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1. Introduction 

 

1.1.  Background 

 

Environment volatility and increasing competition drive companies to accelerate their 

knowledge and resource acquisition processes to achieve value creation through multi-

stakeholder partnerships (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012; Faems et al., 2005; Parker, 2000). The 

motivation for interorganizational collaboration lies in the basic assumption of synergy that 

companies can achieve more ambitious results together than they could on their own (Austin, 

2010). Organizational scholars have approached interorganizational collaboration as a source 

for organizational competitive advantage and innovation (Faems et al., 2005; Hardy et al., 2003; 

Majchrzak et al., 2015). Interorganizational collaboration stands for the collaborative 

relationship between two or more organizations, which work together in a constant negotiation 

process without any driving force from hierarchical or market mechanisms (Hardy et al., 2003; 

Heide, 1994).  

 

Cross-sectoral interorganizational collaborations emerge, especially when dealing with grand 

challenges (DiVito et al., 2021). A recent popular grand challenge within interorganizational 

collaboration is that of sustainability (Escher & Brzustewicz, 2020; Kumar & van Dissel, 1996). 

As the environmental effects of global economic growth become more evident and widely 

known, our society faces domain-level issues, such as global warming and scarcity of resources. 

These issues affect several individuals, groups, and organizations that may not be bound to each 

other through any previously established networks. Moreover, individuals or a single 

organization cannot solve such issues (Gray, 1985). While individual organizations can 

contribute to the solutions and sustainable development goals individually, the domain-level 

nature of these issues clearly necessitates interorganizational collaboration for efficient, 

impactful, and profit-generating actions.  

 

Besides their potential, strategizing the formation and execution of interorganizational 

collaborations for sustainable business is extremely complex. Firstly, interorganizational 

collaboration as a way of working already raises several challenges for individual organizations. 

For example, definitions of created value vary among organizations, implementation of jointly 



2 
 

planned initiatives is inefficient, heterogeneity creates conflicts, and the process may become 

ritualistic with only symbolic outcomes and value (le Pennec & Raufflet, 2018; Longoria, 

2005). Secondly, sustainable innovation already within a single organization also has its 

barriers. Organizations face challenges in applying traditional strategic frameworks to the non-

traditional objectives of sustainable business, forecasting risks and opportunities in the uncertain 

dynamic environment, and finding concrete business cases for sustainable innovation (Dearing, 

2000). Furthermore, organizations often see their sustainable development efforts as a way to 

gain competitive advantage in their field and are not able to distinct the collaboration 

relationships aiming for sustainable value from traditional transactional or competitive 

relationships (Escher & Brzustewicz, 2020). The accumulation of such individual challenges at 

the nexus of sustainable business and interorganizational collaboration bring additional 

complexity to interorganizational realm of sustainable interorganizational collaboration. 

 

While both interorganizational collaboration and sustainable business and their challenges have 

been studied broadly, the intersection and combined complexity of the two has focused on 

business-to-NGO relationships, voluntary actions, and the intrinsic value of sustainable 

development (Escher & Brzustewicz, 2020; le Pennec & Raufflet, 2018; Shrivastava & Zsolnai, 

2019). Findings in this field have significant limitations with their applicability to business-to-

business relationships and sustainable yet profitable products or services. Firstly, NGOs 

typically have more experience in working with sustainable development goals, but lack 

understanding of the core business, which creates clear roles in the interactions. Secondly, 

metrics for successful outcomes are rarely defined or measured in these contexts. Lastly, these 

collaboration projects do not consider the potential competitive aspects that might arise among 

organizations (Escher & Brzustewicz, 2020). Thus, more research is needed in understanding 

how organizations strategize the formation of interorganizational collaborations when pursuing 

sustainability-related goals.  

 

1.2.  Research objectives and questions 

 
The objective of this thesis is to study interorganizational collaboration at the early stages of its 

formation by integrating research in interorganizational collaboration and value creating 

sustainable business. Specifically, the study aims to unpack how interorganizational 

collaboration is negotiated and could be achieved when multiple organizations pursue both 
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sustainable and business value creation goals, and to contribute in relevant literature. 

Additionally, implications for practice include best practices for initiating and planning 

sustainable yet profitable new business through interorganizational collaboration. The results 

are intended to create value for both organizations attempting to mitigate risks or exploit 

opportunities through sustainable business as well as for entities facilitating interorganizational 

relationships in the context of sustainability. This is formulated as the first and leading research 

question as follows:  

 

 (1) How can interorganizational collaboration be achieved in the context of value-creating 

sustainable business? 

 

The study aims to investigate interorganizational sustainable business (sustainability-driven IOC 

henceforth) as a specific context for value creation. This includes identifying different factors 

that affect the sustainability-driven IOC process and ultimately achieving the desired values. 

From these factors, this thesis aims at creating an understanding of how sustainability-driven 

IOC processes emerge and develop, so that theoretical and managerial implications could help 

relevant stakeholders in strategizing such processes. Therefore, a sub-question to the first 

research question examined in this study is: 

 

(2) How different factors enable and inhibit the initiation of interorganizational 

sustainable business? 

 

Due to the complexity of sustainable IOC, the existing literature (Foster-Fishman et al. (2001) 

suggests that external facilitating organizations may play a role. In addition, it has been proven 

(Gray & Wood, 1991; Hardy et al., 2003; Provan & Kenis, 2007) that IOC structures in general 

are rarely self-coordinating and require some facilitation to succeed. The work by Foster-

Fishman et al. (2001) suggests that the facilitating party does not necessarily need to be an 

external one, but rather that at least one organization in the collaboration domain needs to take a 

facilitator role for successful and efficient projects. However, we do not know enough about 

how the involvement of a facilitating organizations may impact the IOC process. Thus, the final 

research question is formulated as follows:  
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(3) What roles, actions and processes are required by organizations to organize the 

initiation of interorganizational sustainable business? 

 

With the two first research questions, the studied factors are concerned to be related to content, 

processes, dynamics, and stakeholders of the collaborative projects. The timeline studied for all 

questions is focused on the negotiation phase of these projects. This is due to the notion that the 

initial step, defining and conceptualizing problems and organizing solutions, is more 

challenging than managing established solutions (Lawrence et al., 1999). Thus, the study 

focuses on the three phases of collaboration defined by Gray (1985): problem-setting, direction-

setting, and structuring.  

 

1.3.  Research design methodology and scope 

 

The study consists of two parts: a literature review and the analysis of an empirical case study of 

sustainability-driven IOC. The literature review focuses on critically synthesizing existing 

literature within the two research areas, (1) business-to-business interorganizational 

collaboration and (2) value-creating sustainable business. The empirical case study consists of 

one interorganizational project focusing on potential carbon neutrality and/or circular business 

models between two organizations (Corporation A and Corporation B), facilitated by a third 

company (The Orchestrator). Data were collected and analysed by following practices deriving 

from a grounded theory Gioia et al. (2013). The data were collected longitudinally and consists 

of observations and the minutes of 10 strategic workshops conducted in both collaborating 

organizations over a period of seven (7) months. The observed aspects within the workshops, 

thus later the datapoints, were different factors that either hinder or enable the project’s 

progress, meaning key success factors that allow for concrete decision making or outcomes to 

be reached among the two.  

 

The scope of the study is the initiation of a business-to-business interorganizational 

collaboration (IOC). The existing literature review examines IOC in general, whereas the 

empirical study focuses on IOC for value-creating sustainable business. The observed 

organizations and participants in the empirical study come from different industries and 

countries, allowing for a rather broad generalization of the findings. The longitudinal nature of 
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the data collection process enables overcoming methodological limitations associated with singe 

case studies, as it facilitated the intensive and in-depth collection of rich data to enable 

analytical generalization (Yin, 2010). 

 

1.4.  Thesis structure 

 

The thesis begins with a literature review, bringing together the research within 

interorganizational collaboration and value-creating sustainable business. The individual and 

combined scopes of complexity within these research areas are bridged through the framework 

of strategic logic tensions, both on interorganizational and intraorganizational level. Finally, the 

literature review summarizes the key strategic logic tensions within sustainable 

interorganizational collaboration.  

 

The second chapter gives an overview of the empirical research. The empirical part of this thesis 

was conducted as a case study, where longitudinal data was collected during an IOC negotiation 

process in meetings and workshops. The methodology chapter describes the data collection 

context and process as well as analysis methods. This chapter also introduces the data structure 

emerging from the analysis. 

 

The third chapter, empirical analysis findings, then aims to validate the tensions defined in the 

literature review and highlight ways to manage and overcome them during an 

interorganizational negotiation process. This is done through exploring the historical 

development and dynamics of parameters within the sustainability-driven IOC process. The 

fourth chapter begins with a theory model describing how sustainability-driven IOC projects 

may emerge and develop. The thesis is concluded with discussing the theoretical and practical 

contributions of these findings, as well as the thesis limitations and future areas for research. 
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2. Literature review 

 

This section begins with giving an overview to strategic logic tensions, setting the theoretical 

background and approach for defining the challenges within the two key research areas of this 

thesis; interorganizational collaboration and sustainable business. For structure and making 

sense of the topic, the challenges are mainly examined as logical dichotomies and/or paradoxes 

throughout this thesis, yet the literature review also gives a more holistic overview of studies 

conducted within both areas. After discussing the key research areas within interorganizational 

collaboration and sustainable business, the summary section brings these again into the context 

of strategic logic tensions, defining the research problem and problem statement for the 

empirical study. 

 

2.1.  Strategic logic tensions and paradoxes 

 

Recently, the focus of strategists has been shifting towards cognitive capabilities of successful 

strategic management (Dameron & Torset, 2014). Strategy-as-practice research has for a long 

time focused on structuring and classifying strategic issues, but their subjectivity and individual 

sensemaking has not been that central in the field (ibid.). One way of simplifying the complex 

discourses of modern strategy work is to treat strategic challenges as tensions: paradoxes and 

alternative logics that require prioritisation and decision-making from firms (Nutt & Backoff, 

1993). It is widely recognised that companies balance with several logics and alternatives every 

day, but especially in the strategic logic tensions literature, these tensions are often dichotomies 

with quite opposite yet competing logics that would both make sense for the company 

(Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017).  

 

Managing strategic tensions is crucial for a company’s survival, as conscious decision-making 

and problem-solving are a base for an innovative strategy and efficient strategic positioning 

(Nutt & Backoff, 1993). Moreover, labelling and diagnosing these issues is perhaps the most 

important part of the strategic decision-making process (Mintzberg et al., 1976), and 

intensifying these alternatives to competing logics helps companies in facing and objectively 

evaluating their options (Nutt & Backoff, 1993). Despite the contradictive nature of alternatives 

creating tensions, managing them does not necessarily have to be an either-or question: while 
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tensions can lead to long-term institutional change (Reay & Hinings, 2009), they can often also 

be blended to some extent or worked through a hybrid approach (Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017).  

 

More recent studies (Smith & Besharov, 2019) have specifically introduced a hybrid approach 

for managing tensions. It has been suggested that similarly as in organizational ambidexterity, 

as described by e.g., Boumgarden et al. (2012) and O’Reilly & Tushman (2004), duality could 

help organizations turn tensions into innovation. This requires structural flexibility, meaning 

that the organization has to have a stable formal structures and leadership, that help keep the 

decision-making process within the frames that still make sense for the company, but also 

capabilities to adapt to the paradoxes. Smith & Besharov (2019) introduced a theory model, 

where the competing logics construct guardrails, between which the strategic tension 

identification, interpretation and experimenting happen. The result, however, balances 

somewhere between the guardrails continuously.  

 

Sustainability-driven IOC is a complex area for decision-making and management of strategic 

paradoxes. Therefore, it makes sense to examine it through the lens of strategic logic tensions. 

According to the work by Nutt & Backoff (1993), simplifying and breaking down the dynamics 

of complex and non-traditional approaches such as sustainability-driven IOC can create more 

achievable and reasonable implications and more objective reflections. In sections 2.2.4 and 

2.3.4, the strategic logic tensions are first discussed in the field of IOC and sustainable business 

respectively. Finally, these are synthesised in 2.4.2 specifically for sustainability-driven IOC to 

lay a framework for the empirical analysis and thus also the key issues this thesis aims to solve. 

 

2.2.  Interorganizational collaboration (IOC) 

 

2.2.1. Definition and approaches to IOC 

 

Interorganizational or interfirm collaboration is defined as collaborative relationships between 

two or more organizations, where these entities work together in a constant process of 

negotiation without any driving force from hierarchical or market mechanisms (Hardy et al., 

2003; Heide, 1994). Collaboration itself has been studied extensively by academics and 

practitioners in management research providing a broad range of approaches to the issue. The 
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work by Gray and Wood (1985; 1991) focuses on defining all kinds of collaborative 

relationships highlighting common factors present in all of them. These include processes of 

joint exploration of solutions for a common problem, of joint decision-making between key 

stakeholders and/or of joint constructive management of differences. In all definitions, a 

common problem domain, a group of stakeholders, and a constructive process to solve issues in 

the domain are present. 

  

The aforementioned definitions apply to IOC with three additions listed by Lawrence et al. 

(1999). Firstly, IOC interactions occur between organizations rather than between individuals or 

groups on an organizational level. Secondly, collaboration that is driven by market mechanisms, 

such as supplier-customer relationships, is excluded. In other words, IOC is driven by a 

deliberate decision to collaborate outside the organizations’ necessary relationships. Thirdly, 

hierarchical mechanisms are also excluded. This means that instead of control, the organizations 

operate through negotiation with no single authority managing the process.  

 

During the past few decades, IOC research has developed into several separate areas. A large 

number of studies focus on different types and structures of IOC, such as alliances, joint 

ventures, networks and ecosystems (e.g., Jacobides et al., 2018). Another focus in research has 

been the dynamics of IOC, including the different conditions, processes, and mechanisms (e.g., 

Majchrzak et al., 2015) through different phases of IOC. Knowledge-based (e.g., Grant & 

Baden-Fuller, 1995) and process-based (e.g., Tello-Leal et al., 2010) views have been utilized as 

well. However, in all areas of research the common denominator is to unpack why some IOC 

projects fail and some succeed.   

 

2.2.2. Drivers and challenges in IOC 

 

The reasons organizations take on IOC to achieve competitive advantage are diverse, the main 

one being knowledge sharing. The importance of knowledge management as a theme within 

IOC research is so significant that it has evolved into a separate research area, 

interorganizational knowledge-sharing or co-opetition (Larsen et al., 1999). However, not all 

knowledge is equal in terms of value within IOC. Grant and Baden-Fuller (1995) state that 

collaboration works best for knowledge creation, sharing and integration when the knowledge is 

explicit, when it cannot be fully captured in products or services, and when there is 
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incompatibility between the utilization of knowledge or the firm’s product domain. Moreover, 

the more uncertainty companies face and the more significant the early-mover advantages are 

within the field, the more value companies can gain in interorganizational knowledge-sharing.  

 

Another driver is the pressure from dynamic markets. Technological development and changing 

customer needs require more rapid product development which in turn requires more rapid 

access to markets, resources, and partners. Moreover, companies seek to share the risks and 

costs in doing this. While these factors drive companies to develop products through IOC, the 

value of the collaboration is dependent on the transparency and disclosure during the process 

(Parker, 2000). Besides product development, innovation in general has been recognised as a 

key benefit of IOC. Studies have shown that in some cases IOC may provide resources that can 

bring innovations onto commercial level and that a heterogeneous portfolio of IOC partners may 

even increase the overall innovative performance of a firm (Faems et al., 2005).  

 

Besides the objectives in IOC, value creation often remains a key issue, which is why scholars 

have worked on defining and structuring the process of IOC value creation. Austin and Seitanidi 

(2012) define four sources and four types of value that can be created through 

interorganizational partnerships, and while the definitions have been created for NGO-business-

partnerships, they have been recognized to apply to business-to-business (B2B) relationships as 

well. The sources include resource complementarity, resource nature, resource directionality 

and use, and linked interests, the first three referring to what kind of and for what resources can 

be utilized and the last to how aligned the objectives of the stakeholders are. The types of value 

include associational value, meaning mainly brand and credibility, transferred resource value, 

meaning gained resources, interaction value, meaning intangible assets, and synergistic value, 

meaning combining the partners’ resources for synergy. Le Pennec and Raufflet (2018) build on 

this definition, stating that the value is created through a critical path, beginning with 

associational value onto which resource, interaction and synergistic values are built on in a 

sequence respectively. Issues arise mainly because joint value proposition crafting and 

determination is central in B2B relationships (Kohtamäki & Partanen, 2016; Lambert & Enz, 

2012) but at the same time synergistic value is often the only one clearly defined between 

parties during an IOC process (le Pennec & Raufflet, 2018). At times, the outcomes are not 

defined or critically evaluated at all, but the IOC process is already seen as the final objective 

(Longoria, 2005). 
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Trust is a critical condition for achieving the objectives within IOC. It has been broadly studied 

that trust between organizations increases the efficacy of collaboration and knowledge-sharing, 

especially when conflicts arise. However, organizations are hesitant to trust one another within 

knowledge sharing due to competitive relations (Chen et al., 2014; Lederer-Antonucci et al., 

2003). Trust also links to the value creation process as shared goals are key to achieving both 

interorganizational trust and value in IOC processes, in addition to relational embeddedness and 

aligning motives through influencing stakeholders’ strategies (Chen et al., 2014).  

 

2.2.3. Facilitation and roles in IOC 

 

IOC structures are rarely self-coordinating and there is usually at least one organization taking 

the lead in initiating collaboration (Gray & Wood, 1991; Hardy et al., 2003; Provan & Kenis, 

2007). While not as broadly discussed in studies as other parameters, the role of a facilitating 

organization has been recognized in research as well. Studies show that these central 

organizations, either members of the network or third parties, can help with creating structures 

to promote information exchange, formalizing initiatives, and keeping members accountable 

(Foster-Fishman et al., 2001). Many of the preconditions for collaboration, such as 

institutionalizing structures, configuration of memberships and task planning and coordination 

(Pasquero, 1991; Roberts & Bradley, 1991) would not even be feasible without any 

coordinating party. However, this leadership differs significantly from leading individual 

organizations, as it requires not only coordinating organizations but the overall conditions on 

which the network of companies operates (Dhanasai & Parkhe, 2006; Müller-Seitz, 2012). 

 

In addition to an organization coordinating the network, it is likely that individual organizations 

require some level of internal coordination as well. As cross-functional involvement (Lambert 

& Enz, 2012) and internal integration of knowledge (Kohtamäki & Partanen, 2016) are required 

for successful B2B value co-creation processes, there is a need for an internal role in 

stakeholder and knowledge management as well.  

 

2.2.4. Intraorganizational strategic logic tensions within interorganizational 

collaboration 
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To conclude, IOC is a complex area with several aspects affecting the collaboration strategies. 

Therefore, discussing and structuring it in the context of strategic tensions is a reasonable way 

of bringing up the key issues within the topic in a simple manner. 

 

A commonly researched strategic tension within interorganizational collaboration or 

partnerships, in general, is the dichotomy of cooperation versus competition. While strategic 

alliances are often seen as win-win options, several aspects bring tensions into collaboration 

strategies, mainly resulting from the questions of strategic positioning, the paradigms of the 

resource-based view and game theory (Clarke-Hill et al., 2003). All these approaches emphasise 

differentiation, internal competences, and individual decision-making, calling for competitive 

strategies (ibid.). This also means that organizations do not have to be direct competitors to face 

the tensions, but rather that the interdependence and the logic of making decisions as a 

collaborative unit creates them (Deutsch, 2011). On the other hand, as concluded in the previous 

chapter, there are several drivers pulling organizations towards collaborative strategies.  

 

While the tension resulting from this separation affects all organizations in the alliance, the 

decision is still based on an intraorganizational business logic: a value-based paradigm that 

guides an organization to form rules, beliefs, and actions (Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017; 

Greenwood, 2008). Based on this, it can be concluded that balancing and managing the question 

of cooperation versus competition inevitably creates a unique internal tension within each 

organization participating in a strategic alliance. 

 

2.3.  Sustainable business 

 

2.3.1. Definitions and approaches to sustainable business 

 

Sustainable business implies conducting business under the principles of sustainable 

development. Ever since the Brundtland Commission (1987; p. 2) defined sustainability as 

“sustainably managing [the planet’s] natural resources and taking urgent action on climate 

change, so that it can support the needs of the present and future generations” and set global 

targets to achieve that goal, it has become a central theme in the corporate world as well. 

Corporate sustainability, derived from the definition of sustainability, is therefore defined to be 
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meeting the needs of several stakeholders and creating value for them without compromising 

the ability to meet the future stakeholders’ needs (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). 

 

There are several strategic frameworks guiding businesses towards corporate sustainability. 

Some of the most widely used are Elkington's (1999) Triple Bottom Line (TBL), which involves 

measuring performance on three fronts: social, environmental, and financial and Carroll's (1991) 

Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility, including layers for economic, legal, ethical, and 

philanthropic responsibilities, respectively. Another more recent is the list of Sustainable 

Development Goals by the United Nations General Assembly (2015). Today there are also 

global standards that businesses can follow, such as the ISO26000 (International Organization 

for Standardization, 2010) for socially responsible operations, The GRI standards (GRI 

Standards, 2016) for standardizing sustainability reporting, and industry-related voluntary ones 

such as Fairtrade and the Rainforest Alliance (United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development, 2020). 

 

While there does not exist a single widely accepted definition for sustainable business, and at 

times the concepts are used interchangeably, some scholars have pointed out factors that 

distinguish sustainable business from the general corporate sustainability or responsibility. In 

sustainable business, companies work on sustainable business cases, meaning that they work 

towards gaining monetary profits while following the principles of eco-efficiency and socio-

efficiency (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002). Dyllick and Muff (2016) worked further on the 

definition, defining three steps of Business Sustainability. On the first level companies 

recognize environmental and social concerns in their operations, on the second level they are 

pursuing the TBL approach based on these concerns and on the final level are looking into 

creating a significant positive impact, translating the concerns into opportunities. Dyllick & 

Muff (2016, p.165) state that only the last level is considered ‘True Business Sustainability”, 

based on which sustainable business is defined in this thesis as well. Therefore, here sustainable 

business is defined as concrete business cases with both business and sustainable value and with 

significant potential positive net impact. This excludes sustainable development on the first 

levels, meaning merely mitigating sustainable concerns without changing the business premise 

and outlook.   
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Sustainable business can be carried out through product development, process innovation or full 

business model innovation. Sustainable product design or eco-design means developing or 

redesigning products by considering waste and emissions generated throughout the products’ 

lifecycle (van Weenen, 1995). Hart (1995) calls the approach product stewardship and states 

that it can differentiate a company’s offering and therefore provide competitive advantage. 

According to Hart’s natural resource-based view, process innovation usually precedes product 

stewardship and is focused on emission and waste mitigation and thus also cost mitigation. 

Finally, business model innovation, or in Hart’s terminology, sustainable development, means 

long-term commitment and investments for market development through transforming current 

ways of working. Sustainable business models are built on three principles: they must create 

sustainable value, engage a broad range of stakeholders, and have a long-term perspective 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). Some forerunner companies have even established hybrid business 

models that aim to compete not only based on traditional mechanisms based on the quality of 

products and services but also based on the sustainable value they create. These companies take 

driving sustainable business as their key objective, challenging the conventional role of a for-

profit business (Haigh et al., 2011). 

 

2.3.2. Drivers and challenges within sustainable business 

 

Drivers for sustainable business are, to some extent, similar to sustainable development. Even 

though truly sustainable business aims for concrete financial gains, companies’ image in society 

is still a key driver towards actions. However, in sustainable business, the ambition level is 

higher than with sustainable development: companies seek true competitive advantage and 

market power in the long term through mitigating regulatory and brand risks (Larson et al., 

2000). In addition, industry-leading firms have a tendency to follow the market and demand 

regardless of the theme and do what society expects from them and thus strengthen their 

position in the market (Dearing, 2000). Finally, proactive actions for sustainability help the 

companies to network and build their relationships with relevant stakeholders, such as the public 

sector and NGOs (Fowler & Hope, 2007). 

 

However, sustainable business has also been proven to be a way to increase profitability when 

executed successfully. Sustainable innovation often leads to re-thinking operations and 

products, where material and energy efficiency can be ways to cut own costs, especially in 
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traditional manufacturing industries (Dearing, 2000; Larson et al., 2000). Moreover, grand 

challenges provide companies with new opportunities, which through systematic business 

model innovation can lead to increased diversification, value creation and resilience 

(Geissdoerfer et al., 2018).  

 

On the other hand, a central challenge in sustainable business is defining and creating 

sustainable value besides business value. There are several labels for this dual approach, 

including shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011), blended value (Emerson, 2003) and mutual 

benefit (London & Hart, 2010). Despite these concepts, however, there are no standardized tools 

to define and compare the different values created under the TBL approach, at least compared to 

traditional strategic frameworks (Bocken et al., 2013; Stubbs & Cocklin, 2008). Moreover, even 

though a company would be able to define and measure the values, companies always prioritise 

financial gains over environmental or social ones. That is, even though the net effect would be 

greater in another opportunity, businesses always aim for the largest financial gain (Figge & 

Hahn, 2012). This being said, some studies suggest that seeking these win-win situations is 

unattainable, while theoretically possible, and companies should look for ways to create these 

different types of values alongside, not through one another (Bocken et al., 2013; Figge & 

Hahn, 2012).  

 

Sustainable business model innovation, a key to true business sustainability, also comes with 

several challenges. Even if the ideas would be followed up and implemented, which is rarely the 

case (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018), most sustainable business models fail in the market. Evans et al. 

(2017) list reasons for this in a comprehensive literature review on sustainable business models. 

Firstly, many companies lack the mindset and resources to introduce new business models. 

Secondly, integrating technology and building stakeholder relations required for the 

transformation is complex and time-consuming. Finally, existing business modelling tools and 

methods are often driven only towards business value rather than sustainable value. In addition 

to these challenges, as sustainable value realization typically requires a much longer time 

horizon (Dyllick & Muff, 2016), sustainable business model innovation is a risk many 

companies are not willing to take.  

 

Even if the value creation and business model transformation processes would succeed, 

companies are often unable to make the impact necessary or at the required pace. Our 
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environment especially is going through macro-level deterioration, and while global standards 

and targets are targeting the issues on the same level, the actions are still happening on the 

micro-level (Dyllick & Muff, 2016). This is mainly due to the fact that companies are unable to 

integrate their sustainability practices to their core strategy on the same ambition level but see 

them as add-on targets or independent variables (Larson et al., 2000). This leaves many 

corporate sustainability efforts too small to be seen as true business sustainability. 

 
2.3.3. Intraorganizational strategic logic tensions within sustainable business 

 

As with IOC, sustainable business is also a complex topic for strategic decisions. The 

complications arise from the main strategic tension within the area: market-based view versus 

environment-based view (Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017). This tension can result from several 

aspects, such as competing goals, organizational designs, and different temporal horizons 

(Siltaloppi et al., 2020), but on a higher level, they affect how the organization defines corporate 

sustainability and prioritizes market-based versus environment-based values in decision-making 

and how it integrates sustainability strategy with mainstream strategy (Hahn et al., 2015; Hengst 

et al., 2020). On a more operative level, the tension can also result from conflicting objectives 

and capabilities to meet them when implementing sustainability into operations (Hengst et al., 

2020). 

 

Hengst et al. (2020) also provide a more structured view on how the environment versus 

market-based values affect sustainability-driven organizations today. First, as the market and 

processes have been built for traditional market-based business, incorporating sustainable 

features takes time and resources. Secondly, organizations have difficulties in balancing 

business and sustainable values in decision-making. Lastly, it is pointed out that even strategic 

goals could be conflicting which complicates strategy implementation. On the other hand, the 

hybrid approach described by Smith & Besharov (2019) has also been suggested to manage 

these effects. In addition, recent research has also identified more specific lenses that 

organizations may balance the tensions through within the organizational guardrails. These 

outcomes be a win-win, trade-off, integrative or a paradox one (van der Byl & Slawinski, 2015). 

 

Especially within value-creating sustainable business, this tension is sometimes challenged 

based on the view that sustainability can drive financial performance through new opportunities, 
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as discussed previously. However, again according to the management principles of strategic 

tensions, these values and objectives can be pursued simultaneously through an integrative 

approach (Hahn et al., 2015). On the other hand, especially if any institutional change is 

required, this inevitably creates an intraorganizational tension on how these objectives are 

prioritized and executed (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Hence, it can be concluded that the main 

intraorganizational tension, not only within corporate social responsibility but in sustainable 

business, is the paradox or market-based and environment-based views.  

 

2.4.  Synthesis of the literature 

 

2.4.1. Drivers for sustainable interorganizational collaboration 

 

As previously mentioned, domain-level issues may require collaboration across problem 

domains for efficient impact (Gray, 1985). However, there is also a business driver for 

collaborating under sustainable business. Research in supply chain collaboration has shown that 

to fully realize new revenues and better profits in sustainable business, internal sustainable 

development is not sufficient. This is because internal efforts are often targeted at cost reduction 

rather than innovation (Wong et al., 2018). Moreover, to fully understand end customers’ 

behavior in business model innovation, companies should look past their own customer network 

through IOC (Lacoste, 2016).  

 

This literature review is concluded by stating that as complex as interorganizational 

collaboration and sustainable business are as individual concepts, there is potential in combining 

the two due to their similarities. Firstly, IOC can drive innovation and cost-, resource- and risk-

sharing in the long-term sustainable business. Secondly, as value definition and creation are key 

challenges in both, there is overlap in parameters to work on and optimize. Finally, as balancing 

the sustainable and economic value in sustainable business is key to true business sustainability, 

interorganizational knowledge-sharing and direction setting could support in seeing these values 

as equals rather than prioritizing financial gains. It can be hypothesized, that by succeeding in 

the key success factors in IOC, sustainable business could be achieved more easily and with a 

more significant net impact than on the organizational level.  
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2.4.2. Interorganizational strategic logic tensions within sustainability-driven 

interorganizational collaboration 

 
In the previous sections, main intraorganizational strategic tensions both within IOC and 

sustainable business have been defined, concluding that the management of these tensions is 

done based on the business logic of the focal organization. In a context combining these two 

areas, the intraorganizational tensions naturally affect the nature and success of the 

collaboration, but an additional layer of complexity is brought by the different business logics 

on both aspects. Company 1 may favor the market-based view over the environment-based one 

more than Company 2 or Company N and have a different way of managing the tension 

between collaboration and competition, for example. In simplicity, the organizations may have 

different business logics and not share the same understandings of each other’s logic 

(Ahmadsimab & Chowdhury, 2021). The concept is illustrated in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Intraorganizational and interorganizational tensions within sustainable 

interorganizational collaboration 

 

These interdependent layers of complexity mean that to manage interorganizational sustainable 

projects, both intraorganizational tensions interorganizational tensions have to be managed and 

the logics aligned. In fact, the entire negotiation process in a similar context is based on and 

driven by overcoming tensions like these (Ahmadsimab & Chowdhury, 2021). This framework 
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could be applicable to other IOC projects as well: sustainability could be any business context 

that brings up intraorganizational strategic tensions. 

 
2.4.3. Problem statement of the thesis 

 
To conclude the literature review, the problem statement of this thesis is summarized. As 

discussed, there are several benefits for organizations to engage in sustainable business and IOC 

and even more significantly in sustainability-driven IOC. Companies can gain a significant 

competitive advantage and take on opportunities they could not aspire to resolve alone. 

However, due to intraorganizational and interorganizational tensions, interdependent layers of 

complexity arise. The individual tensions alone or their combined effect could make a 

sustainability-driven IOC project unsuccessful. Thus, the problem examined in this thesis is 

how organizations can achieve these benefits through managing and balancing the inevitable 

tensions at the early stages of negotiating a sustainability-driven IOC.   
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3. Methodology  

 

This chapter describes the methodology used for the empirical part of this thesis. First, the 

approach to and design of the study are discussed through theoretic frameworks. Secondly, the 

chapter elaborates on the case study context of the research. Finally, the chapter describes the 

research process, including data collection, analysis and structure. 

 

3.1.  Research approach 

 

Studying strategy as practice means researching how the strategy process is practiced within 

organizations through daily activities that all aim at a strategic objective (Whittington, 1996). It 

is a widely studied area within strategy research, yet not as dominant as the resource-based 

macro-level approach with high abstraction and institutional focus (Chia, 2004). Strategy-as-

practice research often borrows thematic and frameworks from social sciences as researchers 

observe and follow the tangible and everyday actions within studied organizations over a longer 

period of time (Chia, 2004).  

 

This study of strategy as practice was conducted as a qualitative case study, following an 

interorganizational negotiation process of two organizations towards a joint sustainable business 

project and solutions. Qualitative studies are valuable for research questions aiming to 

understand deeper meanings, structures, and dimensions of complex themes (Lloyd-Jones, 

2003), which makes it a suitable approach for understanding tensions and their resolutions 

within sustainable interorganizational collaboration. This is due to qualitative studies’ 

characteristic of continuous reflection of the direction of the study during the planning, data 

collection and analysis phases and high dependence of interpretation by the researcher (Lloyd-

Jones, 2003). 

 

Case studies, defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon -- 

in depth and within its real-world context” (Yin, 1994, p. 16), are also a good empirical method 

for studying and conducting an in-depth analysis of complex problems (Zainal, 2007). By 

holistically researching a subset of data in its real-life environment, the outcomes and findings 

are also closer to their real-life applicability and implications, decreasing the complexity of 
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these issues (ibid.). Case studies aim to answer ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions for contemporary 

phenomena without controlling the behaviour of agents within these contexts (Teegavarapu et 

al., 2007), which suits the interorganizational workshop context. As case studies deal with 

complex issues and their designs are always more or less unique, validity is brought into the 

studies through careful selection of cases, triangulating data collection methods, iterative 

analysis, and comparison with existing literature (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

 

In addition to the qualitative case study, the research was influenced by an ethnographic 

approach, meaning that I was employed by The Orchestrator, throughout the negotiation phase 

of the projects and had access to observe additional contextual data as well. Moreover, the 

findings were incrementally validated with The Orchestrator throughout the research process. 

Ethnography is defined as the researcher taking part in the day-to-day activities of the research 

context for an extended period of time, collecting all data available in the setting, and it is a 

valuable way to bring reliability and validity to case studies (Rasche & Chia, 2009). 

 

3.2.  Research design 

 

The study design of this thesis followed a qualitative content analysis process from planning to 

data collection, analysis, and presentation described by Bengtsson (2016) to achieve rigor, 

reliability, and validity for the findings of the thesis. Moreover, the case selection and analysis 

were done in accordance with the case study process described by Eisenhardt (1989) to bring 

generalizability to the empirical findings. *Actions not taken in a single-case study 

Table 1 shows the combined design of the qualitative case study. To maximise the evolution of 

thinking during the research process, the case study was not purely inductive, but rather 

incorporated feedback and inputs from The Orchestrator and literature throughout the process. 
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Qualitative content 

analysis process  

from Bengtsson (2016) 

Case study research 

process step 

from Eisenhardt (1989) 

Case study research process 

activity  

from Eisenhardt (1989) 

Planning 

Getting started 

Create research questions 

Define possible a priori 

constructs 

Selecting cases Select a specified population 

Crafting instruments and 

protocols 

Utilise multiple data collection 

methods 

Data collection Entering the field Overlap data collection and analysis 

Data analysis 

Analysing data Conduct within-case analysis 
Conduct cross-case pattern search * 

Shaping hypotheses 

Iterative tabulation of evidence 

Replication and logic across 

cases * 

Search evidence for "why" behind 
cases  

Enfolding literature 
Comparison with conflicting 
literature 
Comparison with similar literature 

Presentation Reaching closure Theoretical saturation 

*Actions not taken in a single-case study 

Table 1: Qualitative case study design combined from Bengtsson (2016) and Eisenhardt (1989) 

 

3.3.  Context of the study 

 

The Orchestrator, which was the organization initiating the sustainability-driven 

interorganizational collaboration project, was founded in the beginning of 2021. Through the 

supporting network of Nordic-based companies, they were aware of the potential collaboration 
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and sustainable business interests from Corporations A and B. This project was partly initiated 

by their own research on different value chains’ carbon impact. As they began planning their 

approach to orchestrating the process and interactions, a clear need for an agile and scalable 

process and best practices for future projects emerged. 

 

Corporation A is a Nordic established large corporation. They come from a rather traditional 

industry that has recently started to go through a sustainable transformation. In their own 

marketing, Corporation A states that sustainability is one of their priorities. However, they still 

saw potential in developing more sustainable alternatives to their customers and thus wanted to 

collaborate with Corporation B. 

 

Corporation B is similarly a large Nordic corporation founded around the same times as 

Corporation A. They are positioned a few steps before Corporation A in this particular industry 

value chain. Corporation B has deeply integrated sustainability into its corporate strategy and 

offering, and sustainability is one of their core capabilities. Corporation B saw potential in 

understanding their customers better and gaining a strategic development partner from 

Corporation A.  

 

The first four workshops between Corporation A and B were not under any specific contractual 

agreement, but rather aimed at creating a scope and focus for the project that would create value 

and make sense for both companies. After the agreement, The Orchestrator officially became 

the project manager of the collaboration. The sequence and progress of the workshops is 

discussed in more detail in chapter 3.4.1. 

 

3.4.  Research process 

 

The main unit of observation of the thesis were the strategic workshops aiming for a sustainable 

collaboration project between Corporation A and Corporation B, facilitated by The 

Orchestrator. However, the research process also included a setup with The Orchestrator and 

followed by a data analysis phase. Figure 2 illustrates the research process.  
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Figure 2: Research process 

 

After the initial research need from The Orchestrator and further discussions with the supervisor 

of this thesis, there was a clear need to investigate the existing literature within IOC and 

sustainable business, which is when the gap for researching the combination of these two areas 

emerged.  

 

After defining the initial research questions, a more thorough literature review within IOC, 

sustainable business, and suitable research design fields was conducted. Literature was referred 

to at every stage after this step, iterating on the research approach, analysis, and findings. At this 

time, the first workshops also began, and thus data collection and analysis were conducted at the 

same time as also recommended for qualitative case studies. The research process concluded in 

reporting the process, analysis, and findings.  

 

Throughout this main research process, I was also able to gather ethnographic data being 

employed by The Orchestrator. For example, I facilitated a strategy workshop for The 

Orchestrator’s team, had recurring meetings to iterate on the research approach with the 

company’s management and followed the teams’ day-to-day activities and discussions. This 

data helped me understand the business needs and context on a deeper level but also positioned 

me as an ‘internal researcher’ in the meetings instead of an external one, building trust within 

the participants. However, this data was not analysed but it rather directed the research process 

and validated its direction. 

 

3.4.1. Data collection 
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A common concrete action taken during strategy processes is hosting meetings. Formal 

meetings, defined as “a planned and episodic communicative event that involves several 

participants co- located in the same (physical or virtual) space and whose purpose is ostensibly 

related to the functioning of the organization or group” (Seidl & Guérard, 2015, p. 5) have been 

proven to be central in advancing the strategy process (Redlbacher, 2020). Meetings have been 

researched as a way of bringing relevant stakeholders together, aligning and creating 

coordination and producing concrete strategy text and documentation through sensemaking 

(Seidl & Guérard, 2015). Meetings can be divided into three phases: initiation, which refers to 

the actions taken when arranging and planning a meeting in terms of stakeholders and agenda, 

conduct, which refers to the interactions and decision-making process during a meeting, and 

finally termination, which refers to the follow-up actions after a meeting (ibid.).   

 

Especially workshops, even though scarcely studied, are nowadays recognized as a rather 

effective way to practice strategy within organizations. Hodgkinson et al. (2006; p. 479) define 

workshops as a practice of “taking time out from day-to-day routines to deliberate on the 

longer-term direction of the organisation”. This separation from ordinary routines and a long-

term approach often creates a state referred to as strategic episodes (Hendry & Seidl, 2002) that 

are processes of structural change where alternative views and processes can be utilised outside 

organizational norms through a sequence of events.  

 

Due to the relevance of meetings and workshops with regard to knowledge sharing, 

sensemaking and coordination, they serve as a good datapoint for researching 

interorganizational collaboration. Moreover, research has shown that especially with domain-

level problems, organizations tend to rely on interorganizational workshops to trigger, 

complement and extend also their internal sensemaking process (Werle & Seidl, 2012). 

Therefore, interorganizational strategic workshops on sustainable business are in the centre of 

this thesis. The research follows all three phases of the studied meetings, yet as knowledge-

sharing, sensemaking and coordination mainly occur at the conduct phase of workshops (Seidl 

& Guérard, 2015), majority of the data analysis is focusing on the interactions during meetings.   

 

Main source for data were thus the interorganizational workshop meetings between Corporation 

A and Corporation B, facilitated by The Orchestrator. Corporations A and B came from 

different industries, meaning that they were not direct competitors, but both large, listed 
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companies. The workshops were divided into two phases both consisting of four strategic 

decision-making workshops. The first phase was aiming at creating a focus and scope for 

collaboration between Corporation A and B and after getting management buy-in for the 

proposal, the second phase was aimed aligning on the details of the collaboration. In addition to 

this, ethnographic data was collected from Company. Table 2 lists the sources and timeline of 

data collection.  

 

 

 

 Type and quantity of data 

Date of data 
collection Source of data 

Number of 
participants 

Hours of 
recording 

Pages of 
workshop 
memos 

Number of 
whiteboard 
inputs 

17.5. Internal strategy 

workshop for The 

Orchestrator 

5 4 2 170 

9.6. Phase 1, kick-off 

workshop for 

Corporations A and B 

and the Orchestrator 

11 3 1 220 

11.6. Phase 1, 1. strategic 

workshop between 

Corporations A and B 

(facilitated by The 

Orchestrator) 

13 2,5 1 130 

18.6. Phase 1, 2. strategic 

workshop between 

Corporations A and B 

(facilitated by The 

Orchestrator) 

12 3 1 70 

21.6. Phase 1, 3. strategic 

workshop between 

Corporations A and B 

(facilitated by The 

Orchestrator) 

17 3 1 110 
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7.10. Phase 2, kick-off 

workshop for 

Corporations A and B 

and the Orchestrator 

14 1 0 0 

15.10 Phase 2, planning 

meeting for 

Corporations A and B 

and the Orchestrator 

14 2 0 70 

29.10 Phase 2, 1. strategic 

workshop between 

Corporations A and B 

(facilitated by The 

Orchestrator) 

13 3 1 160 

16.11. Phase 2, stakeholder 

workshop between 

Corporations A and B 

(facilitated by The 

Orchestrator) 

11 3 1 70 

24.11. Phase 2, 2. strategic 

workshop between 

Corporations A and B 

(facilitated by The 

Orchestrator) 

18 0 7 0 

   

Total 

hours of 

recordin

g:  

24,5 

Total 

pages of 

worksho

p 

memos: 

15 

Total 

number 

of 

whitebo

ard 

inputs:  

1000 

Table 2: Timeline and sources for data collection 

 

One way to increase the credibility in addition to data quality is the triangulation of several 

sources of data. A study where collecting and analysing several sources of data is part of the 

research process is less prone to errors or misconceptions due to data or the analysis (Carter et 
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al., 2014; Patton, 1999). The data sources were selected by trying to get as much as 

comprehensive data as possible, but to still maintain the participant’s focus on the strategy 

process. As The Orchestrator’s business model and revenue was based on facilitating such 

workshops, both I and the team wanted to minimize the additional time and effort as well as 

distraction resulting from the research process. There were some interorganizational working 

meetings between either all three companies or with The Orchestrator and Corporation A/B, yet 

these meetings were not included in the data analysis due to their non-strategic function. These 

meetings were mainly focused on building a relationship between The Orchestrator and 

Corporation A/B and orchestrating the process in practical terms. However, I was able to gather 

ethnographical insights from these meetings through discussions with The Orchestrator’s 

management. Data validity and reliability is discussed more in 3.4.3. 

 

3.4.2. Data analysis 

 

The collected data was analysed in its original format, meaning either as video, audio, text, or 

the whiteboard notes taken during the workshops. All sources of data were treated as equal, but 

the audio, text and whiteboard notes were never analysed separately, but always simultaneously 

with the workshop video and context. The data was then coded with a qualitative data analysis 

and research software Atlas.ti according to the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) by 

dividing the codes into first-order codes, second-order groups, and aggregate themes. 

 

To fulfil the research objective on finding out how companies can successfully initiate 

interorganizational sustainable business, it is essential to understand how the processes for these 

projects commence and develop. The parameters of the process, meaning the categories for the 

units of observation in this thesis, were based on the research questions and observations of the 

dynamics of the meetings. Firstly, analysing the research question 1, “How can 

interorganizational collaboration be achieved in the context of value-creating sustainable 

business?”, especially in the context of the initiation phase, helped to reveal the incentives why 

companies take on such projects in the first place. In addition, combined with research question 

2, “What factors enable/inhibit the initiation of interorganizational sustainable business?”, 

challenges and moments of progress were key aspects defining the direction and the outcomes 

of the negotiation. Finally, as the context was facilitated by The Orchestrator, their role in the 

process was significant. Therefore, to answer research question 3, “What roles, actions and 
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processes are required to organize the initiation of interorganizational sustainable business?”, 

the progress through orchestration was separated from organic progress and analysed separately.  

 

The first-order codes are things that were directly apparent in the discussion or communicated 

by the data sources. This is due to the assumption in the Gioia methodology, that the data 

sources in qualitative studies are ‘knowledgeable agents’ that are the best ones to describe their 

own sensemaking (Gioia et al., 2013). The first-order codes consisted of four different types of 

findings: drivers, challenges, organic moments of progress, and orchestrated moments of 

progress. Drivers refer to mentions the participants made of potential value-adds and motives 

for participating in the projects. The challenges were moments where it was directly or 

indirectly clear that the proceeding with the project faced challenges, either due to external 

factors that had existed even prior to the collaboration or due to organizational level factors that 

emerged during the negotiation. Organic moments of progress, on the other hand, refers to 

alignment, learning and advancements in the concrete outputs, that the companies were able to 

create themselves. Lastly, orchestrated moments of progress mean moments where The 

Orchestrator clearly took action on directing the discussion and progress, without which the 

discussion could have stalled or become repetitive. While the four categories create one large 

data structure for the research, they are discussed separately for clarity and to ensure 

maintaining all gathered insights on the granularity level they have been collected. 

 

The second-order codes are thematic groupings of the drivers, challenges, and moments of 

progress. They are interpreted and analysed more than the first order codes to find the actual 

meaning and root cause behind the comments and inputs given by the participants. Grouping 

was done in accordance with the Gioia methodology practices; somewhat simultaneously with 

the coding process, trying to map structure and maintaining the informant terms to the extent 

that was possible. 

 

The aggregate dimensions are interpretations of the second-order codes’ role and dynamic in the 

entire sustainability-driven IOC process. In general, they all link to the strategic logic tensions 

identified in section 2.4.2. The aggregate dimensions give insight to how the strategic logic 

tensions emerge and due to what root causes, but also how they get balanced either through an 

orchestrated or organic mechanism.  
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3.4.3. Validity and reliability 

 

Validity and reliability of this study have been ensured according to the criteria for qualitative 

research trustworthiness by Guba (1981) and case study rigor by (Yin, 1994). The two 

frameworks have similarities in terms of data collection, analysis and interpretation, yet some 

differences can be found in their validity and reliability criteria. Guba (1981) focuses on 

credibility, referring to the study’s truth value, applicability, referring to how applicable the 

findings are to new contexts, dependability, which evaluates the study’s consistency, and 

conformability, which ensures the data and interpretational neutrality. These are all specific to 

qualitative studies. On the other hand, Yin (1994) emphasises internal validity, meaning logic 

validity with causal relationships, construct validity, which means conceptualization of the 

relevant topics, external validity, which again refers to generalizability or applicability, and 

reliability, meaning the absence or random error. Yin’s criteria are focused specifically on case 

studies. By fulfilling both of the frameworks’ criteria, the validity and reliability of this case 

study can be ensured. Table 3 lists the criteria by Guba (1981) and Yin (1994) and the 

corresponding actions taken in this study. 

  

Model Strategy Criteria Actions taken in this study 

Assessing 

qualitative 

rigor 

according 

to Guba 

(1981) 

1. Credibility a. Prolonged and 

varied field 

experience 

b. Time sampling 

c. Reflexivity 

d. Triangulation 

e. Member checking 

f. Peer examination 

g. Interview 

technique 

h. Establishing 

authority of 

researcher 

i. Structural 

coherence 

1a-b. Spending time with 

informants over several 

months through different 

time settings 

1c. Reflecting through field 

memos  

1d. Utilising multiple data 

sources 

1e-f. Validating findings 

with The Orchestrator and 

thesis supervisor 

1g. Conducting one pilot 

survey and utilising indirect 

feedback given to The 

Orchestrator 
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j. Referential 

adequacy 

1h. Taking advantage of the 

work and study experience 

of the researcher 

1i. Searching for patterns in 

the data only after analysing 

it and taking into account 

rival explanations 

1j. Archiving code lists and 

field memos (raw data 

discarded due to 

confidentiality) 

2. Transferability a. Nominated sample 

b. Comparison of 

sample to 

demographic data 

c. Time sample 

d. Dense description 

2a-c. Informants nominated 

by their organizations and 

The Orchestrator based on 

their knowledgeability. 

Sample of informants varied 

throughout the observation 

period, yet the findings 

remained similar. 

2d. Context of the study 

included into the thesis 

 

  

3. Dependability a. Dependability 

audit 

b. Dense description 

of research 

methods 

c. Stepwise 

replication (not 

possible due to 

number of 

researchers) 

d. Triangulation 

e. Peer examination 

3a-b. Creating a research 

process and description that 

can be followed (is 

auditable) and validating the 

process with the thesis 

supervisor 

3d. Utilising multiple data 

sources 

3e. Validating findings with 

the thesis supervisor 
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f. Code-recode 

procedure 

3f. Coding and recoding the 

data over a period of several 

months 

4. Conformability a. Conformability 

audit 

b. Triangulation 

c. Reflexivity 

4a. Creating a research 

process and description that 

can be followed (is 

auditable) and validating the 

process with the thesis 

supervisor 

4b. Utilising multiple data 

sources 

4c. Reflecting on and 

validating the findings with 

The Orchestrator 

Assessing 

case study 

rigor 

according 

to (Yin, 

1994)   

5. Internal validity a. Research 

framework derived 

from literature 

b. Pattern matching 

c. Theory 

triangulation 

5a. Utilising the strategic 

logic tensions framework 

5b. Matching the emerging 

tensions and drivers with 

literature 

5c. Combining strategic 

logic, IOC and sustainable 

business theory  

6. Construct 

validity 

a. Data triangulation 

b. Peer / informant 

reviewing 

transcripts 

c. Chain of evidence 

d. Indication of data 

collection 

circumstances 

e. Explanation of 

data analysis 

6a. Utilising multiple data 

sources  

6b. Validating early findings 

with the thesis supervisor 

6c. Listing data sources and 

utilising the Gioia 

methodology for chain of 

evidence 

6d-e. Description of data 

collection and analysis 

included in the thesis 

7. External validity a. Rationale for case 

study selection 

7a-b. Included in the 

description of methods 



32 
 

b. Details on case 

study context 

 

8. Reliability a. Adopting a case 

study protocol 

b. Creating a case 

study database 

c. Avoiding 

anonymity 

8a. Following the case study 

research process by 

(Eisenhardt, 1989) 

8b. Archiving all but raw 

data (confidential data 

discarded at the end of the 

research process) 

8c. Describing informants as 

much as possible in the 

context of the study 

Table 3: Actions taken in this study to ensure validity and reliability, constructed from Guba 

(1981) and Yin (1994) 

 

3.4.4. Data structure of the findings 

 

As described in section 2.4.5, the coding process focused on the drivers, challenges and 

moments of progress during the sustainability-driven IOC process. This created a data structure 

of 82 first-order codes that were further grouped into the data structure and initial findings of 

this thesis. Figure 3 illustrates the data structure.  
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Figure 3: Data structure of drivers, challenges and moments of progress before or during 

sustainability-driven IOC negotiation 
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The first order codes in each dimension represent the things said out loud in the meetings with 

as little interpretation as possible. The second order groups represent the interpreted thematic 

root causes for the challenges, progress, and drivers. Finally, the aggregate dimensions within 

all parameters link to the three key strategic tensions described in chapter 2, validating the 

findings from the literature review. In chapter 4.3 the dimensions and findings within them are 

discussed further individually.  
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4. Empirical Findings 

 

This chapter describes the empirical findings that emerged when analysing the gathered material 

from an interorganizational sustainable business collaboration between Corporations A and B, 

facilitated by The Orchestrator. In the first section the findings are discussed on a higher level in 

terms or historical development, which describes how the IOC process developed. Secondly, the 

findings are structured into tensions and mechanisms of progress, both in terms in intra- and 

interorganizational level and organic and orchestrated progress, as well as described in more 

detail with case study examples. The example quotes used in the following sections are slightly 

modified to ensure the anonymity of companies and confidentiality of information or simplified 

to demonstrate the communicated information better, however still maintaining the key message 

in each. 

 

4.1.  Historical development of challenges and moments of progress  

 

The data suggest that the process of forming an IOC evolved around a) key challenges that 

occurred at two levels (intra and interorganizational level), and b) key moments of progress that 

occurred organically or through the facilitation of a third party. These key challenges and 

moments of progress determined the extent to which negotiations among Corporation A and 

Corporation B advanced or were hindered. In addition to the context, the occurrence of 

challenges and moments of progress dependent on the timeline of the negotiation process and on 

the agenda set for each meeting. Table 4 depicts the historical development of the meeting-

specific agendas, and the key challenges and moments of progress that influenced the evolution 

of the negotiation. In this way, Table 4 provides a preliminary understanding of the main 

mechanisms directing the process of strategizing a sustainable IOC: drivers, tensions, and 

mechanisms for progress. 

 

Workshop Agenda 
Key* intraorganizational 

level challenges 
Key interorganizational 

level challenges 
Key moments of organic 

progress 
Key moments of 

orchestrated progress 

Workshop 1 
Vision, 
mission, and 
objectives 

• Customer 
responsibility and 
demand concerns 

• Lack of negotiation 
power or impact 

• Broadening the scope 
or not prioritising 

• High-level discussion 
and side-tracking 

• Joint sustainability 
sensemaking 

• Defining scope 

• Driving decision-
making 

• Codifying objectives 
• Process management 

and phasing 
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Workshop 2 
Customer and 
value-chain 
understanding 

• Lack of negotiation 
power or impact 

• Involving 
sustainability early 
enough in decision-
making 

• Defining 
responsibility or 
ownership 

• Complex decision-
making or 
optimisation for 
sustainability 

• Broadening the scope 
or not prioritising 

 
• Customer and market 

analysis 

Workshop 3 
Sustainability 
criteria 

• Sustainability 
quantification 

• Access to information 
or resources 

• High-level discussion 
and side-tracking 

• No final decisions 
• Broadening the scope 

or not prioritising 

• Joint sustainability 
sensemaking 

• Benchmarks and 
examples 

• Understanding 
individual capabilities 

• Defining individual 
objectives 

• Driving decision-
making 

Workshop 4 
Sales and 
commercial 
side 

• Complex decision-
making or 
optimisation for 
sustainability 

• Access to information 
or resources 

• Defining roles or the 
relationship 

• Broadening the scope 
or not prioritising 

• Defining individual 
objectives 

• Aligned timeline 

• Defining roles 

Workshop 5 

Concrete 
offering 
components 
and scope 

• Access to information 
or resources 

• No final decisions • Defining individual 
objectives 

• Understanding 
individual capabilities 

• Defining outputs 
• Codifying objectives 

 

Workshop 6 
Customer 
needs and 
demand 

• Limited stakeholder 
awareness 

• Customer 
responsibility and 
demand concerns 

• Defining 
responsibility or 
ownership 

• Value definition and 
communication 

• High-level discussion 
and side-tracking 

 
• Customer and market 

analysis 

Workshop 7 
Sales 
processes and 
benchmarks 

• Value definition and 
communication 

• Disregarding the 
meeting agenda 

• Understanding 
individual capabilities 

 

*Listed codes were emerging three or more times during each workshop 

Table 4: Key challenges and moments of progress for each observed workshop 

 

The analysis of the data suggests that different types of challenges dominated each workshop. 

On the one hand, intraorganizational level challenges, such as limited resources or information 

and concerns for the end-user demand, remained significant throughout the negotiation phase 

but varied based on the workshop theme. On the other hand, interorganizational level challenges 

decreased towards the end of the negotiation process but remained somewhat same throughout 

the workshops. For example, prioritising aspects within the scope of the project seemed to be a 

key challenge only until workshop 4. Moreover, interorganizational challenges were more 
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present in decision-making workshops, such as the one aimed at defining the project vision and 

mission, rather than in workshops focused on joint learning, such as the one focused on 

understanding the market. 

 

Additionally, the data suggest that organic and orchestrated moments of progress alternated: 

whenever organic progress was less present, orchestrated progress was more prominent. For 

example, in the second workshop focusing on market understanding, orchestrated progress was 

the only mechanism emerging several times, but in workshop 4 when sustainability criteria were 

in discussion, organic progress was the key mechanism advancing the process. This was a result 

of the two key roles The Orchestrator took during the IOC process. Firstly, they supported 

Corporations A and B in decision making, and thus whenever it did not emerge organically, The 

Orchestrator took action and directed the teams towards decision. Secondly, The Orchestrator 

supported joint learning through market analysis and bringing experts into the workshops. In 

these workshops, progress was not that evident or directly communicated, even though it 

influenced the outcomes.  

 

The next chapter discusses the development of the IOC process workshop by workshop. This is 

to give background for the identified mechanisms and tensions discussed in sections 4.2 and 4.3. 

 

4.1.1. Workshop-specific findings 

 

The first workshop’s agenda was to familiarise the participants with each other, understand both 

organizations’ starting points for the collaboration and agree on the vision, mission, and scope 

for the project, mainly from the sustainability point of view. Therefore, in the first workshop 

aligning business logics was achieved through joint sensemaking, whereas balancing 

cooperation versus competition was achieved through starting to define the scope and 

understanding individual capabilities. Orchestration-related progress was also heavily present, 

as a large part of the meeting time was spent on The Orchestrator’s presentations or other 

orchestrating actions. The discussed challenges were mainly related to customers and demand 

from Corporation A’s side and to the lack of negotiation power in the value chain from 

Corporation B’s side. In addition, during the scoping discussions, process-related challenges 

rose as the companies tried to shift the focus towards the scope that made the most sense to 

them, thus making it challenging to narrow the scope.  
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The second workshops’ agenda was to gain an understanding of the customers, market, and the 

main decision-making points for each organization during projects such as the one discussed 

during the workshops. This included going through customer interviews and individual 

presentations on decision-making processes by both Corporations A and B. The progress was 

therefore related to building trust and customer understanding, based on which the companies 

were able to define the scope of the project even better. On the other hand, the discussions 

proved that the value chain collaboration in this specific industry is rather challenging due to 

several stakeholders and rather fixed ways of working. This, again, brought challenges in 

defining the final scope of the project. 

 

The third workshop was focused on defining the joint sustainability criteria for the projects. 

This was orchestrated through individual presentations, bringing an external expert into the 

discussion and workshop exercises. The progress achieved during this workshop was further 

sustainability sensemaking as the participants were able to share concrete examples from their 

industries and details on their capabilities on the sustainability side. However, the key challenge 

with sustainability seemed to be the sustainable value quantification and its complexity, which 

in turn affected the participants ability to make final decisions or drill down to concrete aspects 

at this point of the negotiation. Other environment- versus market-based view challenges were 

also significant during this workshop 

 

The fourth workshop was focused on the commercial potential and sales processes of the jointly 

created solutions. This was done through discussing concrete potential pilot use cases. The 

dynamics shifted sometime around this workshop: the solutions were not innovated jointly so 

much anymore, but rather Corporation A stated the requirements and Corporation B explored 

their opportunities to offer something for Corporation A. This included involving a new key 

participant from Corporation B’s business development side. For progress this meant significant 

advances in terms of concrete action plans and next steps: timelines, scope and roles were 

aligned, and individual need and capabilities were matched even more. Naturally, some 

challenges in terms of scope or sustainability optimization arose during the discussions, but 

many were also resolved by the end of the meeting.  
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The fifth workshop, the first one after internal buy-in and commitment, was focused on the 

concrete solution components and scope. However, at this stage Corporations A and B also 

started participating in defining the agenda and proactively suggesting the next steps. This 

meant that the role of orchestration changed slightly, and, in later workshops, time was used 

more on emerging discussions between participants than prioritizing workshop exercises. The 

agenda was partly achieved as defining the scope and concrete components were present both 

on the moments of progress and challenges’ side. However, the participants’ conflicting 

business logics on concrete next steps still made it challenging to at times converge and narrow 

on the scope. On the other hand, the concrete focus made the participants discuss resources 

more thoroughly the first time, even though from the challenge’s perspective. 

 

The sixth workshop was again focused on the customer needs and the findings from The 

Orchestrator’s customer interviews. The key challenges that rose again in terms of the market 

were the limited stakeholder awareness and value communication. Many stated that at this 

stage, there would be more untapped potential and demand if the customers would have more 

information about different options in the market. In addition, it was pointed out that the 

demand could be increased to some extent by the supply side, as customers do have clear 

sustainability targets but not necessarily clear ways to achieve those. However, due to the risks 

in this the roles and responsibilities raised questions and concerns, but the companies were still 

able to define individual objectives more. In terms of progress, also actual concrete joint outputs 

were further defined.  

 

The seventh workshop’s agenda was to investigate the sales processes and benchmarks again. 

The companies gave examples of their approaches to customer negotiation processes and 

communication. In addition, Corporation A’s representatives from a more regulated market 

gave examples of how they have dealt with changing market dynamics. Several agenda points 

had to be left out due to the participants proactively asking questions and thus spending more 

time on individual sections. However, the active discussion also drove deeper understanding of 

capabilities, processes, and customers on both sides. Same market challenges were still 

discussed as in workshop six, and they proved to be the same even in more sustainably 

developed markets. The conclusion seemed to be that rather than waiting for these issues to 

resolve, proactive customer engagement and providing rather ready-made solutions was a route 

both organizations were willing to take.  
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When comparing the agenda and the workshop-specific challenges in Table 4, the emerging 

challenges seem to follow the agenda of each workshop. For example, in sensemaking 

workshops, where mission and vision were discussed, both challenges and progress highlighted 

conflicting or aligned to business logics more. In sustainability workshops, where joint learning 

and knowledge sharing was encouraged, the focus was on the environment versus market 

tension. Finally, workshops focused on the customers, demand, and sales, and thus also the 

individual responsibilities and rewards, underlined and balanced the cooperation versus 

competition tension. This finding also means that The Orchestrator’s role was significant also 

outside the workshops in terms of defining the agendas.  

 

In addition to the agendas’ impact on the challenges, there seems to be a process and temporal 

order that the emerging challenges and moments of progress follow. This means that in addition 

to the agenda, also the moment of time and stage within the IOC process affected the emerging 

challenges and progress. The most significant challenges in the first workshop were mostly 

related to issues on the organisational level and emphasised a competitive rather than a 

cooperative mindset. The companies brought their intraorganizational sustainability challenges 

to the discussion and aimed solved them in the first workshops. Towards the last ones, the 

challenges and discussion moved onto a much more complex level and focused more on the 

jointly created value. The question seemed to shift from “How can we as a company gain as 

much as possible from this partnership?” to “How can we as strategic partners create as much 

value as possible?”   

 

When exploring factors that facilitated progress, the data suggest that building trust through 

understanding the other organization was present throughout the process. However, a number of 

clear benchmarks and examples as well as thorough scoping were required before the 

companies were able to define concrete outputs from the collaboration. In addition, even though 

the challenges were focused on the interorganizational context, a large part of the solutions 

came from dividing roles and responsibilities between participants, focusing on the individual 

organizations. When it became clearer what the companies can offer to each other and what can 

they in turn demand, it was easier to assign ownership over certain things. After all, many 

challenges were risks that could not be resolved but rather mitigated and moving in an agile way 

towards proof of concepts was seen as a good way test the collaboration, its risks and upside.  
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4.2.  Initiating the strategizing process of a sustainability-driven IOC 

 

Based on the data structures and historical development of the findings, two key aspects 

emerged as important in influencing the initiation of the sustainability-driven IOC process: 

drivers and expectations and intra- and interorganizational tensions and challenges. These are 

first discussed one by one through concrete examples from the case study.  

 
4.2.1. Drivers and expectations 

 

Drivers for sustainability-driven IOC mean either internal or external incentives that lead 

Corporations A and B to start the negotiating process for a joint project. They were discussed 

rather briefly, mainly during the first kick-off workshop. Drivers were not a directly 

communicated topic in the meeting agendas to discuss, but they indirectly came up during 

introduction and background presentations by participants and later in occasional statements 

made by participants. 

 

Drivers for sustainability-driven IOC were discussed in two dimensions: why the companies 

aim for sustainable business and why they choose to do it together with the other participating 

company. The first dimension, therefore, creates the basis for the environment- versus market-

based view tension. Not merely prioritising the market but also the sustainable value in business 

led the companies to the collaboration, but at the same time they were then also obliged to 

balance these two values in a sensible way. The second dimension, on the other hand, creates 

the basis for the cooperation versus competition tension. The companies saw value in 

committing to the partnership, but then again it brings new risks and things to consider when 

compared to developing something on their own. Therefore, the role or the drivers is two-fold; 

on one hand, willingness to do business more sustainably and with a partner creates strategic 

tensions, but on the other hand, the drivers are also the reasons why the companies wanted to 

balance the tensions with the help of The Orchestrator. 

 

Intraorganizational drivers to balance sustainability and market-based values 
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The first group within environmental drivers covers the will to improve current organizational 

approach to sustainable business or development. The participants shared that they were 

interested in starting a structured project towards sustainable business to either shorten the time-

to-value or to ensure a good result: 

“If we talk about our individual share of sustainability impact in the value chain, it is a rather 

small cut.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 1) 

“We aim at taking the customer into account as soon as possible in all our business 

development” 

(Corporation B to Corporation A, as Corporation A is a potential customer to them, workshop 1) 

“We benefit from this practicing these kinds of projects; we are then more agile to do similar 

things in the future” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 4) 

The participants stated that this approach differed significantly from the way they currently do 

sustainable business: 

“The demand is rather unstructured – currently there is no systematic way to conduct projects 

like these, but they are done on a case-by-case basis for each customer.” (The Orchestrator 

summarising the pre-meeting questionnaire responses to Corporations A and B for a question 

“What do we know about customer needs regarding [discussed market]?”, workshop 2)  

 

The second group of environmental drivers represents a clear objective of positioning, 

minimising risks and gaining competitive advantage through sustainable business. The 

participants had two levels of approaches to this: seeing sustainable business as an attractive 

area for business development to be able to be a proactive first-mover or being forced to do so 

due to the external environment. The first group of participants emphasised differentiation and 

brand building opportunities:  

“We believe that with our offering we could be the leading sustainability player in this industry 

and thus respond to the needs resulting from megatrends and customers” (Corporation B in 

their kick-off presentation, workshop 1) 

“If we had a good concept for this, it could have a high brand image value and a sustainability 

angle that competitors do not have.” (Corporation A to Corporation B when discussing part of 

the potential scope, workshop 1)   

The latter group of participants saw that the entire market should shift and creating sustainable 

solutions together was more of a risk mitigation action. This is why both companies even have 
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sustainable development in their strategy, which was also used as an intrinsic value and 

incentive in the participants’ discussions: 

“Our core principle is that everything that we do is somehow linked to the low-carbon way of 

doing things. We operate on that field in many ways.” (Corporation B in their kick-off 

presentation, workshop 1) 

“Due to customer demand and changing regulation, today we already do all of our work in 

[discussed part of offering] so that it fulfils [discussed sustainability certificates] on some 

level” (Corporation A to Corporation B when presenting their sustainability strategy, workshop 

3) 

 

Intraorganizational drivers to balance cooperation and competition 
 

The drivers within the cooperation versus competition dimension can be divided into two 

groups: searching for strategic synergies and sharing knowledge. The first group focused on 

both organizational capabilities and building concrete solutions for the growing sustainability 

market: 

“During the tendering process, we have to quickly estimate the timeline and whether we can 

even deliver – it would be good to have a partner with the required offering so that we could 

better compete during those processes together.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 

5) 

 

The second group, knowledge-sharing, focused on two-way learning. On one hand, the 

companies were keen to learn about the market, companies decision-making processes, and 

capabilities from the other organization. On the other hand, they were also interested in 

educating the other company. It was clear that many of the market’s issues are due to the value 

chain not being knowledgeable of the previous or next actor’s business: 

“We would have a readymade sustainable product, but already our discussions have proved 

that sometimes the end users are not knowledgeable enough to select that. There are still a lot 

of preconceptions in the market.” (Corporation B to Corporation A, workshop 1) 

“Developing our internal understanding and expertise in this area should be in the objectives 

for this collaboration.” (Corporation A to participants, workshop 2)   
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In general, the presented drivers and expectations highlighted seeing value both in the process 

but also the outcome. However, it was difficult to define the companies’ ambition level based 

on the discussed expectations in the first workshops. If one company only saw value in the 

process, meaning learning from the discussions, and the other in the outcome, meaning creating 

something tangible together as partners, this could have created challenges for the collaboration. 

This, however, was aligned through the contractual relationship created after workshop 4.  

 

4.2.2. Challenges and tensions 

 

The tensions mean challenges identified during the IOC process that hindered the companies 

getting towards the final outcome, collaboratively created sustainable solutions. The challenges 

were also not explicitly part of the agendas of the workshops, but they were still the most 

discussed aspect of the collaboration, thus representing the underlying tensions. The participants 

had several intraorganizational reservations and concerns but also the interorganizational 

context and process brought up a multitude of challenges. As the study aimed at somewhat 

generalizable findings, the challenges summarised in this chapter are not organization- or 

industry-specific but represent more general dynamics within sustainability-driven IOC. 

 

There were three types of challenges resulting from the key three strategic tensions. On the 

intraorganizational level, the environment- versus market-based view tension created operational 

and strategic challenges that the companies had already prior to starting the negotiation process. 

In addition, when committing to the partnership, the cooperation versus competition tension 

created strategic risks and challenges where the companies had to maximise the collaborative 

value but also their own internal value from the partnership. The intraorganizational feature of 

these challenges means that even though interorganizational knowledge sharing could help the 

companies resolve the challenges, they were ultimately organization-specific concerns or 

obstacles. On the interorganizational level, during the negotiation the conflicting business logics 

created process-related challenges that delayed the companies from making decisions and 

proceeding together. 

 

Intraorganizational tensions in combining sustainable and market-based values 
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The environment- versus market-based view was highly affected by external challenges and the 

operational environment. Firstly, the external standardisation and needs vary and at times even 

conflict with the objective of decreasing the total carbon emissions, for example: 

“In our industry, there are no established sustainability standards and there can be big 

differences in how companies communicate their sustainability impact. Moreover, it is not a 

given that a final product that fulfils one area of sustainability certifications, fulfils other low-

carbon criteria.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 2)  

“[Discussed module] in this sustainability standard does not take into account the lifecycle 

stage where our impact lies, meaning that we have to quantify it in another module to prove our 

impact.” (Corporation B to Corporation A, workshop 3) 

In addition, the companies had challenges in creating sustainable value due to their own role: 

“If the customers do not select our low-carbon products already in the planning and 

development phase, there is little we can do to prove our value.” (Corporation B to Corporation 

A, workshop 1) 

“Our sustainability impact alone is about 4-7% and [Corporation B’s offering] 30-40% and the 

rest is dependent on the end users and their requirements.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, 

workshop 2) 

This partly links to the stakeholder awareness as well. The companies saw that the stakeholders 

that could have an impact were not informed of the sustainability aspects to be able to create it. 

This came up in The Orchestrator’s customer analysis as well: 

“[An example end customer] stated that they have not looked into the low-carbon threshold 

values, neither do they currently understand the costs for fulfilling them.” (The Orchestrator in 

their customer interview summary presentation, workshop 2) 

Finally, the specific market demands a high level of collaboration and sustainability planning 

early on to be able to deliver sustainable value. During the time of negotiation, the companies 

saw that sustainability or companies with decision-making power for sustainability were 

included too late in the process to have sufficient impact:  

“We have to have the sustainability discussions in the beginning of our projects so that the 

customers understand the costs and the sustainable value and there are no misunderstandings 

or surprises later.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 2) 

“If you start to consider sustainability further down the negotiation process that ship has 

already sailed – the details are locked in in the early contracts and decisions and after that the 

parameters are pretty much fixed.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 2) 
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In general, the external sustainability challenges were factors that could not be changed but had 

to be overcome during the negotiation process together with the participants. Some challenges 

only affected one company in the collaboration, some the sustainable solutions.  

 

The second group of intraorganizational challenges was related to simply not having a thorough 

understanding of the entire complex market and sustainability aspects within it. The lack of 

understanding was related to the optimisation parameters, the future and sustainability 

calculations. These seemed to be challenging especially in the organizations’ industry: 

“For one concept, we started development in [year one], we signed contracts in [year two] and 

we have a two-year roadmap still left to be carried out – meaning that all of the optimisation 

would have had to be done four years before any value could be demonstrated” (Corporation A, 

workshop 2) 

“For one of our projects, with two different sustainability calculation methods for the same 

exact unit of analysis, we got two results that differed by approximately 10%. It is essential to 

understand the background and components of the different methods so that we can adjust our 

impact.” (Corporation A, workshop 3) 

In addition, being an industry leader results in taking risks as there were limited benchmarks or 

examples the teams could have compared their project to: 

“There are not real good benchmarks in this field – we would have to create it on our own and 

assure both internally and externally that this is a good outcome.” (Corporation A, workshop 1) 

“Even if we would have benchmarks or baselines, the outputs in our industry differ so much 

case-by-case that they would unlikely be comparable.” (Corporation B, workshop 3) 

The knowledge and understanding challenges were at their highest in the beginning of the 

collaboration, and could be resolved for the most part during discussions and joint learning 

between participants 

 

Finally, the tension was affected by the strategic trade-offs the teams had to face when 

prioritising environmental values over traditional, business-focused ones. These trade-offs 

partly resulted from the market still favouring traditional business-focused approaches in terms 

of product, services, or ways of working. This was true specifically for Corporation A and B’s 

industries as well: 
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“A challenge for selecting [Corporation B’s sustainable offering] is that it is not 

completely in line with customer expectations and current processes.” (Corporation A 

to all participants) 

As both a consequence and a separate challenge, the companies at times had a limited incentive 

to do things sustainably. In addition to creating the sustainable solutions together, it was clear 

that some actions should also be done to affect the current market: 

“If the outcome does not match our needs, there is a risk that we finance this sustainable 

development for our competitors’ benefit without benefitting from it ourselves” (Corporation A, 

workshop 4) 

“Current quantification methods allow for a very small impact by our sustainable development 

on the entire carbon footprint and the functionalities currently require the non-sustainable 

components.” (Corporation A to an external expert, workshop 3) 

While the workshops did not directly resolve these challenges, they did not aggravate them 

either. In general, all of the environment- versus market-based view challenges were issues the 

organizations would have faced regardless of the decision to start the collaboration due to the 

changing market. 

 

Intraorganizational tensions from decision to collaborate 
 

The second theme within the intraorganizational strategic tensions, cooperation versus 

competition, was partly created by the companies’ challenges to decide to commit to the 

collaboration and thus exclude partnering with their competitors to some extent. The context of 

Corporations A and B collaborating across their current offerings already limited the scope to 

innovate and transform within. Moreover, the relation between the companies and its trade-offs 

was unclear for some time: 

“It may limit our customer base if we have only one selected partner and supplier for these 

kinds of projects.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 1)  

“A strategic partnership is probably not an impossible option, but we would need to thoroughly 

understand what it entails for us.” (Corporation A when discussing the partnership options, 

workshop 4) 
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In addition, the decision to cooperate rather than compete forced the companies to ensure 

internal value-add in addition to the joint effect. This was mainly discussed through the need to 

define value so that it could be communicated both internally and externally: 

“The issue previously has been that we did not package our sustainable solutions well enough 

even though some of our customers have high ambition levels already for sustainability.” 

(Corporation A when asked about the key bottleneck, workshop 7) 

As the relationship could also have been closer to a traditional supplier-customer -relationship, 

especially Corporation A had challenges with defining the value from committing to the 

partnership with Corporation B. Therefore, they also saw more risks and perhaps less upside 

from committing to a partner and their offering. On the other hand, Corporation B saw that they 

could bring more value through commitment and thus better estimated demand. The intensity of 

this challenge varied throughout the negotiation, depending on whether the companies were 

directed towards a strategic partnership or a more traditional and flexible partnership.  

 

Finally, the tension emerged through the decision on how to share risks and rewards. In fact, the 

risks were the key concern for the participants, mainly when talking about customer 

responsibility or profitability: 

“We should be able to clearly state the benefits to the customers, otherwise we will use 

resources for things our customers do not even want” (Corporation A to Corporation B, 

workshop 1) 

“Whenever we do things more sustainably, we have a concern whether the outcome is an aspect 

that will either raise or lower the price for investors.” (Corporation A to participants, workshop 

1)   

In addition, even though neither company directly restricted the other from accessing 

information or resources in their own organization, it was clear that sharing these aspects in not 

too common in the industry: 

“Who could own this [data bank for industry knowledge] required for ecosystem sustainable 

development? Who should update it and manage it? That is quite a large task.” (Corporation A 

when discussing options for an ecosystem-wide knowledge bank, workshop 4) 

While sharing rewards was an aspect where a balance and even some synergies could be found, 

sharing risks proved to be a challenge that most likely defines the collaboration in the future as 

well. As Corporation B in a way had secured a customer from Corporation A through the 

collaboration, the demand concerns and customer responsibility and thus risks were largely 
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directed towards them. Thus, this was a challenge that most likely needs to be balanced through 

trust rather than resolved completely. 

 

Interorganizational tensions during the negotiation process 
 

The interorganizational tension, conflicting business logics, was represented though challenges 

with joint decision-making. At times, the participants were reluctant to making final decisions, 

even though either the orchestrators or other participants requested them. This was 

demonstrated through side-tracking, neglecting the pre-defined agenda, and not being able to 

scope down the areas and aspects considered through the collaboration. This challenge was most 

clear when The Orchestrator’s planned agenda or questions were not followed: 

The Orchestrator:” What is our target percentage for carbon emission reduction?” 

Corporation B: “I don’t know, how about the timeline?” 

Corporation A: “We should probably do some more benchmarking before deciding on 

either one” (A discussion during an ideation phase in workshop 3) 

Joint decision-making was a challenge that only emerged through the process and context. Thus, 

contrary to the challenges within the environment- versus market-based view and cooperation 

versus competition tension, this would not have been a challenge for the organizations without 

the negotiation process.  

 

Lastly, the process-related tension was highly influenced by the complex process of joint 

sensemaking. While sensemaking most likely affected several tensions and challenges in the 

background, it was directly communicated through challenges with naming, labelling, and 

defining the joint mission or vision: 

“I don’t know if we should call this a solution or a concept or a starting point for a concept… 

and when it comes to the word offering – does it mean all of our offering?” (Corporation B 

during an ideation phase for the name of the collaboration outcome, workshop 5)   

Both joint sense-making and joint decision-making were mostly indirectly communicated, and 

the participants did not explicitly vocalise challenges within these aspects. Therefore, to avoid 

too much interpretation, the examples and first-order codes were very clear examples of not 

meeting the progress expectations. However, these challenges most likely affected the progress 

in the background more. 
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4.3.  Balancing the tensions during the strategizing process of a sustainability-

driven IOC 

 

Following the initiation of sustainability-driven IOC, the findings suggest that an array of 

organic and orchestrated moments of progress was employed to achieve progress, including 

processes, actions, and dynamics where the collaboration progressed in a way that the 

participants either learnt or decided on something to make progress. Progress was two-fold: 

either organic, meaning moments where The Orchestrator intervened very little or not at all, or 

orchestrated, meaning moments where The Orchestrator directed the process in a way that 

would not have emerged organically from Corporations A and B, at least in the context where 

The Orchestrator was present. Firstly, the organic moments of progress included sustainability 

definition, knowledge-sharing, building trust, finding synergies, defining strategic positioning, 

decision-making, joint learning and sensemaking. The organic moments of progress were rarely 

explicitly communicated, but they could be identified from the meeting dynamics. In terms of 

learning, the discussions proceeded when the participants started to clearly understand each 

other and build on each other’s knowledge. In terms of decision-making, the discussions ended 

in concrete decisions and alignment. Second, progress was also facilitated through orchestrated 

moments of progress that included external expertise, supporting joint learning, accelerating the 

process, managing the dynamics, supporting alignment, supporting sensemaking and supporting 

decision-making. These are also moments of progress, but as they were proactively driven by 

The Orchestrator, it is important to differentiate them from the organic ones to understand the 

meeting dynamics. Orchestration actions were explicitly communicated at time through process-

related meta-discussion by The Orchestrator. 

 

In more theoretical sense, the separate moments of progress when occurring in particular 

sequences, created mechanisms for balancing or even resolving the strategic tensions. This 

means, that the tangible ways to overcome the tensions were constructed of several smaller 

moments of progress. For the environment- versus market-based view, the moments of progress 

allowed the members to individually or together learn and find compromises where both values 

could be considered. For the cooperation versus competition tension, the companies were able 

to find synergies or build also individual competitive advantage through the cooperation, 

balancing the challenges with limiting their options. Finally, for aligning business logics 
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progress meant moments where the process went as planned: companies jointly learnt, made 

sense of the current market, and then made decisions on next steps. The organic and 

orchestrated moments of progress, and the sequences that created the mechanisms for progress, 

are describes in the following sections.  

 

4.3.1. Organic mechanisms  

 

Value definition through establishing knowledge-sharing processes 
 

For the environment- versus market-based view dimension, progress was achieved through 

jointly defining sustainability. In general, this meant both together and individually answering 

to the question “What does sustainability mean to us in this context and collaboration?”:  

Corporation A: “One clear requirement for the solutions and their sustainability could 

be [a regional standard].” 

Corporation B: “That is true. In addition, there is a certification specifically for our 

products’ origin and transparency for it.” (A discussion during agreeing on the 

sustainability criteria, workshop 3) 

In addition, defining the different values resulting from the project allowed the teams to balance 

the different values afterwards and contextualize them in terms of competitive advantage:  

“This market will face heavy regulation in just a few years - developing these sustainable 

solutions will help the whole value chain to be ready when these changes come in the market 

and demand.” (Corporation B to Corporation A, workshop 6) 

Sustainability or low carbon were words used quite broadly in the beginning of the 

collaboration, but through this process of progress the companies started to understand what was 

meant by them in a more practical sense. This was a joint interorganizational process, but it still 

helped the participants to resolve their intraorganizational tensions.  

 

In addition, the resolving the environmental tension was done through knowledge sharing. Both 

companies were able to share examples from their own industries, which helped them 

individually in understanding the market: 

“If we look at this example from our previous work, you can see that most of the emissions 

occurred in the production phase – the use stage is significant but much lower with this 

calculation method.” (Corporation B in a presentation during workshop 3) 
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On a deeper level, knowledge sharing helped the individual organizations also make sense of 

sustainability. Even though not explicitly communicated, it appeared that over time both 

organizations started using the other’s sustainability terminology and examples. Knowledge 

sharing was a key agenda point in several meetings, and thus partly orchestrated progress. 

However, the participants also organically shared information and knowledge at times when 

they saw it valuable for both companies.  

 

Based on the temporal development of the emerging moments of progress, it can be summarised 

that the IOC participants relied on knowledge-sharing prior to being able to ultimately define 

value and shift towards actualising it. Knowledge-sharing helped the companies to understand 

what is important and valued in the market by different stakeholders. Therefore, the first 

mechanism to balance the strategic tensions, more specifically the environment-versus market-

based values one, started with joint knowledge-sharing in the interorganizational context and 

based on that shared knowledge, setting the direction on what sustainable value needs to be 

delivered to different stakeholders. 

 

Aiming for a synergetic approach through building trust 
 

Balancing the cooperation versus competition tensions was partly resolved by increased trust 

between participants. Lack of trust was balanced over time through transparency on each 

individual organization’s capabilities and needs: 

The Orchestrator: “How about circularity?” 

Corporation A: “To be honest we have not built capabilities around this. Our 

customers have not required it, so we have not developed anything there.” (Discussion 

during ideation phase for sustainability criteria, workshop 3) 

In addition, sharing these capabilities and needs showed the participants potential matches and 

overlaps for collaboration. A dynamic where Corporation A took care of the process and 

sustainability calculations and Corporation B of products, as these were the areas where they 

could benefit from the other most. 

 

Large part of balancing the cooperation versus collaboration tension was achieved through 

finding synergies. This was demonstrated through jointly agreeing on scope, outcomes or 

finding concrete use cases that made sense for both companies: 
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“We have decided that this could be our pilot project setting – it would be interested to see what 

you could offer for this to increase its sustainability.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, 

workshop 4) 

While the outcomes were addition to alignment and agreement, this was also an 

intraorganizational process. The companies approached the synergistic value through their own 

offering or capabilities. 

“In this collaboration, with our expertise we help you develop a solution that could replace the 

carbon-intensive parts of the final output for [parts of Corporation A’s offering].” (Corporation 

B to Corporation A, workshop 5)  

 

As a part of finding synergies, over time the companies were able to find individual market 

positions for themselves that benefitted them and thus provided a reason to collaborate. This 

progress was achieved through individually and jointly understanding competition and the 

market:  

“We believe that bringing in an indirect competitor of [Corporation B] could cause some 

internal conflicts within the ecosystem. [..] We will focus on [Corporation B’s] offering, 

providing it as an option, making sure that has the highest sustainability impact in the market.” 

(Corporation A to Corporation B when considering bringing alternative partners into the 

ecosystem, workshop 4) 

Corporation A: “We most likely will still collaborate with your competitors but making 

their offering sustainable requires more development work than doing it with you.” 

Corporation B: “Yes, our offering is naturally sustainable already.” (Discussion 

between participants when considering the stakeholders in the ecosystem, workshop 5) 

The companies also mapped their own objectives and suggested some for the other organization. 

This helped them to understand the intraorganizational requirements and value: 

“We could approach the pilots in two ways: first, we provide you a base case that you try to 

make more sustainable and second, you educate us on your capabilities and restrictions, and we 

aim to develop our processes based on those.” (Corporation A to Corporation B, workshop 4) 

 

Based on the temporal development of findings, the key mechanism for balancing the 

cooperation versus competition tension began with building trust. This mainly happened with 

sharing information on individual capabilities or incentives, and only after that the joint 

direction could be set. This resulted in finding synergies between the organizations, which 
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strengthened the trust between the organizations even further. This created a positive feedback-

loop; the participants understood what the other organization was capable of and interested in, 

which helped them to respond with their own offering. The missing pieces created synergies, 

which again helped organizations to be more open with regard to their capabilities and 

expectations. 

 

Decision-making supported by joint sensemaking and learning 
 

The business logics were aligned through joint learning. In addition to sharing organizational 

knowledge and industry experience to each other, the companies also jointly learnt through 

additional orchestrated knowledge-sharing. During this process, the organic progress resulted 

from the companies building on top of the information and basing next steps on gathered 

knowledge: 

Corporation B: “If we could get the detailed requirements for this project, then we 

could develop our products based on that” 

Corporation A: “Yes, we can get them from [an external stakeholder]” (Discussion 

between Corporation A and B, workshop 4) 

 
Joint sensemaking was also a key process for progress. As with the challenges, this was most 

likely a continuous background process, that demonstrated through naming, labelling, and 

understanding the concrete outcomes, phases, and objectives of the collaboration: 

The Orchestrator: “Corporation A sees that for the commercial name of this project, 

both companies’ names and the concrete use cases should be mentioned so that 

customers understand who is doing what.” 

Corporation B: “Yes, however, the low-carbon word should still be there. 

Sustainability is after all our main objective in this collaboration.” (Discussion 

between participants when deciding on a name for the collaboration, workshop 5) 

 
The temporal review of the interlevel challenges shows that this tension decreased towards the 

end of the negotiation but the issues remained somewhat similar and their dynamics did not 

change. Therefore, the different moments of progress, decision-making, joint learning and 

sensemaking were more interdependent than the moments of progress within other mechanisms. 

For the previous two, the direction of progress was more causal, but for this mechanism all three 
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are simultaneously required for progress. However, as decision-making still was the clearest 

indicator for progress, it can be considered as the ultimate outcome or objective. 

 

4.3.2. Orchestrated mechanisms 

 

Support for joint learning 
 

The Orchestrator helped the participants to balance the environment- versus market-based views 

through bringing additional expertise or analysis to the meetings. They went to industry experts, 

did desktop studies, and interviewed potential customers and summarised the information to 

support Corporation A and B’s decision-making:  

“Customers who we interviewed state that there could be demand for more sustainable 

solutions, however the limited offering and knowledge currently limit it.” (The Orchestrator in a 

customer analysis presentation, workshop 2) 

 

In addition to sharing their knowledge, The Orchestrator encouraged the participants to share 

their knowledge to others. This was done mainly by including participant presentations in the 

meeting agendas. 

“Let’s start the workshop with presentations from both Corporation A and B, describing each 

company’s current approach to defining sustainability and low-carbon criteria.” (The 

Orchestrator when describing the agenda for a workshop where the joint sustainability criteria 

was mapped, workshop 3)  

 

By creating an environment for positive learning experiences and opportunities to share 

knowledge, The Orchestrator catalyzed the process for establishing knowledge-sharing 

processes, which ultimately resulted in defining sustainable value. This defines The 

Orchestrators role in joint learning: for a large part they were not the experts presenting the 

information to Corporations A and B but rather the supporting and enabling party. 

 

Managing and accelerating cooperation 
 
 

Balancing the cooperation versus competition tension was supported by The Orchestrator 

through actions that lowered the barrier of practical inconvenience for collaboration. Mainly this 
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meant accelerating the process and managing the dynamics. The Orchestrator did not focus on 

ensuring the companies that they should collaborate, but rather acted as a neutral party that set 

the context and dynamics for a fruitful discussion:  

“We have signed NDAs between all companies as we want to ensure valuable discussions. In 

addition, we encourage you to have an open mind and low barrier to sharing ideas to maximise 

the joint learning and innovation.” (The Orchestrator when presenting the ways of working for 

the collaboration, workshop 1) 

“Should we jointly start developing specific sourcing processes for you so that your 

collaboration with [Corporation B] would be more agile? […] Let’s include an expert from 

[Corporation B’s] side to support these discussions.” (The Orchestrator to Corporation A, 

workshop 3) 

 

In addition to that, they brought convenience to the negotiation process. This helped the 

participants to follow the progress and understand what is expected from them during the 

workshops. This further helped the companies to be more open for collaboration and accelerate 

the process towards finding synergies: 

“We have phased this negotiation into three tracks - the first consisting of the jointly created 

solutions and their sales, the second for building capabilities and the third for organizational 

learning. These break into sprints that are scheduled followingly…” (The Orchestrator when 

presenting the collaboration project plan to participants, workshop 1) 

 

As The Orchestrator managed and therefore accelerated the process, they also created a fruitful 

basis for building trust between Corporations A and B. This was the key value of The 

Orchestrator being a neutral party; as they established fair and transparent processes in the 

negotiation, participants were less hesitant to share their capabilities and expectations, which 

ultimately resulted in finding synergies.  

 

Support for the negotiation process 
 

Finally, The Orchestrator was central in aligning business logics. This was done through 

supporting the areas where the companies had challenges, those being decision-making and 

sensemaking. Throughout the process, The Orchestrator documented and summarised the 

discussions, codifying the objectives and progress, which helped with sensemaking: 
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“We have summarised the collaborative vision based on your comments and inputs during the 

past workshops, and even though the concrete scope is still somewhat open, we could align on 

the overall vision already – is this something that you still can subscribe to?” (The Orchestrator 

to participants, workshop 4) 

 

In addition, practical support with timelines and setting the scope for the actual joint projects 

and concrete outcomes helped the participants to accelerate and focus on valuable decision-

making: 

“During this sprint we would conduct the first pilot project to understand how we should 

proceed with the other sprints and created solutions” (The Orchestrator when presenting the 

estimates for concrete outcomes, workshop 4) 

 

To summarise, the orchestrated moments of progress were never a direct route to resolving 

tensions but required enacting from the decision-making participants as well. This means that 

orchestration was more like a catalysator rather than a separate mechanism for progress. 

However, the orchestrating actions almost always resulted in organic progress as well. If the 

effect was not immediate, it was clear that the orchestrating actions influenced the participants. 

They referred to shared knowledge by The Orchestrator and gave feedback on how their 

presence and role in the process was crucial. 
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5. Discussion and Conclusions 

 

This chapter outlines the theory model emerging from the findings to depict how a 

sustainability-driven IOC process emerges and develops. Then the chapter discusses the 

theoretical and managerial contributions resulted this. This is done through comparing the 

findings to earlier literature and the pre-defined research questions. Finally, the chapter 

discusses the limitations of this study, suggests new scopes for research in the field and finally 

concludes the thesis. 

 

5.1. Theory model 

 

Based on the type of drivers, tensions, and mechanisms for progress and their parameters’ 

temporal development, a simplified process of how the sustainability-driven IOC negotiations 

went between Corporations A and B can be structured, as well as The Orchestrators impact. 

Figure 4 depicts this process. The figure represents the starting points for the collaboration, the 

tensions and dynamics during the process and how the collaboration progressed. In addition, the 

extent of The Orchestrator’s impact is illustrated in the figure.  

 

 

Figure 4: Theory model for negotiation within a sustainability-driven IOC process 
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Both Corporation A and B started with their own expectations and intraorganizational drivers 

and tensions for sustainable business (1A and 1C), and their own drivers regarding balancing 

between cooperation and competition (1B). These starting conditions resulted in a decision to 

collaborate under the topic. This decision amplified the intraorganizational cooperation versus 

competition tension (1E) and revised the companies’ expectations for achieving a sustainable 

IOC. In combination, these four aspects constructed the intraorganizational context, their own 

starting point, that both companies brought into the negotiation process (2, interorganizational 

level). These starting contexts, but especially the companies’ expectations, created their own 

business logic (1ABCDE). These conflicting logics created their own tensions (2A) among the 

companies at the interorganizational realm.  

 

The moments of progress (2B-2G) could not be phased onto intra -or interorganizational 

moments of progress, but they happened simultaneously, feeding some of the moments of 

progress from the interorganizational realm into the intraorganizational ones through 

mechanisms for progress. The Orchestrator was instrumental in initiating and catalysing the 

moments of progress that later turned into mechanisms balancing the created tensions. Firstly, 

the orchestrated moments of progress towards balancing sustainability and market-based values, 

mainly through supporting joint learning (2B), helped Corporations A and B to organically 

define sustainability and share knowledge on the topic (2E), affecting the intraorganizational 

tension between sustainability and traditional market-based logic (1C). Secondly, The 

Orchestrators impact in managing and accelerating cooperation (2C), helped the participants to 

balance the collaboration with competitive logics (2F) and ultimately find synergies, which 

affected the intraorganizational tension from the initial decision to collaborate rather than 

compete (1E). Thirdly, as The Orchestrator supported the negotiation process (2D), 

Corporations A and B could achieve joint learning, sensemaking and finally decision-making 

(2G), which balanced the interorganizational tensions during the negotiation process (2A). 

 

The Orchestrator’s extent of impact began with the decision to collaborate. Through agendas, 

they were able to affect the expectations, emerging challenges, and progress – thus, all tensions. 

In addition, during the negotiation process, they were able to encourage and orchestrate 

increased trust, finding synergies and knowledge sharing. However, being a neutral party, The 

Orchestrator did not intervene too much in giving solutions to the tensions, but rather utilized 
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external experts, knowledge sharing or structured exercises during the workshops, guiding the 

participants towards solutions.  

 

As a result of the emerging theory model, the thesis is able to respond to the predefined research 

questions. The first and second research questions “How can interorganizational collaboration 

be achieved in the context of value-creating sustainable business?” and “What factors 

enable/inhibit the initiation of interorganizational sustainable business” are mainly resolved 

through the understanding of how such processes develop. Through understanding why 

companies are driven to collaborate under sustainable business, what tension may arise and how 

these tensions can be balanced, this specific context of interorganizational collaboration is 

simpler to approach. In addition, this concrete case example can be used as a benchmark for 

similar projects. The third research question “What roles, actions and processes are required to 

organize the initiation of interorganizational sustainable business?” is resolved through 

identifying four key mechanisms for progress and describing their organic or orchestrated 

nature.  

 

5.2.  Theoretical contributions 

 

This thesis has focused on sustainable interorganizational processes both through reviewing 

literature and an empirical case study, bridging the two areas of research that have rarely been 

studied in the same context. In addition, both sustainable business and collaboration in the field 

are often researched in terms of non-governmental organizations or sustainable development 

aiming at brand building or corporate responsibility. This approach leaves out the competitive 

and business value focused dynamics that have been proved to be a significant aspect in the 

sustainability-driven IOC process. This study shows that business-to-business contexts result in 

tensions between cooperation and collaboration in sustainability-driven IOC processes, but also 

provide a more significant driver for market-based synergies between participants.  

 

To concretely contribute in fulfilling the research gap, this thesis constructs a case example 

process for sustainability-driven IOC. In addition, it links to the existing strategic logic tensions 

literature and research within IOC and sustainable business. These contributions are examined 

in the following sections. 
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5.2.1. Emerged grounded model for strategizing a sustainability-driven IOC 

 

This thesis builds a grounded model for how the strategizing process of achieving a 

sustainability-driven IOC and especially during its negotiation phase might unfold. This 

grounded model unpacks the companies’ drivers and expectations to join a sustainability-driven 

IOC process, the intra- and interorganizational tensions that may emerge during the strategizing 

process, as well as organic and orchestrated mechanisms that could be employed to resolve or 

balance such tensions. This study suggests that companies’ incentive to build their capabilities 

and offerings within sustainable business and strong belief that joint learning and a synergetic 

approach in collaboration enable such a strategizing process. However, strategizing a 

sustainability-driven IOC may also raise significant intraorganizational tensions between 

sustainable versus market-based values and collaboration versus competition. In addition, 

conflicting business logics result in process-related interorganizational tensions that affect 

decision- and sensemaking. This study suggests that to resolve or balance such tensions at the 

interorganizational level, participating companies are likely to enter a negotiation phase by 

employing three organic and three orchestrated mechanisms. While such a negotiation phase 

may delay the strategizing process of a sustainability-driven IOC, it is still a necessary phase to 

overcome intra- and interorganizational tensions and to successfully achieve objectives in such 

projects.  

 

5.2.2. Contribution to the strategic logic tensions literature 

 

Dahlmann & Grosvold (2017) and Reay & Hinings (2009) among other researchers have 

supported the idea that while tensions can help in decision-making and organizational 

transformation, the most optimal results rarely come from resolving the tensions but rather 

balancing the alternatives. This is supported by this thesis and the findings of sustainability-

driven IOC in general. The participants always emphasised both sustainability and profitability 

as well as joint value and individual benefits. However, they were still able to find synergies and 

scopes for win-win opportunities within the field.  

 

When it comes to hybrid approach described by Smith & Besharov (2019), this thesis supports 

their view of duality in strategy and expands the theory model introduced by them. Smith and 
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Besharov provide a more detailed view on the intraorganizational sensemaking and decision-

making process, whereas this thesis gives an example of how the interorganizational real can 

feed into this thinking process. Moreover, it shows the effects on having to work within several 

guardrails from different organizations and how these could be aligned through the negotiation 

process. 

 

It has also been widely accepted that simplifying and labelling tensions is beneficial for 

management’s sensemaking (Mintzberg et al., 1976; Nutt & Backoff, 1993). While the tensions 

were not used as a tool with Corporations A and B, the idea of different tensions within the 

project was introduced to The Orchestrator. According to the team, this structuring helped them 

understand how they could support and accelerate the decision-making progress. Thus, this case 

is an example of how strategic logic tensions can successfully support complex decision-making 

contexts. 

 

Finally, this study builds on the few hypotheses (e.g., Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017) that 

tensions could be a useful framework for non-traditional strategic logics, such as sustainability 

or collaboration. When new market dynamics start to pull organizations to several directions 

and traditional frameworks that emphasise profit or individualistic strategies are no longer 

optimal, strategic logic tensions could be used to structure the complexity within decision-

making.  

 

5.2.3. Contributions to the IOC literature 

 

Previous interorganizational collaboration literature has outlined several drivers and incentives 

for organizations to participate in IOC processes. In addition to knowledge-sharing (Grant & 

Baden-Fuller, 1995), pressure from dynamic markets (Parker, 2000), and innovation 

acceleration (Faems et al., 2005), this study proves that companies do recognise the potential 

synergies that could be achieved through IOC already prior. Similarly, to as Corporation A and 

B stated their interest towards each other’s offerings, other industry-leading organizations most 

likely understand that by combining their key capabilities they could achieve competitive 

advantage in fast-moving markets.  
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Literature lists trust (Chen et al., 2014) and some facilitating stakeholder (Foster-Fishman et al., 

2001; Pasquero, 1991; Roberts & Bradley, 1991) as the key conditions for successful IOC. This 

are supported by this thesis, as aiming for a synergetic approach through building trust and the 

three orchestrated progress mechanisms were key ways to balance the tensions within 

sustainability-driven IOC in this case study as well. In addition, this thesis proves that 

establishing knowledge-sharing processes is also required to define value within the 

collaboration and thus strategize within the collaboration. The role of a facilitator is also 

clarified; while an orchestrator can catalyze the moments of progress, organic enacting is still 

required for balancing the tensions. 

 

Finally, cooperation versus competition has been recognised as the key tension within IOC in 

literature before (Clarke-Hill et al., 2003; Deutsch, 2011). However, the level of the tensions 

and its resolving mechanisms have not been widely studied. This thesis suggests, that while the 

tension is generated on the intraorganizational level from the decision to collaborate, the 

mechanisms for balancing this tension can happen on the interorganizational realm. 

 

5.2.4. Contributions to the sustainable business literature 

 

Sustainable business literature and the incentive research within it has somewhat relied on the 

drivers resulting from sustainable development, such as differentiation, brand image and risk 

mitigation (Dearing, 2000; Geissdoerfer et al., 2018; Larson et al., 2000). This thesis builds on 

this, distincting some specific sustainable business drivers from the sustainable development 

ones. For example, customer-oriented development and learning a systematic approach for 

sustainable innovation are directly related in creating an offering around sustainability and thus 

balancing the sustainable and business values. Therefore, this thesis indicates that companies 

already see beyond sustainable development and recognize clear business potential in 

sustainability.  

 

Moreover, the challenges within sustainable business are often discussed on a higher level, 

usually linking them to value creation (Figge & Hahn, 2012) or uncertainty in the market 

(Dyllick & Muff, 2016). This thesis adds to this by bringing more granular and detailed 

understanding of these challenges, but also emphasises the importance of developing 

sustainability knowledge within value chains. External and market-related risks can only be 
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mitigated, but a large part of the value creation challenges and risks could be directly resolved 

through knowledge-sharing across the stakeholder network. This also supports the hypothesis 

that sustainable business is a valid subject for interorganizational collaboration. 

Finally, the environment versus market-based logics tension that has been identified in literature 

(Dahlmann & Grosvold, 2017; Hahn et al., 2015) is supported by this thesis. Similarly to the 

cooperation versus competition tension, the realm of this tension is also proven to be 

intraorganizational. However, knowledge-sharing and defining sustainability jointly can help 

organizations balance this tension. 

 

5.3.  Managerial implications 

 

This thesis brings up implications for managers initiating or participating in sustainability-

driven IOC as well as for orchestrating organizations such as The Orchestrator. For all 

stakeholders and roles, a case example of what a sustainability-driven IOC negotiation process 

may look like and what challenges to anticipate helps with expectation management and 

ensuring a good starting point for such projects. In addition, proving that there is value in 

collaborating under sustainable business supports the common drivers for sustainability-driven 

IOC, which can be used for internal marketing or proposals done by orchestrating stakeholders.  

 

In general, the thesis proves that while there are several challenges related to sustainable 

business, interorganizational collaboration and the combination of these two, these issues can be 

solved through the right balancing mechanisms and governance. The findings on orchestration 

also highlight the importance of an orchestrator in such processes. As the two layers of tensions 

result from conflicts between the objectives in sustainability-driven IOC and traditional profit-

focused competitive strategies, they will rather inevitably emerge in other similar contexts of 

negotiation. Having a neutral organization with an objective view and a clear incentive to focus 

on the project's progress helps with overcoming these challenges through catalysing progress. 

 

Moreover, the nature of the tensions and their unavoidability suggests that the focus in 

sustainability-driven IOC should not be in prior planning but rather constant negotiation. Key 

background processes in the resolution mechanisms, knowledge-sharing, trust and joint 

learning, are ongoing processes in efficient collaboration and cannot be executed without a 
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cooperative context. Therefore, the findings also support the hypothesis that the number and 

complexity of challenges in sustainability-driven IOC is not the sum of the two areas alone, but 

rather that collaboration can help organizations overcome tensions when it comes to sustainable 

business. 

 

For participants such as Corporation A and B, understanding how and why the tensions emerge 

and which can at all be resolved or balanced helps with looking at sustainability-driven IOC 

projects more objectively. According to Nutt & Backoff (1993) identifying strategic issues as 

tensions and paradoxes helps managers find win-win situations. In addition, based on this study, 

identifying the challenges and drivers may help with reviewing whether the participants and 

organizations incentives and concerns are truly aligned. For example, if a company states they 

are willing to aim for competitive advantage in sustainable business but is concerned for the 

trade-offs with regard to innovating in that area, or they are keen to find synergies with a partner 

but also hesitant to commit to a partnership, it would be valuable to re-evaluate the drivers and 

organizational values behind the decision to initiate sustainability-driven IOC. Moreover, as the 

intraorganizational tensions inevitably emerge in such contexts, companies can learn to balance 

them and expect compromises if they want to achieve sustainable, collaborative and financial 

value in sustainability-driven IOC.  

 

For orchestrating organizations such as The Orchestrator, the findings can be used to generate 

an efficient process for driving sustainability-driven IOC negotiation. This can be done through 

understanding the mechanisms for balancing tensions, their dynamics within them and the role 

of the orchestrated progress. Orchestrating companies should primarily focus on the key 

background processes in the balancing mechanisms, knowledge-sharing, trust and joint learning, 

and support them as much as possible. This study also validates the role of such organizations. 

As knowledge-sharing between organizations is required regardless of the expertise of the 

central orchestrating organization, understanding merely the dynamics of sustainability-driven 

IOC projects is enough and industry-specific knowledge can be sought from the participating 

companies.  

 

When it comes to achieving outcomes from sustainability-driven IOC, the study supports an 

implementation strategy of aiming for quick and incremental iteration through pilots rather than 

careful thorough planning towards the final collaboration vision. Transformational change often 
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requires more time and effort and comes with larger risks, which all result in higher resistance 

from stakeholders (Kindler, 1979). The decisions and tensions within sustainability-driven IOC 

are so complex and numerous that participants naturally have concerns in the negotiation phase. 

By lowering the risks and effort, outcomes could be achieved more quickly. In addition to this, 

as moments of progress resulting from benchmarks and concrete examples point towards the 

hypothesis that joint learning supports decision-making, this should also be taken into account 

when iterating between pilots and incremental planning. 

 

5.4.  Limitations and areas for future research 

 

The limitations of this study are mainly related to the nature of case studies, the data collection 

method and the effects of orchestration. All limitations have been considered during the data 

collection and analysis phase. However, the notions are still important when discussing the 

implications and the generalizability of this study.  

 

As the data were collected only from one example project, it is important to note that some 

findings may result from the specific context of the project. For example, the impact of the 

organizations' industries or the individual participants in the teams cannot be thoroughly 

evaluated only using a single case study. However, based on the work by Eisenhardt (1989), 

Guba (1981) and Yin (1994) the impact of this was mitigated by several actions, such as within-

case analysis, multiple data sources and comparison to literature. In addition, the analysis 

focused on more general dynamics of the collaboration. The case-specific features of the 

collaboration, including the roles of the participants, the industries of the organizations and the 

market-specific dynamics were left out from the scope.  

 

Secondly, the data collection method of observing workshops was done with as little 

interference as possible. The study was introduced to the participants in the beginning of the 

project, but after that the participants were let to focus on the actual collaboration project and to 

allow for as natural interaction as possible. This excluded the use of individual interviews, for 

example, and therefore additional insights from the participants. This limitation was mitigated 

by aiming for as little interpretation as possible during the initial data collection phase and doing 

several rounds of coding and code list reviews during the data analysis phase. 
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Lastly, the context and structure of the collaboration and especially the role of The Orchestrator 

cannot be excluded from the study's limitations. Especially for the moments of progress, the 

effect of The Orchestrator’s actions should be validated further with a comparative case study 

without any neutral party. To mitigate the limitations of this aspect of the study, The 

Orchestrator’s role has been considered early on and included even as a research question. 

Moreover, as The Orchestrator was still early in their operational development during the data 

collection phase, they also let Corporations A and B direct the process to some extent, meaning 

that their role was not as directive as it could be in a similar context. 

 

In addition to validating the role of the company-specific factors, collecting interview data from 

participants and doing a comparative study without an orchestrator, the potential future areas for 

research include generalizing the findings for other cocreation project themes. Based on this 

study and the nature of the tension related to sustainable- versus market-based views, it can be 

hypothesised that many of the dynamics and challenges could apply to other collaboration 

projects aiming to solve similar tensions. Specific to this theme are the grand challenges in 

sustainability and the incentives they bring to the context, but other than that the trade-offs and 

risks are universal aspects related to all strategic decisions.  

 

Given that this study focused only on the negotiation phase, a future study researching the 

implementation phase could be appropriate to provide recommendations for the entire 

sustainability-driven IOC pipeline. The dynamics of implementation and negotiation are rather 

different. Based on the work by Gray (1985), after problem- and direction-setting during the 

negotiation phase, the interdependence of stakeholders increases. On the other hand, this thesis 

has shown, that during the negotiation phase the challenges are dominant on the 

intraorganizational level and quite little dependent on other stakeholders, even though resolved 

in the interorganizational context. Thus, the findings of this thesis cannot be generalized for the 

whole process. However, as implementation ultimately delivers the actual sustainable and 

business values of the collaboration, its role cannot be neglected in studying this area further. 

 

5.5.  Conclusion of the thesis 
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This thesis has brought together the areas of sustainable business and interorganizational 

collaboration to give an understanding of the dynamics emerging during the negotiation phase 

of sustainability-driven IOC projects. The empirical case study gave an example of what drives 

companies towards sustainability-driven IOC, how different strategic logic tensions emerge and 

get resolved during these processes, and the impact and role of a neutral orchestrator.  

 

What emerged from this study is that mainly risks and opportunities rising form grand 

challenges and collaboration values drive companies to participate in sustainability-driven IOC. 

During the negotiation, both intra- and interorganizational tensions emerge but they can be 

resolved in the interorganizational context. The mechanisms for balancing the tensions 

organically can be accelerated or catalysed by an orchestrating party. To summarise, 

sustainability-driven IOC responds to the drivers and expectations in the case study and the 

inevitable tensions can be balanced especially if a core organization takes part in the process 

and supports knowledge-sharing, building trust and joint learning.  
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