al., 2001) If the conflict is not well managed, the collaboration can 

fail to survive. Estimates show that up to half of the partnerships that form do not 

survive the first year, one of the reasons being the inability to manage and solve 

conflict (ibid). It was clear during the interviews that the RHU collaboration was not 

without its fair share of challenges. The fact that the organizations in the partnership 

are from different sectors was a challenge for the collaboration. The way these 

organizations work is completely different, UNHCR operates under a hierarchical and 

bureaucratic structure such that decision making has to follow a long chain of 

command. On the other hand, the decision-making process for RHU does have such 

a long chain of command. The challenge of managing the differences between the 

UNHCR organizational structure with that of RHU and IKEA Foundation was said to 

be the most difficult task, it was regarded as being much harder than the design 

challenges that arose.  

 

5.2.6 Necessary dimensions for an effective collaboration 
 
Openness and transparency: During the interviews very important concepts came up 

that were reflected upon by the interviewees as playing a critical role in facilitating a 

smooth running of the collaboration process. The ability to maintain openness 

throughout the process was key, especially when problems arose. Additionally, the 

ability to have open and transparent communication was a key ingredient for the 

collaboration process as it facilitated a smoother flow of operation and conflict 

resolution. 

 

“As soon as you have open and transparent communication and you share the same 

goal and the same vision you can do this. Not with ease but a little more smoothly 

than might be the case in other organizations” (Earney, 2014). 
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“We have tried to be as open as possible. We have ran into a lot of problems, a lot of 

conflicts and I think the key thing is that we have been open about it” (Karlsson, 2014).  

Trust: The fact that each organization believed that the other players would behave in 

line with the commitment to fulfill a common goal was key to the realization of the 

project. This was especially important since ideas exchange and knowledge transfer 

was crucial for the development of the shelters. As told in the interviews, knowledge 

transfer and cross exchange of skills and expertise happened very effectively. At the 

beginning of the project, when no legal contracts had been formulated yet we can 

assume that trust was playing a main role for the execution of the project and 

information sharing. However, as the project progressed legal contracts were set with 

all the partners, nonetheless, trust remained essential. 

 

Administration: Thomson & 

Perry (2006) assert that 

administration is important 

during the collaboration 

process; since partners are 

autonomous, administration 

becomes imperative to allow 

the implementation of the 

collaboration goals into action. 

RHU was in charge of the 

administration duties, they took the lead in project planning, product development 

cycles and they oversaw the coordination process with the UNHCR field-testing 

process. It was a back and forth process between the three organizations. The RHU 

team was the central position for coordinating, communication and organizing the 

shelter development process. Czajkowski (2006) concurs that collaboration needs a 

central position that handles administrative duties in terms of organizing and 

coordinating the processes. The presence of clear roles, goals and effective 

communication are some of the most crucial elements in the administration dimension 

Figure 17: RHU project governance, leadership and 
administration. Source: Authors own creation 
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(Gray & Wood, 1991; Czajkowski, 2006). During the interviews, it became evident that 

communication, clear roles and having a common goal were crucial elements for the 

collaboration. The RHU project leader told that from the beginning it was clear who 

was to do what. Additionally, the ability to have open and transparent communication 

channels played a key role when conflict and uncertainty arose. The team was able to 

discuss the challenges arising and make amendments when necessary. Having a 

pragmatic leader as we learnt during the interviews was a crucial factor for the 

collaboration process. The IKEA Foundation has been pragmatic, flexible and 

understanding, thus allowing changes in the project according to the reality. Thomson 

& Perry (2006) concur that the traditional control leadership is not compatible with 

collaboration arrangements; rather the most effective leadership is one where the 

leader is flexible and allows the other partners to lead by playing different roles, which 

are necessary for the collaboration as a whole to achieve its purpose. 

 

Governance: Gray & Wood (1991), Mattessich & Monsey (1992) and Thomson & Perry 

(2006) argue that governance is crucial for the collaboration process, once collective 

decisions have been made about the rules that will direct their behavior and 

relationship, there is a need to have a body that ensures that the rules and guidelines 

are followed as well as monitoring the commitment and activities of the partners. The 

RHU project had a steering committee that included representatives from the three 

organizations and was responsible for the governance of the project. The steering 

committee was very strict about governance by ensuring that the project timelines have 

been met and that performance targets that had been agreed upon were met according 

to the schedule.  

Organizational autonomy: According to Gray & Wood (1991) and Thomson & Perry 

(2006), the process of reconciling individual and collective interests during 

collaboration often presents a dilemma since partners share a dual identity. In that, 

they maintain their personal identities and organizational authority separate from the 

collaborative identity albeit simultaneously. In the RHU case, the dimension of 

organizational autonomy main challenge was the differing organizations cultures and 
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missions. According to Karlsson (2014), this was a challenge for the collaboration, 

reconciling these differences and arriving at an amicable solution was very time 

consuming. Gray (1989) argues that when collaboration goals conflict with the 

autonomous goals of an individual partner organization, it is likely that individual 

missions will override the collaboration mission and if the conflict is not solved, the 

collaboration can come to a halt. In the RHU case however, all the actors shared a 

common goal and were deeply committed towards the success of the project, 

therefore the collaboration mission took the center stage. All partners willingly shared 

the information necessary for the realization of the shelters. In the autonomy 

dimension, the ability to share information with other partners is the distinguishing 

factor of collaboration and the RHU project partners did it very well. 

 

Mutuality: During the interviews it became apparent that interdependence was a 

critical element towards the success of the project. The partners experienced 

mutuality; they accommodated one another such that UNHCR unique experiences 

were combined with RHU’s unique skills together with IKEA’s resources and 

knowhow. The issue of displacement and the need for a sustainable shelter solution 

was the unifying factor for UNHCR, IKEA Foundation and RHU to come together. For 

UNHCR providing a more sustainable and dignified shelter was in line with their 

missions and vision, IKEA Foundation had been working with humanitarian relief, 

while RHU had been working on sustainable housing using environment friendly 

materials before.  As such, all the players were passionate about the development of 

a more sustainable refugee shelter. Powell (1990) concurs that partners that seek to 

collaborate should appreciate and be passionate about an issue that they are 

planning to tackle. Mutuality in the RHU collaboration was a win-win problem solving 

mechanism that effectively mashed up the different organizations core capabilities. 

They approached the collaboration from a shared interest point of view and committed 

to develop a more sustainable refugee shelter. Gray & Wood (1991) concur that 

participating organizations that approach collaboration from a shared interest point of 

view, identifying joint commonalities and committing to the issue at stake are bound to 

succeed, since these are the important principles in holding the collaboration together. 
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Reciprocity: According to Axelrod (1984) reciprocity can be seen in two ways; short-

term and contingent as well as long term and embedded in sociological understanding 

of obligation. In collaboration, partners often show a willingness to interact and 

collaborate only if the other partner demonstrates the willingness to do the same. The 

RHU project was in line with the principle or reciprocity, when the RHU team 

presented the proposal to IKEA Foundation they showed a willingness to interact and 

also to collaborate and so was the case with UNHCR.  

5.3	  Discussion	  
In our Research Purpose we stated that the study of social innovation has been limited 

to the scope of social entrepreneurship, and the nonprofit community, which constrains 

the sources and kinds of innovative solutions to social problems that can be created. 

We analyzed research by Murray et al. (2010) and Phills et al. (2008), who argued that 

progress in social innovation must be directed towards the outcome, not the individual 

or the organizational form responsible so that new solutions can emerge from any 

sector without restrictions to a single sector. The RHU project is a contemporary 

example of the propositions made by the above researchers that social innovation 

should be more focused on the outcome. The collaboration facilitated the exchange of 

ideas, knowledge transfer in terms of skills and expertise, which led to the realization of 

a product that was nominated as one of the three finalists for the International Council of 

Societies of Industrial Design’s World Design Impact Prize 2013-2014. The RHU project 

supports Murray et al. (2010) argument that most creative social innovations are 

happening at the boundaries between sectoral collaboration. Most social issues facing 

the 21st century are complex and intertwined; to address these challenges there is a 

need for stakeholders across sectors to join the same platform to collaborate, exchange 

values, ideas and expertise. We see these as key ingredients for social innovations as 

they can provide more diverse and holistic approaches.  

As an answer to Research Question 1, we have seen that innovations that cut across 

sectors provide a fertile ground necessary to address complex issues that require 

multidisciplinary and multi-component efforts. The RHU shelter was realized by 
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combining complementary skills and experiences of players from different sectors, each 

uniquely endowed to form a synergistic effect. This potential is further confirmed as we 

highlighted in our Theoretical Framework, where collaboration enables a more holistic 

view of a problem by bringing in different perspectives. Therefore, it enhances the 

quality of solutions by identifying where multiple issues intersect and by encouraging a 

broader analysis of problems and opportunities though comprehensive thinking (Gray, 

1989; Lasker et al., 2001) We therefore argue that cross-sectoral collaboration, when 

well managed has the capability to break new grounds and generate novel solutions to 

complex problems. If social innovation can be viewed in a larger context in which 

society’s future leaders can challenge the status quo, think beyond fixed labels, 

conventional restrictions and constraints, then an integrative mindset can help expand 

and create more new landscapes of cross-sectoral collaboration that can lead to more 

social value creation. 

However, advocating for cross-sectoral collaboration with the main aim of social 

innovation some might argue is a violation of shareholders interests, but we think 

otherwise. Private organizations investing at the BOP means lifting billion of people out 

of poverty, averting social decay, political chaos and terrorism and environmental 

meltdown with the prospective rewards of; incalculable contributions to mankind, 

creation of a positive public image and reputation which can have ripple effects in form 

of increased profits and growth. IKEA Foundation’s engagement in the RHU project will 

create an image of a company that not only makes furniture but also one that is 

transferring those skills to help people in dire need, not forgetting that the project was 

nominated in the World design Impact Prize 2013-2014, a recognition towards 

excellence and diverse ways of addressing societal challenges. Despite the fact that 

social innovation is not focused on financial gain, the ripple effects from engaging in 

such causes are insurmountable. Based on the theoretical background, social 

innovation, as opposed to a “business” innovation, is not profit oriented. However, from 

our empirical findings we came to the realization that products that emerge as social 

innovations could be appealing for other purposes. Take for example the RHU, despite 

it being used as a sustainable solution for displaced people living in hot climates, there 
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is a market that calls for development of winter kits to provide more insulated flooring, 

wind kits for places which are very windy and also extension kits to be used as schools 

and clinics in developing countries which lack proper structures. Some of the private 

applications for the shelter that have shown potential include caravans, tents and 

temporary garages.  

The BOP market and the humanitarian market have a lot of similar needs from 

improving living conditions, provision of clean energy, sanitation, water purification and 

food security. With billions of people inhabiting this market, if for-profit companies can 

get a fraction of this market then insurmountable opportunities can be seized (Prahalad 

& Hart, 2002; Polak & Warwick 2013). The BOP market however, possesses various 

risks and might be challenging, especially for private companies yearning to venture into 

them, they might not have the prerequisite knowledge, field experience and the 

dynamics that abound in terms of social, cultural, economic and political aspects. To 

understand these markets, collaborating with the non-governmental sector especially 

humanitarian organizations that have ample experience in these markets could be a 

hedge against the risks of market newness and could provide the private institutions a 

gateway to understanding and be able to meet the needs of these people. While for 

non-governmental organizations partnering with the private sector is an efficient way of 

achieving specific local development objectives. 

This new landscape seems more promising towards an outward looking perspective on 

meeting societal needs, and the collaboration has the potential of maximizing value for 

all stakeholder groups and society at large. However, for the social alliance between 

sectors to achieve its intended goals, a framework needs to be in place to manage 

problems such as cultural and organizational structure differences. Through our study of 

the RHU collaboration various factors were highlighted as playing an important role for 

the success of the collaboration. We therefore wish to present these factors in form of a 

framework that might be used as a guide for future similar collaborations. We 

acknowledge the limitations of the framework since it is based on one single case, and 

we do not advocate for a “one size fits all” however, it can act as guide for future 

research. 



 64 

5.3.1 Proposed Framework 
 

 
Figure 18: Proposed Framework for cross-sectoral collaborations for social innovation. Source: Authors own 
creation. 

The following paragraphs will explain the proposed framework, which is a combination 

of social innovation theory and collaboration theory and how both can be managed 

through the five dimensions of collaboration. 

 
1. Negotiations 
 
During the first stage of the collaboration, before entering into any sort of definite 

agreement, negotiations about the purpose of the collaboration are done by both formal 

and informal interactions (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). These negotiations are an attempt 

to identify the social issue that will be solved, as well as the reason for solving it and the 

method in which it will be solved. Identifying a specific issue to solve and being able to 
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find the roots of it are essential to be able to define a strategy that will attempt to solve it 

holistically. Sharing a clear goal is essential for trust and relationship building among 

participating organizations. A collaborative mindset is needed in order to share skills, 

knowledge and resources for the following stages (Thomson & Perry, 2006). As Earney 

(2014) and Karlsson (2014) stressed, having a common goal, together with the 

willingness to collaborate in a way in which resources and skills can be exchanged and 

combined to create synergy, is something that each participating organization should 

look for when deciding to venture in such projects. 

 

Dimensions needed: Mutuality is crucial during this phase as partners need to have a 

shared commitment to the issue at stake, they must be able to identify and collaborate 

with partners who are endowed differently in regard to the requirements of the issue that 

they seek to solve (Wood & Gray, 1991). Governance involves participative decision-

making and is a necessary dimension for partners who seek to collaborate. During this 

stage partners should understand how to jointly make decisions regarding the rules that 

will govern their behavior and relationships. Actors are required to make choices that 

will govern their collective activities and their joint decision making in terms of who will 

be eligible to make decisions, the kind of action and behavior that will be allowed or 

constrained as well as how information will be shared and how costs and benefits will 

be distributed (ibid). In our empirical findings it was evident that in the negotiation stage 

it is important to set a clear collaborative format with all the partners. Further, there is a 

need to set an agreement in terms of who owns what, and who has the right to what in 

regard to the product or service that the collaboration seeks to realize. This is especially 

crucial for social businesses, which are not profit driven. Openness and transparency is 

also important during this stage since partners need to discuss how the collaboration 

will unfold and what each partner will bring to the table. There is also a need to discuss 

possibility of having an administrative structure for reaching agreement on partnership 

activities and goals through shared agreements (Wood & Gray, 1991; Thomson & 

Perry, 2006). Openness in information sharing, respect for others opinions and 

potentially lengthy negotiations to reach agreements was also said to be important 

(Earney, 2014; Karlsson, 2014). During this stage however reciprocity is more 
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prominent assuming that partners have not had any previous relationships. Partners 

may show the willingness to collaborate only if the other partner is willing to do the 

same-reciprocate, however reciprocity might be replaced with trust as the collaboration 

evolves and partners interact with each other over time. 

 
2. Commitments 
 
While proposal of ideas may still be ongoing during this stage, possible solutions should 

be at an advanced stage at this point in order to allow the participating organizations to 

assign specific roles and deadlines. Setting up a governance structure and legal 

contracts at this point is crucial to avoid any conflict in the future (Ring & Van de Ven, 

1994). As seen in the RHU case, without specific agreements on who will own what in 

the future such as property rights and so on could lead to tension between the 

participating organizations and have serious consequences.  Setting up a steering 

committee, which meets continuously is another method that can act as a control 

mechanism. Such as in the RHU, a steering committee with members of each 

organization was set in order to keep everyone up to date. 

 

Dimensions needed: During this phase the ideas, structural frameworks and power 

sharing arrangements discussed in the negotiation phase should be cemented by each 

partner committing to them. Parties should commit to the choices discussed that will 

govern their collective actions as well as the working rules. Partners agree to commit to 

various roles and responsibilities as discussed in the negotiation. Partners must also 

commit to sharing information with one another. Openness and trust are important 

ingredients in this phase. 

  

3. Execution 
 
It is here when the solution to the chosen social issue begins to take form. Beginning by 

making a prototype until a dominant design has been found, the execution stage is 

where the idea comes to reality. Each organization performs its assigned roles and 

should meet deadlines and goals. At this point, routines and interpersonal relationships 
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begin to take place. It is important to note that just as in the previous stages, constant 

assessments are necessary to allow changes to be made if needed (Ring & Van de 

Ven, 1994). It is here where the organizations involved need to be pragmatic and be 

able to adapt to any changes and reality. 

 

Dimensions needed: Since collaborations are not self administering entities, there is a 

need to have an administrative structure that can help transition from governance into 

action. The administration dimension is critical for the collaboration as discussed by 

Thomson & Perry (2006). It is important to have clear roles and responsibilities, proper 

coordination and monitoring mechanisms, concrete and achievable goals and effective 

and efficient communication. Even if actors are autonomous and the traditional 

hierarchical structure might be less feasible, there is a need to have a central 

administrative structure for coordinating communication, organizing and disseminating 

information (ibid). Partners must willingly monitor their own adherence to the agreed 

upon rules as they go about executing their commitments. It is also imperative as told in 

the RHU case to have a pragmatic leader who is understanding, flexible and willing to 

listen when challenges arise. The leader should be able to adapt the project plans to the 

reality. As is the case in social collaborations there will be a donor who in the case of 

RHU was the leader, the donor in such a case should not only give money and expect a 

report at the end; rather, he/she should be actively involved in the project and show 

concern for the success of the project (Karlsson, 2014). As in all stages, openness, 

transparency and trust is important during the execution phase for the success of the 

collaboration. Information sharing is important during this stage but it is not sufficient for 

it to thrive, without mutual benefits, information sharing will not lead to collaboration. It is 

important for organizations that collaborate to have mutually beneficial 

interdependencies. Partners must agree to forego the right to pursue their own interests 

at the expense of others and must be passionate about the issues at stake which 

should go beyond an individual organizations mission (Powell, 1990; Thomson & Perry, 

2006). Mutuality also entails complementarity whereby accommodation serves as the 

method of operation in that one party with unique skills benefits from another’s 

resources or capabilities (ibid). As told in the interviews the ability to identify partners 
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with unique skills, expertise and resources from different sectors and the ability to mash 

them up effectively and efficiently is key to the success of collaboration (Earney, 2014; 

Karlsson, 2014). Therefore partners need to forge commonalities out of differences and 

should seek to satisfy each other’s differing interests without loss to themselves (Wood 

& Gray, 1991). 

  

Continuous assessments throughout the collaboration are necessary in order to keep all 

organizations informed and up to date. It is equally important to have these 

assessments throughout each of the stages to ensure that the collaboration runs as 

planned. In the case where any issues would arise, these assessments also work as a 

tool to see what went wrong and when, as well as to find a way to solve the problem 

and avoid any similar problems in the future. As Karlsson (2014) emphasized, 

continuous assessments are necessary for the good of the collaboration. 

 

A collective dimension: Trust is a critical component in all the stages of collaboration, 

however it takes time to build and nature. In the beginning partners may rely more on 

reciprocity the ‘’I will if you will’’ kind of mentality but as collaboration proceed to later 

stages especially in the execution, reputation and trustworthy behavior is bound to be 

built as partners interact with one another. Trust, information sharing, openness and 

transparency are key components in the collaboration process. It is therefore important 

that collaborations are not only built on legal contracts but also on trust. 

 

If the solution is successfully diffused in society, and the collaboration can be said to 

have been successful, the collaboration can go two ways. The participating 

organizations may choose to partner again and solve another issue, or they can 

terminate their relationship. If the solution does not meet up to expectations or simply 

cannot be diffused in society, the collaboration may also end if the involved parties 

decide to (Gray & Wood, 1991; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994; Thomson & Perry, 2006). 

 

It became evident that the existing theory on collaboration when the main aim is for-

profit was similar to when it was meant for social causes. However, openness, 
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transparency, clear collaboration structure and pragmatic leaderships were highlighted 

to be critical for the success of the collaboration. Other factors as highlighted in the 

framework were also important but the four that we have highlighted in this paragraph 

should be present in the collaboration for it to see the light of the day. 

6.	  Conclusion	  
On the one hand, collaboration theory has been deeply explored (Bedwell et al., 2001; 

Thomson & Perry, 2006), while on the other hand social innovation theory is just 

beginning to grow (Pol & Ville, 2009, Murray et al., 2010). Thus, in this thesis we 

analyzed the collaboration process of the RHU project and applied it in a social 

innovation context. By doing so, we aimed at expanding the current theory of social 

innovation by understanding how organizations belonging to different sectors can join 

hands and venture in social innovation projects such as the RHU. This thesis not only 

calls for further research in social innovation and cross-sectoral collaboration, but is also 

a call for organizations, regardless of what sector they belong to, to come together and 

tackle social issues, especially at the BOP. 

This thesis suggests a framework that aims at helping organizations that decide to 

venture in social innovation projects. By having analyzed how social innovations 

emerge and collaboration theory, this framework incorporates critical factors that 

collaborations for social innovation should consider before engaging in such projects. 

This framework proposes the findings that the authors of this thesis came to conclude 

after studying the RHU case. In addition, it also proposes a basis for future theory 

development and analysis within the academic community. The content within the 

framework can be applied to other social innovation projects as a guide to make future 

collaborations more efficient and effective. However, the generalizability of this research 

is contingent among several factors. The scope and reach of not only BOP markets, but 

of any target group, is too large to make a “one size fits all” statement. 

Social innovation is and should not be limited to BOP markets only; it can happen 

anywhere, at any point in time, and target a wide range of areas. From education to 

health care, and gender equality to economic stability, the areas which social 
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innovations can target are very diverse and dynamic. Second, although social 

innovation differs from so called “business” or economic innovation in that the aim is not 

profit oriented, we highly stress that organizations, regardless of what sector they may 

belong to, can benefit just as much as society from social innovations. Two 

generalizations can be made from this case. The first generalization lies within the 

contributing success factors of a cross-sectoral collaboration targeting a BOP segment, 

refugees in particular. Thus, future projects with a similar aim and cause could benefit 

from these findings. The second generalization is that the framework can also serve as 

a guide to non-social innovation collaborations. After analyzing the collaboration 

process of the RHU, we came to the realization that regardless of what the aim of the 

collaboration may be, the process remains alike. Thus, whether organizations wish to 

collaborate either for social innovations or “business” innovation, the suggested 

framework could still be relevant. 

Each and every one of us can benefit from social innovation. Regardless of age, 

gender, nationality or income, social innovation aims at improving our day-to-day lives 

and capacity to act. While social innovations aim at tackling societal issues in a holistic 

and systematic manner, its capacity to solve these issues goes beyond that of social 

entrepreneurship and social enterprises. While the latter ones have been largely studied 

in BOP contexts and emphasized their capacity to improve people lives, we would like 

to suggest and invite governments, NGOs and the private sector to collaborate and 

create innovative solutions at the BOP, as the capacity and potential that this billion-

people sector has is immense.  
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Appendix	  
Interview 1 Questions 
Interviewee: Johan Karlsson, RHU project manager 

Interviewers: Daniel Garcia and Dorothy Macharia 

Date and time: March 26, 2014. 10:05-10:43am 

Method: Skype voice call 

 

1. How and when did the project start? 

2. What about the UNHCR, when did they come in? 

3. How did the idea come from making a house from tents to an actual sustainable 

house? 

4. You mentioned a little before that you partnered with IKEA, but what factors did 

you take into consideration when deciding whom to partner with? 

5. What about UNHCR? What factors did you consider to partner with them? 

6. In terms of organization, did you get players from all the three organizations and 

set up a project or how did it happen? 

7. Who has been orchestrating the project, or has it been more of a participative 

thing? 

8. What do you think have been the strengths or the success factors for the 

collaboration? 

9. Because you are organizations from different sectors, sometimes the way you 

work or the goals you have are different so has this brought any challenges so 

far, any complications to the project? 

10.  You talked about having a steering committee. Was the committee in charge of 

governance and administration or how did that happen? 

11.  You mentioned now that you are still in the prototyping phase, where is the RHU 

now and what’s next for it? 

12.  Can the RHU be used in other ways or is it mostly just aimed at using it as 

shelter? 

13.  For now the RHU cannot be commercialized for private benefits lets say, but in 

the future it may? 
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14.  During collaboration, it has been said that trust is a key component, how did you 

manage that or how did you work with it? 

15.  Do you think organizations can handle these big problems alone or do you 

encourage collaborations between different sectors to tackle them? 

16.  In what ways do you think looking it from a business perspective of course, how 

do for example private organizations benefit from doing…engaging in such 

projects? 

17.  In the collaboration process did you have legal contracts or how did you go 

about it? 

18.  So what are they key points that you would give future organizations that wish to 

collaborate to solve such issues? 

19.  How often did you do the assessment of the collaboration? 

20.  You’ve mentioned that over the lapse of the project there have been many 

organizations involved, but overall the main players have been IKEA Foundation, 

UNHCR and SVID (RHU), or do you think the other organizations have also been 

key throughout the collaboration? 

21.  We were just wondering if you have any documents or material that would help 

us understand the RHU case better? 
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Interview 2 Questions 
Interviewee: Chris Earney, Co-lead UNHCR Innovation 

Interviewers: Daniel Garcia and Dorothy Macharia 

Date and time: March 26, 2014. 14:02-14:20 

Method: Skype voice call 

 

1. What made UNHCR get on board of this project? 

2. Why did or how did the UNHCR decide to partner with IKEA and SVID. What did 

you see in them that could help the project? 

3. How was the project organized in terms of goals, deadlines, roles and 

communication? 

4. What do you think has contributed to the success up to this point of the project; 

what do you think has helped? 

5. Would you encourage other organizations from different sectors to work together 

and alleviate these [social] issues? 

6. Considering that you are three different organizations from different sectors with 

different missions and goals, how did you overcome this so you could work 

together as a team? 

7. Do you see the issue of trust playing a key role in the success of the project? 

8. Would you have any documents that could help understand the case a little bit 

better like a PowerPoint or articles? 
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