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Strategic decision-makers today face complex environments with meta-problems that cut
across multiple industries. Single organizations cannot address these meta-problems. As
a result, organizations collaborate with partners, among them also competitors, and com-
monly work together in multi-partner initiatives (MPIs). How these organizations jointly
form an interorganizational strategy (IOS), however, is not well understood. In this paper,
we extend the current strategy process conceptualizations from an intraorganizational
focus of a single firm to an interorganizational process of multiple strategy-making enti-
ties working together.We selected the eMobility sector as our research context to develop
such an IOS process model.We first developed 25 cases onMPIs in the German-speaking
area based on interviews and desk research, before we focused on the eMobility ecology
in the southern part of Germany. We identified 291 MPIs, conducted interviews with 19
central actors, held several workshops and informal gatherings, and complemented these
data with an analysis of publicly accessible documents. Using an inductive research de-
sign, we developed a process model that unfolds in three phases: initiation, negotiation and
execution.We reveal specific process dynamics inMPIs to be critical in the formation and
manifestation of IOS.

Introduction

Strategic decision-makers face complex environ-
ments with meta-problems that cut across multi-
ple industries. Single organizations, therefore, face
an increasingly overwhelming environment with
a constrained capacity for appropriate response.
As a result, organizations collaborate with part-
ners, or even competitors, like Daimler and BMW
in mobility services (DaimlerAG, 2014). Such si-
multaneous cooperation and competition between
firms is common practice not only in the auto-
motive industry (Ritala, 2012), and often involves
more than two organizations, both public and pri-
vate, from various industries that work together in

A free video abstract to accompany this article can be
found online at: https://youtu.be/sY12r9LRueo

multi-partner initiatives (MPIs) (e.g. Deken et al.,
2018).
Prior literature emphasizes that interorganiza-

tional strategy (IOS) allows for tackling complex
meta-problems (Huxham and MacDonald, 1992),
including social and ecological issues (Clarke and
MacDonald, 2016), by drawing on a greater va-
riety of perspectives (Seidl and Werle, 2017) and
sensemaking capacity (Hautz, Seidl andWhitting-
ton, 2017), setting standards (Leiponen, 2008), re-
alizing creative initiatives (Windeler and Sydow,
2001) and innovative solutions (Powell, Koput
and Smith-Doerr, 1996) and reaping interorga-
nizational advantages (e.g. Gulati, Nohria and
Zaheer, 2000) single firms cannot achieve.
The relevance of IOS is undisputed. The process

by which multiple partnering organizations jointly
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form an IOS is, however, not sufficiently well un-
derstood. Strategy processmodels (e.g.Hart, 1992)
predominantly take an intrafirm perspective, that
is the emergence and evolution of one organi-
zation’s strategy within its organizational bound-
aries (e.g. Burgelman, 1983, 1991, 2002;Mintzberg
and Waters, 1985; Mirabeau and Maguire, 2014;
Quinn, 1978). Building on the premise that struc-
tural and strategic contexts external to a firm be-
come more important (Bower and Gilbert, 2005),
the recent trend of open strategy processes in-
creased the transparency to – and inclusion of –
internal and external actors, but continues to fo-
cus on the development of a single firm’s strategy
(Appleyard and Chesbrough, 2017; Hautz, Seidl
and Whittington, 2017; Whittington, Cailluet and
Yakis-Douglas, 2011).

We want to explore how strategy emerges and
transcends across organizational boundaries (see
Burgelman et al., 2018). Seminal contributions on
IOS include the study by Doz, who took an evo-
lutionary perspective to describe ‘alliances as in-
teractive and iterative cycles of learning, reevalu-
ation and readjustment’ (Doz, 1996: 59) and Ring
and Van de Ven’s (1992, 1994) three-phase model
of IOS – negotiation, commitment and execution.
Their work explored overarching process patterns
as interrelated stages, but at the expense of a granu-
lar view on specific activities and dynamics.We an-
swer the question of how activities, processes and
dynamics unfold in IOS among multiple partners
in MPIs.

After reviewing existing intra- and interorgani-
zational strategy process research, we outline our
method and then present and discuss the find-
ings we derive from a qualitative study of MPIs
in the broader German-speaking eMobility sec-
tor. We contribute to strategy process research by
capturing the dynamics and activities that emerge
across multiple entities, thus providing a finer-
grained empirical account and narrative explain-
ing the mechanisms and temporal sequences that
help explain process flows (Cloutier and Langley,
2020; Cornelissen, 2017; Langley, 2007). We iden-
tify separable subprocesses and the transitions be-
tween them. Our developed IOS process model
complements intrafirm and high-level interfirm
process models. We also contribute to research
on multiple partner alliances (MPAs), which pose
idiosyncratic challenges deviating from dynamics
as observed in dyadic alliances (Lavie, Lechner
and Singh, 2007; Thorgren,Wincent andEriksson,

2011) – in terms of additional information, co-
ordination and monitoring requirements (García-
Canal, Valdés-Llaneza and Ariño, 2003) and the
critical role of intermediaries and third parties
(Heidl, Steensma and Phelps, 2014; Lazzarini,
2015). We also contribute to the resource and es-
pecially the capability-based view (Schilke, Hu and
Helfat, 2018), as an IOS capability might enable
organizations (MPAs) to outperform other organi-
zations (MPAs) that are less process-capable (Hart
and Banbury, 1994). Lastly, by uncovering activi-
ties and practices in the process of IOS emergence
and embedding them temporally across organiza-
tions, our paper helps bridge the dialogue between
the strategy process and the strategy-as-practice
stream (Burgelman et al., 2018;MacKay, Chia and
Nair, 2020; Mirabeau, Maguire and Hardy, 2018)
and the micro-practices stream (Felin, Foss and
Ployhart, 2015).

Background on strategy process
research

The majority of strategy process research focused
on intraorganizational processes, that is means
whereby a single organization develops its strat-
egy. Mintzberg departed from the classic strategy
conceptualization as a purposefully developed and
delineated plan (e.g. Ansoff, 1965) and defined
strategy as a ‘pattern in a stream of decisions
and actions’ (Mintzberg, 1978: 934), thereby stress-
ing the importance of unplanned strategies and
the existence of intended but unrealized strategies.
Bower (1970) highlighted the relevance of actual
resource allocation in his three-stagemodel of defi-
nition, impetus and structural context. Burgelman
(1983) added the selection mechanisms, induced
and autonomous behaviour and strategic context.

Also referred to as the ‘Bower–Burgelman (B–
B) process model of strategy making’ (Noda and
Bower, 1996: 160), it combines the two bottom-
up subprocesses of definition and impetus with
the two corporate-level processes of determin-
ing structural and strategic context. Their think-
ing is built on ‘an intraorganisational ecologi-
cal perspective, following the variation–selection–
retention framework of cultural evolutionary the-
ory’ (Noda and Bower, 1996: 160). Mirabeu and
Maguire (2014) propose a process model that
outlines how emergent strategy either becomes
part of realized strategy through mobilizing wider

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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support for impetus, manipulating the strategic
context and altering the structural context, or be-
comes ephemeral.

Reviews on strategy process in general
(Hutzschenreuter and Kleindienst, 2006) and
strategy-making modes in particular (Hart, 1992;
Hart and Banbury, 1994) show that research
has predominantly focused on intraorganiza-
tional strategizing. Recent studies call for research
that looks beyond organizational boundaries
(Burgelman et al., 2018). Existing IOS studies
mainly built on Doz’s (1996) evolutionary model
of learning, re-evaluation and readjustment, or
Ring and Van de Ven’s (1992, 1994) sequence
of negotiation, commitment and execution, each
assessed in terms of efficiency and equity. Other
lifecycle approaches differentiated four stages:
initiation, negotiation, formation and operation
(Das and Teng, 2002; Schilke and Cook, 2013).

Beyond these comprehensive IOS models, few
studies focused on one particular phase and topic;
Deken et al. (2018) studied the initiation phase and
developed a process model of prospective resourc-
ing. Dirks, Lewicki and Zaheer (2009) put their at-
tention on the execution phase and the processes
for relationship repair.

Overall, research offers insights into the highest-
level IOS stages or particular activities. Our under-
standing of the underlying processes and dynamics
of IOS in MPIs is, however, still fragmented. We
need nuanced insights into the activities, subpro-
cesses and dynamics that form a stage model from
initiation to execution. The elucidation of these
process dynamics is the intended contribution of
our paper.

Methods
Research context

The emerging electric mobility (eMobility) sec-
tor provides us with a revealing setting. The au-
tomobile industry faces an unprecedented trans-
formation that has been introduced by regulatory
pressure to reduce carbon dioxide, new develop-
ments in drivetrain technology and new market
players entering the arena. Incumbent car manu-
facturers move from producing and selling vehi-
cles to creating intermodal and complex mobility
solutions. This demands a larger variety of tech-
nologies, products and business models, and led to

cross-industry MPIs with different thematic prior-
ities (Kley, Lerch and Dallinger, 2011).

Data sources

To better understand the field and the activi-
ties and dynamics in such MPIs, we developed
case studies of 25 eMobility MPIs. We sampled
the MPIs based on data access, while attempt-
ing to reach an insightful breadth on the location
(broader German-speaking area), stage (recently
launched and mature), scope of partnerships and
goal diversity. We included large-scale and local
MPIs. A number of MPIs focused on winning
partners, others on implementing or scaling solu-
tions.We varied cases in terms of scope – Tesla and
only a few others included >50 partners. We built
on public sources and conducted interviews in 22
of these MPIs with at least one responsible man-
ager or industry expert to improve our understand-
ing of these initiatives, their members, roles and
activities, and the ongoing IOS-making (Table 1).
Three cases were developed through desk research.
Next, we focused on the MPI ecology in south-

ern Germany, a region well known for its lead-
ing brands and dense network in the automobil-
ity space with BMW, Bosch, Daimler and Siemens.
Within this ecology, we identified a total of 291
eMobility MPIs from 2007 to 2015, with the ma-
jority launched in 2011 and 2012. Building on
internal and publicly available documents, press
and media releases and informal talks with in-
dustry experts, we recorded each initiative’s details
(Table 2). Most initiatives focused on car electrifi-
cation and battery technology (35%), followed by
demonstration-of-user-acceptance projects (15%)
and charging infrastructure and grid integration
(13%). Others targeted mobility concepts, recy-
cling, education or regional integration (all less
than 5%). The average initiative comprised five
to six organizations including a publicly owned,
research-oriented organization. Players from for-
merly unrelated sectors were involved,mainly from
the chemical, energy supply and ICT industry.
Building on the resulting in-depth understand-

ing of the German eMobility MPI ecology, we
conducted a second round of in-depth interviews
with 19 key informants between September 2012
and October 2013 (Table 3). All interviewees were
active in multiple MPIs and could build on a
rich experience in IOS development in the eMo-
bility sector. In these interviews, which lasted on

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Table 2. MPIs in the automobility ecology of southern Germany (2007–2015)
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Table 2. (Continued)
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average 75 minutes (total 24 hours; recorded and
transcribed verbatim), we focused on the collab-
oration and strategy process in MPIs (Table 4:
interview guideline). Our research was accompa-
nied by three workshops, each involving five to six
partners, with the purpose of reviewing and re-
evaluating interim results, and informal exchanges
with partners and industry experts at trade shows
and demonstration projects. We also incorporated
an extensive study of publicly accessible docu-
ments like annual reports, partner agreements,
press releases, articles and official website commu-
nications. After 5 years, we conducted a follow-
up member check with the originally interviewed
MPI heads. We asked for their retrospective eval-
uation of the MPI and a validation of the devel-
oped IOS model. Ten responded (45%), and with
two we had additional extended telephonic discus-
sions (Table 5).

Data analysis

We used a grounded theory approach (Glaser and
Strauss, 1963; Pettigrew, 1992; Ring and Van de
Ven, 1992) – not in its purist interpretation, but
informed by prior research to have theoretical
sensitivity and become aware of possible precon-
ceptions (Dunne, 2011). We started to structure
the data and events into successive, adjacent peri-
ods that indicated a certain recurrence in the ac-
tivities within each period. These periods, how-
ever, did not necessarily presume any progressive
developmental logic (Langley, 1999). Beyond its
mere structuring utility, the bracketing approach
facilitated developing units of analysis. We sub-
sequently connected the distinct periods and col-
lected further empirical evidence by replicating the
emerging model in other cases. Any discrepancies
were reviewed and evaluated against the respective
context.

By inductive thematic analysis, we identified and
reported the patterns/themes (Braun and Clarke,
2006). The two authors first coded independently,
then compared their codings and clarified any de-
viations. Using Atlas.ti, we first coded (‘close to
data’) all statements related to the strategy pro-
cess (810 quotes). We developed a comprehensive
list of phase-specific semantic and latent themes
(Table 8). This step allowed us to build linkages
and develop more abstract and aggregated cat-
egories across the concepts, following an axial
coding strategy (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). We

then traced patterns and explanations in the ini-
tial codes. We collapsed and reorganized the codes
towards higher-order themes, which allowed first-
order and second-order themes to emerge. The lat-
ter, more abstract coding step aimed at verbally
capturing the essence of the strategic dynamics.
We ultimately undertook selective coding by seek-
ing for contradictory and confirmatory evidence
in data (Table 6); 357 quotes and 108 codes re-
mained, supporting the underlying IOS framework
(Table 7, 8).

IOS process model development

Our data analysis revealed that the IOS process can
best be displayed in three phases, within which we
identified several subprocesses in our data: (1) ini-
tiation – a stimulus to start the IOS process by trig-
gering it on the meta- or firm level, followed by
mobilization activities to assemble critical actors
and resources; (2) negotiation – bridging activity
to overcome the strategic diversity and matching
process to co-align the goals for coherent activ-
ity; (3) execution – recurrent, cyclical interaction
involving the decoupling and recoupling of tasks,
stabilization and the perpetuation of results and
relationships. Building on the temporal bracket-
ing strategy outlined earlier, we present the case in-
sights along the three phases (Figure 1).

Initiation.

Internal triggering. From a firm-internal per-
spective, IOS initiation can be tracked back to a
sense of opportunity/urgency. New players, previ-
ously unrelated or only loosely connected to the
automobile industry, sensed opportunities to be-
come involved in the emergent eMobility sector.
An industry consultant remembered that the ‘tech-
nology was [as] yet immature, but everybody was
eager to be part of it somehow’. Long before the
media coverage sparked hype and public aware-
ness increased at the beginning of the 2010s, many
firms, some of them employing futurists (Brown
and Eisenhardt, 1997), suspected that a radical
technological change lay ahead.
In several cases, visionaries provided the major

impetus that allowed the eMobility topic to be in-
cluded in organizational agendas and technolog-
ical roadmaps. At BMW, Ulrich Kranz initiated
‘Project we’, which eventually led to the first zero-
emission, mass-produced vehicle in 2013. Kranz’s
efforts ‘to reinvent the car’ date back to 2007, when
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Table 4. Interview guideline

No. Question*/Ø = prompt Latent construct/note

A Introduction
A.1 Introduction interview partner and research project. Addressing

confidentiality issues
Confidentiality agreement

B Description of activities/collaboration
B.1 Please describe X activities in the field of electric mobility Main activities
B.2 How did activities relating to electric mobility emerge in your

organization?
Initiation

B.3 What are your major goals in regard to electric mobility? Reflection on objectives
B.4 In which areas do you collaborate with partners? Scope of collaboration

Ø According to which criteria did you choose your partners?
Ø What significance do these partners have for your electric mobility
activities?

Ø How are partners chosen? With which partners do you work most
intensively? Why?

B.5 Why did you choose to collaborate with partners in the field of electric
mobility?

Interdependence

B.6 Which actors are most crucial for the development of the initiative? Power distribution
Ø Does one/several partners play a dominant part?

B.7 What is your role in the initiative/partnership? How do you contribute? Reflection on roles and centrality
Ø Do goals among initiative partners vary? How?
Ø Are there diverging interests (among the involved actors)? How do
you cope with that?

Managing IOS diversity

Ø What added value do you see in collaborating with diverse partners
in the initiative?

Motivation for collaboration

B.8 What role/significance do public entities, such as project offices,
associations, public authorities on national/federal level have (e.g.
NOW GmbH, federal innovation agencies)?

Role of public intermediaries

B.9 What challenges do you face with regard to the involvement in the
initiative?

Probing for challenges

B.10 How are your activities relating to electric mobility organized
internally?

Internal management

C Strategy process
C.1 Who initiates electric mobility projects/activities in your organization? Impetus
C.2 Who is the driving force behind electric mobility activities in your

organization?
Championing

C.3 Did any external impulses change the trajectory of your strategy? External impetus
C.4 How important is (early) success of electric mobility activities for your

firm?
C.5 How important is commitment of partners for your own activities and

decisions?
Role of partner commitment

C.6 Do you have a formalized strategy for electric mobility initiatives? Formalization of IOS
C.7 Did a formalized strategy (strategic guideline) emerge among your

other initiative partners? How?
Structural context: top-down inducement vs.

bottom-up initiative
Ø Where does strategic interaction happen (e.g. meetings, committees,
informal get togethers)

C.7 How do you achieve consensus on interests/strategies that exist among
involved organizations?

IOS consensus finding

Ø Can you give an example of a goal conflict and how initiative
members dealt with it?

C.8 How does the process of planning and coordination among initiative
partners happen?

Structural context: formation and evolvement
of IOS

Ø Do you have regular meetings or working groups?
Ø How does information and resource exchange happen (e.g. IT
platforms)?

C.8 How does task allocation happen? Execution of IOS
C.9 Ø How specific were the tasks and goals outlined?

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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Table 4. (Continued)

No. Question*/Ø = prompt Latent construct/note

C.10 How do you implement and translate strategic plans outlined in the
initiative?

Implementation of IOS

Ø How do operative and management levels collaborate?
C.10 Does a monitoring process exist? Implementation of IOS
C.11 Who decides about the allocation of resources towards electric

mobility initiatives in your organization?
Reflection on IOS as resource allocation

Ø Investment or divestment of financial or human resources?
C.11 The intense collaboration among diverse organizations leads to strong

interdependencies among the same. Do you see a strategic
interdependence or mutual influence in strategic terms? Example?

Strategic interdependence

C.12 Did members negotiate about objectives and activities of the initiative?
Example?

Reflection on IOS as negotiation

C.13 How are initiative activities reported back to your organization? Strategic context: implementation
C.14 In general, which strategic impact do you have on the strategies of

other initiative members?
Strategic interdependence

D Collaboration
D.1 Do you have principles of collaboration? Reflection on rules and principles
D.2 How did the way you collaborate change over time? IOS evolution
D.3 How would you generally evaluate and describe collaboration within

the initiative?
Evaluation

D.4 How important are partnerships or a network for you to develop your
goals in this field?

Reflection on interdependence

D.5 Do you consider initiative partnerships as long-term? Reflection on interdependence
D.6 How do you assess the emerging dependencies among the involved

members in an initiative?
Reflection on interdependence

D.7 Do common resources accessible to all members of the initiative exist? IOS outcomes
D.8 Are there any activities performed in your organization exclusively,

which you would not consider collaborating with your partners?
Depth of strategic interaction

E Others (explorative)
E.1 Is there any difference relating to the collaboration within the field of

electric mobility?
Idiosyncrasies

E.2 Is there anything else that we did not touch upon, which is important
in regard to collaborative strategy within the initiative?

* Selected list of core questions. Questions were adapted to fit the context and type of organization.

he started recruiting an interdisciplinary team and
partnering firms. Internal triggering activity is not,
however, restricted to focal organizations, but ap-
pears to touch upon strategic issues that span firms
and industries. An automobile technology sup-
plier’s divisional CEO stated:

I first suggested [in our firm] in 2004 that we needed
to take care of our ecosystem and manage it deliber-
ately and strategically. Thus, [managing] strategy not
only in-house, but also within a group of firms fo-
cused on a similar market.

The repeatedly mentioned perceived urgency,
which arose from the fear of being left behind, was
the major driving force behind the internal trigger-
ing of eMobility projects. This corresponds to the
insights that strategies are largely problem-driven;

hence, they come into being because a problem
needs strategic attention (Miller and Friesen, 1983;
Porter, 1996). In light of the looming technolog-
ical change towards eMobility, some incumbent
market players became increasingly aware that the
established value chain activities might soon be
up for redistribution. However, the projects and
products within the eMobility field entailed a com-
plexity that overwhelmed their internal capaci-
ties; tremendous challenges emerged for firms that
had hitherto operated largely independently within
their respective fields.
This shows in the data, as most actors acknowl-

edged that they needed more than one partner to
create a working system. A regional project office’s
director, with prior automobile leadership experi-
ence, summarized:
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Table 5. Empirical material

Type of material Purpose and use in analysis

Preliminary
study

· Exchanges with industry experts (4) 2012
· Visits and exchange with public eMobility
agencies (4) 2013–2015
· Initial interviews and development of short cases
(25) 2012–2013
· Other workshops and exchange with partners (3)
2013, 2020

· Preparatory work for an informed industry
understanding
· Negotiating of access to events, informants and
material
· Early capturing of activities and patterns of
strategy process dynamics
· Reviewing and re-evaluating interim results

In-depth analysis · In-depth interviews with heads of initiative or
project leads (19)
· Informal conversations with a number of
organizational members, at trade shows or
demonstration projects

· In-depth analysis of activities and patterns of IOS
process
· Testing of the validity and a wider
generalizability of recurrent activities and
dynamics as uncovered in the IOS process

Member check · Member check: heads of initiative or project leads
(9)
· Informal conversations with study partners and
industry experts

· Credibility check regarding major changes and
initiative success
· Capturing feedback and testing generalizability
of the process model

Documents · Agendas, minutes and documents used in
workshops and exchanges 2012–2013
· Internal and public documents on eMobility
initiatives with regard to goals and strategic plans
2007–2015
· Annual reports 2007–2015
· Press releases, communication on official website,
and other material published on the initiatives
2013–2015, 2020

· Reconstruction of the sequencing of key activities
and development in the field
· Recording and analysing of activities and
patterns of the IOS process
· Tracking activities performed with partners and
in the absence of partners
· Analysing partner agreements and statements
regarding roles, content and objectives of the
initiatives
· Getting insights into official communication in
the context of joint activities and strategizing

Media · Newspaper articles (selection of relevant articles on
eMobility initiatives)
· Informal conversations with study partners and
industry experts

· Reconstruction of the sequencing of key activities
· Analysis of the role of external triggers and
regulatory dynamics
· Track the evolution and success of the initiatives
as perceived by the public

… all started with fear. With a major industry’s fear
that an indispensable technological change would be
needed to deal with the future challenges of mobil-
ity’s ecologization, which was inevitable. Thus, one
can either fight against change, or face it. But we
think it was the fear that […] made people from di-
verging industries ask themselves how to approach
this issue.

The actors were confronted with demands for
integrated solutions that required coordinated ef-
forts and inputs from various fields. Compatible
solutions, which had neither been produced nor
tested, were required for electric vehicles regarding
their battery technology, software and electronic
control systems. The appropriate infrastructure to
power and accommodate electric vehicles had not
yet been developed, but was critical for the func-
tioning of eMobility solutions. There were no in-
dustry standards and regulations, employees’ qual-
ifications were underdeveloped and customer ac-

ceptance was insufficient to make a business case.
The head of research on battery-powered vehicles
at a major car producer described:

You simply cannot do it on your own. You neither
have the technological capacity, nor the manpower.
You may understand many things, but you cannot
put them into practice. This is why we searched for
partners.

A senior projectmanager at the energy supplier’s
strategy department reiterated:

Regarding these comprehensive challenges [of eMo-
bility] – we as an individual firm were far from being
able to solve them. Owing to the analysis concerning
the [scope of the] charging infrastructure, sales and
grids, grid fees, etc., that was all yet unclear. There
were still many open questions.

While the IOS process can be traced back
to intraorganizational sparks of initiative, the
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Table 7. Coding structure – aggregation of themes

Phase Semantic and latent themes (aggregated) First-order theme Second-order theme

INTIATION Experts understand the problem better Complex meta-problem
(problem-centred)

EXTERNAL
TRIGGERINGProblem is part of a more complex issue

Need for organized change
Beyond our scope
No business case here Insufficient momentum

(organization-centred)Too much risk involved
Insufficient resources
Smallness/lack of legitimacy
Inertial forces inside (path-dependence)
Window of opportunity Sense of opportunity INTERNAL

TRIGGERINGProjecting future
Missing future business
Acknowledging interdependence Sense of urgency
Fear of being left behind by technological change
Not our core competency
Developing joint platforms Filling gaps MOBILIZING
If one participates the other also wants to (pull)
Talking across boundaries
Systematically scouting the market for partners
Filling gaps of competency
Boundary-spanners that connect across firms Enhancing visibility
Signalling from the top
Give the endeavour a face
Multiplying publicity

NEGOTIATION Top-level resolution necessary/paving way Neutral clearing STRATEGIC
BRIDGINGModerating and speeding decisions

Building trust
Spanning the bargaining leeway Consensus finding
Providing neutral space for strategic dialogue
Organizing/structuring change
Meeting on interests not positions/meta-goals
Pooling resources and needs Framing problems MATCHING
Many eyeballs on one problem
Finding consensus on non-competitive ground
Building a sense of interdependence
Seeking strategic lockstep Framing future
Co-alignment of interests
Thinking outside industry box
Developing joint business models
Developing future scenarios

EXECUTION Need to reduce complexity to manageable units Decomposing subsystems DECOUPLING
RECOUPLINGReintegration of activity

Impose familiar structures
Decomposition of tasks into phases Phasing
Intensified relations Enforcing and scaling STABILIZING
Scaling of activities
Intense communication

issue’s complex and interdependent nature de-
manded a collaborative pathway. This is where
the process crossed firm boundaries so as to form
an IOS.

External triggering. The respondents repeat-
edly stressed the eMobility sector’s complex and
highly interdependent nature, which spans several

industrial domains to form an integrated solu-
tion. Complexity tends to exceed the sensemak-
ing capacities of individual organizations (Weick,
1979), calling for more comprehensive, interorga-
nizational approaches to collectively understand,
analyse and decide on action. The director of the
project office managing one region emphasized
this challenge:
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DECOUPLING

RECOUPLING

STABILIZING

MOBILIZING

Figure 1. IOS process model

… We selected specific elements, where we have
the necessary clout here to make a change. No-
body couldmanage the energy turnaround, or switch
towards eMobility alone. We can only tackle this
[change] case by case.

Similarly, insight from archival data under-
scored that many activities were triggered exter-
nally by expert rounds, national programmes, fed-
eral trade agencies, municipal development offices
and established federal project offices for eMobil-
ity. These institutions organized informal meetings
to allow for ‘more eyes on the problem’ through
joint sensemaking and network formation allow-
ing collaborative space. A municipal development
office’s director responsible for the eMobility clus-
ter stated:

A really close collaboration and cooperation de-
veloped [through their triggering activity], and
even partnerships, which substantially advanced the
[eMobility] topic. Without this networking, every-
body would have worked just for himself. But
through the network, we create a continuous impe-
tus. We see this as our task – to provide impetus.

Two distinct sources that hampered the inter-
nal initiative appeared to determine the external
triggering. Firstly, several firms faced the chal-
lenge of gaining sufficient commitment from criti-

cal actors within the field. In particular, small play-
ers lacked the necessary legitimacy (Stinchcombe,
1965) to take a lead position in eMobility initia-
tives. Althoughmany of them understood the need
and saw the opportunity to react to the forthcom-
ing changes in eMobility, they were unable to re-
spond. Significant resource investments were re-
quired with unpredictable outcomes.
Secondly, structural inertia challenged the in-

cumbents (Hannan and Freeman, 1984). Initially,
large players were reluctant to become involved, as
they saw no need to be first-movers in an immature
and unprofitable supply-side market. Some argued
that they were unwilling to prepare the market
for competitors, others referred to still respectable
margins of their current technologies. An automo-
bile firm’s business unit strategy head noted:

You have an investment that you cannot simply quit
and say: ‘Now we close all of our production fa-
cilities for gearboxes and source it externally’. That
means, we would have to 100% depreciate a huge
cost block on our gearbox production. Then we have
unions and employees. That means we have to take
care of these people and cannot knock down pro-
duction facilities overnight. This constrains your de-
cision whether to cooperate and your make-or-buy
decisions.
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Throughout this phase, governmental funding,
though relatively small in volume, helped trigger
initiatives and mobilize and embed financially less
well-off actors. In later phases, this funding was
critical for the progress of the entire eMobility sec-
tor. In several metropolitan areas we studied (i.e.
Rhein-Rhur, Vienna or Zurich), early phases were
often substantially supported by municipalities. In
Berlin, for example, some of the earliest eMobility
initiatives like ‘BeMobility 1.0 and 2.0’ were trig-
gered and tightly guided by public institutions –
while private institutions took the lead with initia-
tives like ‘Multicity’ to test products and business
models at a later stage.

Some industrial actors called on governmental
institutions to broker the shared interest and struc-
ture the line of action. Governments feared the
job losses eMobility could cause when replacing
parts of the current fossil-fuel-powered automo-
bile industry. In response, public agencies were es-
tablished such as e-mobil BW, a regional project
office, to initiate, partly fund and coordinate 40
projects involving over 100 interdisciplinary actors
in Baden-Württemberg. These agencies were im-
portant in raising awareness among potential con-
tributors and to facilitate the projects in a homoge-
nous single-industry-based market dominated by
car manufacturers. However, as the collaborative
relationships gained stability, the public agencies’
role increasingly faded. A car manufacturer’s head
of regulatory strategy mentioned:

… the public agencies cannot protect these actors
from the challenges forever. They [public agencies]
can initiate, gather everybody around a table and cre-
ate framework conditions – however, the more spe-
cific the issues become, the less they can contribute.

Mobilizing. Initially, identifying and attract-
ing external resources critical for the develop-
ment of integrative solutions was challenging. Re-
sources were dispersed across diverse firms and
institutions. Their location was often unknown
and their value difficult to understand. Excessive
search efforts resulted. Further activation efforts
were high, in contrast to internal resources that
the hierarchical authorities commanded and allo-
cated, also because outcomes were uncertain and
relationships rather weak.

Several respondents stressed the importance of
surpassing a threshold that would trigger a pull or
snowballing effect and reduce mobilization efforts.
First-movers seemed to create a considerable pres-

sure for other industry players to follow. This effect
was most salient when highly legitimate actors en-
tered the field, as they signalled credibility and con-
tinuity of the imminent endeavour – and provoked
the urgency of countering these allegedly compet-
itive moves.

Mobilization efforts originated from the firm
and interfirm levels. Larger firms employed part-
ner scouting strategies: a major car producer as-
sembled an internal team, staffed with technical,
sales, procurement and quality expertise, to sys-
tematically identify, assess and select the most
qualified partners. Based on this team’s recommen-
dations, the management concluded that some in-
put critical for building electric vehicles was not
available or of insufficient quality – and decided to
produce these in-house. The head of an automo-
bile firm’s corporate research on electrically pow-
ered systems explained:

We developed our own training and qualification
programmes, our own certificates for our employees,
and our own standards. We have basically screened
the whole market and then said: ‘Okay, what do we
need and how do we proceed?’

Once the resources had been identified, firms
frequently drew on specific mechanisms to estab-
lish links and recruit partners. One was to tap
into available networks. The Agency for eMo-
bility in Berlin, for example, was harnessed by
partners within the ‘Combined Charging Systems
(CSS)’ initiative to locate and attract complemen-
tary competencies. Moreover, single individuals
played a main role in spanning boundaries by link-
ing firms to more distant resources (Rosenkopf
and Nerkar, 2001). Most of these individuals had
extensive networking experience across different
fields. By serving on various boards of organi-
zations, associations, industry platforms, strategic
circles and public committees, they had influen-
tial contacts with other representatives in simi-
lar functions. An employee involved in boundary-
spanning activities reported:

There were people like me, who were able to establish
an internal contact and introduce you to specialists
[within their firms]… everybody had their own inter-
ests and tried to push their projects … the firms’ rep-
resentatives would go and search for themost compe-
tent employees for this topic [eMobility] inside their
firms.
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On the interfirm level, various organizations,
such as publicly organized project offices, clus-
ter organizations and municipal initiatives, drew
on their networks and local knowledge to iden-
tify and fill the resource gaps and embed critical
actors in collaborative initiatives. They expanded
the network and resource pool by exchanging in-
formation at fairs, conferences and workshops,
and developed shared platforms. One project of-
fice reported on its systematic approach to map-
ping its members’ resources and capabilities in a
network competency matrix. This matrix created
transparency for its networkmembers and external
actors seeking specific competencies. It also served
as a reference point for the further development
of then available competencies. A regional cluster’s
head explained:

We contribute with ideas, where we, for instance,
say, ‘If the technological development in this region
needs to advance, we need these elements’. And we
point to the things we lack in order to recommend,
for example, basic research projects to close these
gaps … In many cases we take on the role with small
firms of searching or thinking about which partners
fit the best here before realizing these projects.

The interviews revealed strategic activity to en-
hance visibility and maximize the reach of the re-
source mobilization. Empirical data on interfirm
behaviour indicated that the early exposure of
ideas to attract sufficient resources is crucial for re-
source mobilization and the initiative’s subsequent
survival. Respondents emphasized the need to cre-
ate transparency in their activities, to visibly exper-
iment with their projects and to frequently com-
municate what they do to maximize the initiative’s
attractiveness for partners and customers alike. A
technological firm’s divisional CEO went as far as
communicating its strategy to find suitable part-
ners:

In an introverted firm [as ours] there are only few ex-
troverts. I would not call myself an extrovert, but in
our firm I am. That is, I am the outward channel on
public events, in speeches, inYouTube videos, and so-
cial media. For us, this is an experiment.

Our fieldwork points towards the salient role
that single individuals play in establishing exter-
nal links and mobilizing partners. Some respon-
dents described these distinct individuals as shin-
ing figures who moved and shook the whole field,
thought in meta rather than single-firm categories,

and gave ‘face and voice’ to this yet immature field
through frequent media exposure. They are well
connected to other firms’ representatives in com-
parable functions and take a main role in spanning
boundaries by linking their firms to more distant
resources (Rosenkopf and Nerkar, 2001). Draw-
ing on an encompassing network adds consider-
able visibility to MPIs. The degree to which actors
succeeded in identifying and mobilizing a broad
resource pool seemed to have implications for the
subsequent negotiation’s success.

Negotiation.

Strategic bridging. Much effort was exerted
to harmonize the diverse goals and strategic di-
rections for joint action. A key challenge within
the MPIs was to integrate organizations with dis-
tinct interests, cultures, industrial backgrounds
and structural properties. Strategic bridging was
essential to build horizontal linkages between or-
ganizations and to overcome strategically dis-
parate directions (Brown, 1991; Westley and Vre-
denburg, 1991).
The role of third parties became salient through-

out this phase. First, they formulated and pro-
moted overarching goals, such as ‘220,000 electric
vehicles by the year 2020’, or much broader, took
the lead in sustainable mobility, which allowed the
accommodation of a diverse pool of interests and
motivations. These high-level goals helped arbi-
trate the varying positions, which allowed MPIs
to focus on the commonalities in a multiplicity of
strategic directions, and to build linkages for mu-
tual enforcement. A public eMobility agency’s di-
rector explained its importance:

This is certainly formative for the advancement of
the entire topic. We regard this as our mission, be-
cause [this agency] tries to assemble all actors along
the whole value chain around a table in order to in-
crease understanding. We describe co-aligning the
whole scene towards the mainstream as neutraliza-
tion.

Second, as neutral clearing points, bridging or-
ganizations were instrumental in paving the way
for intense collaboration in the subsequent execu-
tion phase. All respondents in organizations who
mentioned bridging activities (i.e. third parties)
unanimously stressed the importance of being per-
ceived as objective and trustworthy. Their activity
was limited to moderating the collaborative pro-
cesses and mediating between the involved parties
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without interfering in the content of the strategiz-
ing process. The director of an organization con-
cerned with bridging activities explained:

We certainly have a personal opinion, but we don’t
express it. We moderate a process so that we achieve
an agreement between the partners … It is, however,
important that there is a moderator, who is neutral.
By the way, it is highly interesting that current state
institutions [like ours] take on this role to facilitate a
difficult technological change process. We definitely
do not conduct state economic policy here, but the
industry demands a clearing point at a higher level.

Third, some bridging organizations arranged
specific forums and platforms to allow for strate-
gic dialogues and spur information exchange.
To ensure that strategic issues rather than tech-
nical details were discussed, the bridging or-
ganization brought top decision-makers from
interdisciplinary domains together. The prepa-
ration, including one-to-one conversations, was
intense and the process highly structured (special-
ized workshops, continued online and offline di-
alogue) to ensure that the time-constrained ex-
ecutives created a trustworthy environment and
achieved general consensus about the strategic di-
rection. A detachment of individual positions in
favour of broader interests and frequent physical
meetings helped ‘to leave their organizations at
home for a while’ and to facilitate the approxima-
tion of diverse strategic positions.

Matching. The following matching process
was related to, and yet distinct from, the strate-
gic bridging activity. While bridging was associ-
ated with an initial moderated confrontation be-
tween diverging strategic positions aimed at locat-
ing common ground, the matching involved the
operationalization of a strategic direction towards
executable activity. It helped overcome strategic
gaps and reach strategic lockstep, a state with high
congruence of goals and an overlapping view of
the future that subsequently encouraged inten-
sive commitment. The partnering organizations
predominantly (but not exclusively) managed the
matching process directly. We found the matching
process to consist of two stages.

The first stage focused on framing the problem.
MPI members exchanged operational and techni-
cal information on the issues at stake. They in-
tended to reach consensus onwhat the actual prob-
lem was, which – given the targeted issues’ com-

plexity – was not always obvious. Therefore, the
initial debates concentrated on framing and build-
ing a common understanding of the problem. In-
formation was gathered, synthesized and inter-
preted to create a shared understanding and de-
velop a sense of direction. The matching activity
did not necessarily lead to a precise definition of
the actual problem, nor was a particular following
action triggered. Rather, this activity developed a
common denominator that the majority accepted
as a preliminary step of collaborative approxima-
tion and commitment building that eventually ini-
tiated action. The lack of experience and the par-
ticipation of interdisciplinary players in this newly
emerging sector made framing a particularly im-
portant activity.

The second stage involved the framing of the fu-
ture and was almost inseparable from the first. Our
case data suggest that all MPIs involved some kind
of future planning and projecting the exchange
value into the future (making case calculations, de-
veloping scenarios, outlining detailed roadmaps).
The process was particularly challenging, where
partners with diverse backgrounds and priorities
were present. A technology provider’s divisional
CEO stated:

That is, because the firms that see it [the future], also
want it and consequently shape it. One invents the
outlined future in this way. And it doesn’t just hap-
pen. If you have the imagination for innovation … it
is created by the actors in the market who want it to
happen. Then it makes sense to identify partners by
following these future projections – those who also
want it to happen in order to conquer the world.

Throughout the matching phase, the actors con-
tinuously struggled to promote and champion
their positions and attract other partners’ com-
mitment for their issues. Matching activity seemed
to enhance the involved partners’ mutual (strate-
gic and operational) understanding and led to a
greater appreciation of the value that joint activ-
ity produced. In effect, this increased the willing-
ness to initially commit and gradually pushed the
partners towards an intensive collaboration. Some
players went ahead and others followed. Over time,
a collaborative spirit emerged and enabled discus-
sions on operationalized tasks:

When you manage to jointly develop a feeling, like a
sense of ‘we’ – a team spirit in a way – if you manage
that, our projects showed that you then do not talk

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.



Strategy Formation Across Organizational Boundaries 193

[abstractly] about the electrified world, but about the
electric drivetrain, or the battery.

Matching, however, did not occur in a struc-
tural void, decoupled from the involved firms’
intraorganizational strategies. Rather, the firm
representatives struggled to reconcile their firm’s
strategy with the emerging IOS. Discrepancies
were often resolved through top-management in-
tervention. In one case, the top executives arranged
a workshop with the presence of executive board
members to co-align and approve the results from
prior matching activities. The project leader em-
phasized:

The cooperation contract was blocked … A larger
firm had a small share of the project but claimed full
rights of everything. Of course, the small firms did
not want this, but only wanted to collaborate at the
interfaces. Then [the disagreement] escalated and the
top management became involved [in the disagree-
ment’s resolution] … we were then able to settle [the
issue].

Execution. The initiation and negotiation phases
triggered, mobilized and matched actors to har-
monize varying strategic directions and build
commitment. In the execution phase, human and
financial resources are allocated to implement the
defined objectives. The IOS spreads to the partner-
ing firms’ operative levels to develop working solu-
tions in decoupled subsystems. We found IOS exe-
cution to progress cyclically in three stages.

Decoupling. The encompassing tasks and col-
laboration were decoupled in subsystems, such as
workgroups, projects, innovation circles, segments
or modules. The most willing, most competent, or
simply most powerful organizations led these sub-
systems. The decoupling process followed a dis-
tinct pattern. First, initiatives to target a complex
issue were outlined. Second, these complex issues
were broken down into manageable chunks with
work packages and specific objectives. Unlike in
the prior phases, a minimum hierarchical struc-
turing was required to allocate responsibility and
manage the diverse input. Tasks, however, were
allocated based on interest, fit and competency,
not on traditional logics of authoritative distribu-
tion. The head of the largest eMobility initiative
in Hamburg commented that it is this ‘deconstruc-
tion of activities that grants a large degree for ma-
noeuvring in a defined space to these entire diverse
ecosystem partners’.

While the process pattern was similar across
MPIs, the organizational setups varied. Some
MPIs maintained an unstructured approach with
ad-hoc meetings, an informal exchange of ideas,
diluted hierarchies and a constantly changing lead-
ership. Other MPIs were highly formalized and hi-
erarchically structured. One project leader high-
lighted:

It was helpful for everybody that we did not de-
part fromknown, simple instruments [organizational
structuring], because, that would have been an ad-
ditional level of complexity, which we preferred to
eliminate … We again built matrix structures … but
it was important for the people who worked in this
system and for external representation to not [orga-
nize] in a wild, organic way, but to give it a familiar
image.

The automobile incumbents provided evidence
that the decoupling process also occurred on the
firm level. In one case, the top management de-
cided early on to decouple the eMobility unit from
the rest of the corporation to allow far-reaching
‘space for experimentation’. Collaboration within
differentiated and more focused subsystems not
only created more manageable processing units,
but also seemed to facilitate the process of strategic
deviation from the boundaries of the intraorgani-
zational strategies.
Decoupling appeared to be temporary, with ini-

tiative activity organized in phases and processed
stepwise until reintegration occurred at a later
stage. Several MPIs were organized into four steps
from 2010 until 2020: individual projects (I), inte-
grated systems within limited project regions (II),
integration of project regions (III) and state-wide
integration of all projects (IV).

Recoupling. At the end of the execution
phase, autonomous initiatives need to be recou-
pled. To adjust and synchronize the activity across
the subsystems and prevent them drifting from
previously negotiated strategic directions, exten-
sive collaboration effort was necessary. Differing
ways of conducting business (i.e. processes, cul-
tures, standards) and various paces of different
industries posed challenges. A municipal level’s
project leader said:

Everything is interlinked. You have the automobile
and the agile and fast-moving IT industry. You have
to manage to bring those together. And then there
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is the most undynamic industry ever – the energy in-
dustry. That is a horror.

IT-based platforms were helpful to reduce the
temporal and spatial hurdles that often challenged
interdisciplinary collaboration, to facilitate real-
time exchange and to track and subsequently ag-
gregate developments across the dispersed activi-
ties.

Stabilizing. Several initiativemembers pointed
towards the fragility of IOS during the execution
phase. After resources were invested in IOS im-
plementation, risks of opportunism, unintended
knowledge leakage and misappropriation by part-
ners seemed to peak. The ongoing competition
for strategic directions and other partners’ entry
or exit triggered renegotiations, which in turn re-
quired stabilization measures to support IOS con-
tinuity. A large technology supplier’s divisional
CEO highlighted:

… we live in continuous surprise …We have to read-
just frequently. The parameters sometimes change.
Here a partner comes in, there something else. That
means we look at the parameters again as new things
come up. We think these partnerships require more
interventions just because we are also dependent on
others’ decisions.

Two dynamics appeared to be of particular im-
portance for IOS stability. Firstly, during the scal-
ing of initiatives, as MPIs matured, the value of
the joint approaches became increasingly visible.
Less successful initiatives were terminated, others
managed to attract even more resources, as their
prospects grew and the risks diminished.1 This
process had strong similarities to what Burgel-
man (1983) defined as ‘forcing’ or ‘building’ on
intrafirm strategy level. In some cases, as in the
MPI aiming to create a nationwide charging in-
frastructure, the scope was expanded to reduce the
time to the ‘industrialization mode’, or they were
merged with other initiatives in adjacent fields to
accelerate their growth. One initiative, focused on
building and testing fast-charging infrastructure,

1To explore the facets behind initiative failures, we identi-
fied and contacted those responsible for early-terminated
MPIs. Most were not available or unwilling to disclose
information. The information we received – also in our
member check – indicates that the described concerns,
loss of proprietary knowledge, lack of trust, diverging
strategic positions and insufficient communication (trans-
parency), caused their termination.

was started in Munich, then gradually increased
in scope to expand to Berlin, and lastly connected
with the eMobility initiatives in Slovakia and Aus-
tria. Many new partners joined along the scaling.

Secondly, IOS is likely to be reinforced by inten-
sified relationships. All MPIs initially started off as
a mobilized crowd of unrelated organizations, be-
fore developing into groups with overlapping per-
ceptions and, finally, converged through recurrent
interaction. Throughout this process, relationships
developed by means of formal (e.g. regular meet-
ings) and informal (e.g. ‘going for a beer’) inter-
actions. Over time, this intensified exchange facil-
itated mutual learning, conflict management and
the creation of norms to cope with diverse inter-
ests and, most importantly, to develop trust. With
intensified interaction, some firms expanded and
deepened their relationships to create more for-
mal MPAs. An automobile manufacturer identi-
fied ‘strategic partners’ through these initiatives
and upgraded some partners to top-tier suppliers.
A car manufacturer’s head of corporate research
on eMobility described:

At the beginning, you don’t understand each other at
all. But you get very close to each other through these
projects andwe have actually always experienced that
one complements the other … That stimulated the
whole thing [process of collaboration]. That made it
fast. Very fast.

Traditional forms of organization have clear
boundaries defined through asset ownership and
employment contracts (Simon, 1953), specific
goals (Stinchcombe, 1965) and routinized pro-
cesses that stabilize the patterns of interaction
(Nelson andWinter, 1982). Few of these properties
were present whenmultiple organizations gathered
to pursue MPIs.

This institutional void created unstructuredness
during the initial collaboration phase (Phillips,
Lawrence and Hardy, 2000), which demanded in-
tense negotiation. To allow for such negotiation
and accommodate strategic interaction, temporal
arenas emerged on various levels. These arenas
provided structure for a hitherto unstructured ac-
tivity, and contexts that were found crucial for IOS
to unfold. For instance, politics, industry and sci-
ence established national and regional platforms
to set the framework conditions (legal, regulatory,
standards, government involvement) and ‘struc-
ture the systemic transition’. Municipalities were
seen as micro-cosmic arenas for experimentation,

© 2021 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.



Strategy Formation Across Organizational Boundaries 195

the application of new technologies and as an im-
portant user interface. On an operative level, the
actors installed online and offline arenas to medi-
ate the interests (dialogue platforms, circles), build
networks and execute projects.

Discussion
Theoretical implications

By shifting the focus from intraorganizational to
interorganizational processes and from one focal
firm’s to a joint MPI’s strategy formation, we ex-
tend prior strategy process (Burgelman et al., 2018)
and open strategy research (Whittington, Cail-
luet andYakis-Douglas, 2011).With the developed
conceptual IOS process model, we make a process
theory contribution (Cloutier and Langley, 2020).
We refine existing models (e.g. Ring and Van de
Ven, 1992) by highlighting the three evolutionary
phases inMPIs – initiation (variation), negotiation
(selection) and execution (retention) – and reveal-
ing the finer-grained activities, processes and dy-
namics. These range from triggering and pulling
together the necessary actors and resources (ini-
tiation), finding a minimum consensus (negotia-
tion), to executing and stabilizing the process in
iterations of decoupling and recoupling of man-
ageable chunks (execution). Specific subprocesses,
particularly in the negotiation phase, extend across
stages, tying strategic activity together throughout
the whole IOS process. Mobilizing efforts, for ex-
ample, extended into the execution phase to fill ini-
tially unforeseen capability or resource gaps. Or
matching activities reached back to the initiation
phase (e.g. in industry gatherings), engaging in the
framing of problems and potential futures long be-
fore MPIs formed.

Our results indicate that the internal selection
processes of autonomous and induced behaviour
– considered the key drivers of initiative selec-
tion in evolutionary, intraorganizational models
(e.g. Burgelman, 1983) – face restrictions when
complex value propositions as in the eMobil-
ity industry are required. Internal selection pro-
cesses matter for sensing threats and opportuni-
ties but need to be complemented by external
triggers to overcome scarcity or inertia. We cor-
roborate the important roles of external actors
(e.g. Doz, Olk and Ring, 2000; Whittington, Cail-
luet and Yakis-Douglas, 2011) and linking pro-
cesses (Burgelman, 1983) spanning multiple or-

ganizations. Mobilizing a critical mass of mem-
bers and attracting a broad resource base in MPIs
require visibility and boundary-spanning activity.
Intrafirm studies describe the initial resource al-
location as barely noticeable (Bower and Gilbert,
2005), or consciously concealing championing
behaviour (Burgelman, 1983). In IOS without
top-down command, resources residing outside
the organizational boundaries require search and
activation costs (Williamson, 1981) and iterative
cycles of prospective resourcing to create resource
complementarity (Deken et al., 2018).
Recent accounts of interfirm relationships indi-

cate that intermediaries’ compensatory role may
be crucial (Lazzarini, 2015) to enhance trust
(Mesquita, 2007), facilitate exchange (McEvily
andZaheer, 1999), resolve internal conflict and sta-
bilize relationships (Heidl, Steensma and Phelps,
2014). In IOS processes, we find intermediaries’
salient role in strategic bridging. The match-
ing process is a major selection mechanism in
IOS building. Formulating targeted futures, co-
aligning objectives and developing joint business
models facilitate the identification and selection
of compatible partners – with selective dynamics
when partners compete to influence the MPI’s di-
rection. All MPIs involved scenario planning and
projecting the exchange value into the future, mir-
roring Zajac and Olsen (1993) and intrafirm find-
ings on strategy as temporal work (Kaplan and
Orlikowski, 2013). Importantly, these IOS fram-
ing processes occurred across firms in joint activi-
ties. In iterative framing, workshop-incompatible
actors or positions were deselected (Westley and
Vredenburg, 1997), thereby increasing the others’
commitment.
Decomposing tasks into manageable units

through differentiation and integration (Lawrence
and Lorsch, 1967) or modularization (Baldwin
and Clark, 2003) helps coping with complexity
within organizations. Effective strategies tend to
arise from strategic subsystems, each of which
targets particular strategic issues (Quinn, 1978).
Collaboration in subsystems facilitates the process
of strategic deviation inside firms (Christensen
and Bower, 1996; Leonard-Barton, 1992), thereby
allowing multiple and even inconsistent strategies
to be executed in one firm. Given the absence of
structural and strategic contexts within a setup of
multiple autonomous organizations, decomposing
tasks adds complexity but can stimulate progress
in the subsystems and prevent paralysis across an
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entire system (Barnett and Burgelman, 1996). Not
imposing IOS but instead allowing it to emerge
from the interplay between the subsystems pro-
duces the best solutions locally and a robust IOS
globally.

This requires, however, enormous efforts in sub-
sequent recoupling. The e-GAP initiative, for ex-
ample, builds on five autonomous operating sub-
systems (infrastructure, utilities, fleets, mobility
and micromobility). Meta-goals provided basic
guidance on the execution, with joint experimenta-
tion and intense communication across the work-
groups preventing too much drift. IT platforms
with sophisticated software supported this process.

Corroborating alliance research (e.g. Dyer and
Singh, 1998), we find inherently fragile IOS needs
to be reinforced by stabilization activities, partic-
ularly through intensified relationships and com-
munication. Challenges correlate with the num-
ber of partners (e.g. García-Canal, Valdés-Llaneza
and Ariño, 2003). We outlined how enhancing
and scaling activities – retention mechanisms – are
relevant for stabilizing IOS, similar to intrafirm
studies focused on activities of strategic building
and forcing initiatives (Burgelman, 1983), shel-
tering and developing structures (Bower, 1970),
empowering and enabling personnel (Hart, 1992)
and nourishing social capital (Lovas and Ghoshal,
2000).

We underline the importance of strategic arenas
for IOS. MPIs frequently operated within an insti-
tutional void with high degrees of unstructured-
ness (Phillips, Lawrence andHardy, 2000).Unclear
organizational boundaries, a lack of asset owner-
ship and employment contracts (Simon, 1953), as
well as unspecific goals (Stinchcombe, 1965) and
insufficiently routinized processes led to unstable
interaction conditions (Nelson and Winter, 1982).
To allow for negotiations and accommodate inter-
action, temporal arenas emerged on various levels
(national, regional, operational), providing suffi-
cient structure and context.

We further contribute to bridging the rift be-
tween the strategy process and strategy-as-practice
streams (Burgelman et al., 2018) by taking a gran-
ular perspective on what practitioners actually do
and by aggregating these activities into broader
categories, processes and phases. We also con-
tribute to the micro-foundations stream by show-
ing how the interactions of individuals from dif-
ferent organizations lead to IOS (Felin, Foss and
Ployhart, 2015).

Lastly, our findings complement our knowledge
on collaborative business models and ecosystems
(Adner, 2017). In ecosystems, outcome uncertainty
is high, as meaningful visions, joint value propo-
sitions and consumer-facing products are largely
absent ex-ante. Our model and insights show how
the IOS process helps collectively construct a joint
strategy to navigate through an ‘unbounded range
of potential value propositions’ (Dattée, Alexy and
Autio, 2018: 466).

Practical implications

Our study provides three insights for managers.
Firstly, understanding how an IOS is shaped al-
lows intervention to influence its trajectory. The
feedback loops we exhibited advise managers to
prepare for recurrent negotiation. Secondly, man-
agers are nudged to appreciate that strategic impe-
tus may come from outside and IOS is less deliber-
ate than previously portrayed. We provide advice
on when external impetus may be necessary and
suggest acknowledging the role of intermediaries.
Thirdly, we show that IOS is not a masterstroke
but a recurrent and dispersed activity in need of
overarching goals, strategic bridging andmatching
activity, as well as constant stabilization. This reas-
sures managers that they can find coherent strate-
gic directions for a diverse set of organizations in
recurrent interactions.

Limitations and future research

Our study has some limitations that offer oppor-
tunities for future research. Firstly, we focused
on complex MPIs in a German eMobility-ecology
with idiosyncrasies that limit our findings’ gen-
eralizability. Testing our model in other contexts
would be useful. Scholars may explore the impli-
cations of MPIs’ different size (number of part-
ners) and scope (breadth of topics/industries) and
resulting complexity on the IOS dynamics (Ma-
jchrzak, Jarvenpaa and Bagherzadeh, 2015).

Secondly, we used a convenience sample for our
initial 25 eMobility case studies to gain a first
overview of the ecology. To account for potential
bias in our interpretation, we exposed our initial
insights to fellow researchers.

Thirdly, more research is needed to substantiate
the intricate interplay between the outlined phases
and processes, their reoccurrence and their integra-
tive role throughout different stages. Furthermore,
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phase models occasionally deviate from outlined
paths or fall short of capturing all strategic activi-
ties evolving in parallel, instead of in sequence. Fu-
ture research could illuminate under what condi-
tions activity unfolds in parallel – as opposed to in
phases.

Fourthly, studying activities that translate IOS
back into single organizations is worthwhile. How
does IOS internalization and reconciliation occur
inside firms and how do intraorganizational strat-
egy and IOS interact and possibly complement
each other? Have some organizations a higher
predisposition for participation in and internal-
ization of IOS? In the realm of ecosystems, the
connections between formal and informal activi-
ties in interorganizational collaboration and IOS
could be explored. How does the IOS enable, hin-
der or prevent subsequent activities among part-
ners in ecosystems? How can potential tensions
between a firm identity and an ecosystem iden-
tity be balanced (Lindgren, Eriksson and Lyyti-
nen, 2015)? What are the implications of unreal-
ized and ephemeral strategies (Mirabeau, Maguire
and Hardy, 2018) in IOS for subsequent IOS and
joint activities?

Fifthly, future research could further develop
the micro-practices stream and its link to strategy
process and practice research: What makes for an
effective manager in IOS processes? What capa-
bilities does such a person need? How are strate-
gic arenas established and organized for IOS to
emerge and evolve? How do we know what type
and extent of control to enact over different play-
ers in IOS phases?

Lastly, to take account of the complete IOS pro-
cess as observed in the data, we traded granularity
for comprehensiveness. Future studies may delve
into single phases or specific mechanisms to add
depth to our model.
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