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Glossary of Terms  

 

Terms Definition 

Collaboration The action of working with someone to produce 
something 

Co-ordination The organisation of the different elements of a complex 
body or activity to enable them to work together 
effectively. 

Co-operation The action or process of working together to the same end 

CPPs Community Planning Partnerships 

DCLG Department for Communities & Local Government 

ESF European Social Fund 

E&SP Employment & Skills Partnership 

Integration From a public-sector context, this refers to the 
coordination of working arrangements where multiple 
departments or public-sector organisations are involved 
in delivering a public service or programme. 

IDeA Improvement and Development Agency 

Joint Commissioning This is typically undertaken by two or more agencies 
working together to address a public policy issues and is 
often funded from a pooled or aligned budget. 

LSBs Local Service Boards 

LSKIP Learning Skills & Innovation Partnership 

LTC Long Term Conditions 

NAW National Assembly for Wales 

NHS National Health Service 

NPM New Public Management 

NWEAB North Wales Economic Ambitions Board 

Partnership At least two agencies with common interests working 
together, in a relationship characterised by some degree 
of trust, equality and reciprocity.  

PSBs Public Service Boards 

PSR Public Service Reform 

RDAs Regional Development Agencies 

Results Based Accountability It can be used both for strategic planning and for 
improving service or programme performance. It starts 
from the end result - or outcome - and works backwards 
till the action that is needed to make a difference is 
identified. 

RLPSW&CW Regional Learning Partnership – South West and Central 
Wales 

RSPs Regional Skills Partnerships 

SOA Single Outcome Agreements 

WAG Welsh Assembly Government 

WAO Welsh Audit Office 

WGR Welsh Government representatives 

Wicked Problems Complex public policy matters that organisations are 
unable to solve on their own 

WLGA Welsh Local Government Association 
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Abstract 

The aim of the research is to identify the elements that practitioners feel is required for 

effective collaboration in order to frame a critical reflection with the purpose of informing 

future actions and strategies. The focus of the research is within a Welsh context and 

will make specific reference to Welsh Government policies.  

  

The Welsh Government has focused heavily on collaboration as its main driver for 

public sector reform since 2004. Of significant interest is the viewpoint of public sector 

practitioners and the competencies required to ensure successful collaborative 

activities. The research is set in the context of RSPs in Wales. The specific objectives 

of this thesis are to: 

 determine and assess the elements required for effective public-sector 

collaboration; 

 review relevant literature relating to effective public service collaboration; 

 capture professionals’ views of collaboration in the public sector to frame a 

critical reflection of this process. 

The subject of this research originates from a professional interest in how public 

service practitioners should collaborate in responding to such a key policy driver from 

the Welsh government. The researcher was part of the research process, managing 

the first established Regional Skills Partnership, the Regional Learning Partnership 

South West & Central Wales (RLPSW&CW) September 2010 – September 2015. 

 

A qualitative research methodology was adopted to address the research question 

which focused on the case study of the Regional Skills Partnership model, which has 

emerged in Wales over the last few years which links the agendas of regeneration, 

education and skills. The case study is made up of a review of documents and semi-

structured interviews of two of the three Regional Skills Partnerships in Wales, namely 

the Regional Learning Partnership South West & Central Wales (RLPSW&CW) and 

the Employment & Skills Partnership (E&SP) of the North Wales Economic Ambitions 

Board (NWEAB). 32 interviews were conducted in total (30 interviews with the 15 
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participants from the RLPSW&CW and 2 with the participants from the NWEAB). All 

interviews were audio-recorded and then fully transcribed. 

 

The main research outcomes are that the elements of leadership, governance of the 

collaboration process and measuring outcomes are considered crucial to contributing 

towards a successful collaboration activity.  

 

The main recommendation of this thesis is that in relation to the Wales context, 

collaboration continues to the preferred model of shaping service design and delivery 

with respect to driving public sector reform, however there is a need to address the 

three elements identified in this research that are crucial to contributing towards 

successful collaboration in a practitioner context. This research has focused for the 

first time on the policy area of skills in a Welsh context and could be extended to other 

areas. Contributing to the debate at a Wales level with a focus on practitioners provides 

a further evidence base for policymakers. 



vi 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Declaration           i 

Acknowledgements          ii 

Glossary of Terms          iii 

Abstract           iv 

Table of Contents          vi 

List of Figures          ix 

List of Tables           x 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION      1 

1.1   The Research Context       3  

1.2  Collaboration in Wales       6 

1.3  Outline of the Research       7 

1.3.1   Aims of the Research: The Development of the Research Question 7 

1.3.2   Thesis Structure        8 

1.4  Conclusion         10 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW     12 

2.1   Introduction         12 

2.2  Public Policy Context       14 

2.2.1   UK Public Policy Context       14 

2.2.2   English Public Policy Context       17 

2.2.3   Scottish Public Policy Context      19  

2.2.4   Northern Ireland Public Policy Context     20  

2.2.5  Welsh Public Policy Context       21 

2.3   Hierarchies, Markets, Networks and the Shift to Collaboration 33 

2.4  The Definition and Concept of Collaboration    38 

2.5   The Motivation for Collaboration     44 

2.6   Models of Collaboration       49 

2.7  Existing Knowledge and Evidence of Collaboration in  

Public Services        58 



vii 
 

2.8   Conclusion         75 

CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY    84 

3.1  Introduction         84 

3.2  Research Philosophy       85 

3.3  Research Approach       88 

3.4  Research Methodological Choice              88 

3.5  Regional Skills Partnerships                          111 

3.6  Ethics         119 

3.7  Conclusion         125 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS     127 

4.1  Introduction         127 

4.2  Regional Skills Partnership Models     127 

4.3  Research Findings        132 

4.3.1  Defining Collaboration       131 

4.3.2  Motivational Factors for Collaborating     134 

4.3.3  Benefits of Collaboration       141 

4.3.4  Barriers to Collaboration       150 

4.3.5  Measuring Outcomes        159 

4.3.6  Skills Required to Collaborate      163 

4.4  Conclusion         170 

CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION       174 

5.1  Introduction         174 

5.2  Review of Research Findings      174 

5.3  Analysis and Evaluation       177 

5.3.1  Leadership         183 

5.3.2  Governance of the Collaboration Process     188 

5.3.3  Measuring Outcomes        199 

5.4  Conclusion         204 

CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS  205 

6.1  Introduction         205 

6.2  Key Findings        205 

6.3  Research Implications for Policy and Practice   207 



viii 
 

6.4  Contribution to the Knowledge and Literature   215 

6.5  Limitations of the Research      220 

6.6  Conclusion         223 

Bibliography          225 

Appendices           267 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ix 
 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Gray’s Framework for Collaboration     50 

Figure 2. Ten Stages of Collaborative Endeavour     52 

Figure 3.  Model of Collaborative Advantage     56 

Figure 4.  Research Onion Model       85 

Figure 5. Data Collection Process       99 

Figure 6. Collaborative Approach Building on Huxham and Vangen’s Model 181 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



x 
 

List of Tables 

Table 1.  Summary of the Literature Review Search Strategy   12 

Table 2. Literature Review Grid of Key Papers     80 

Table 3. Researcher’s Conceptual Framework     93 

Table 4. Interviews with representatives from the RLPSW&CW   102 

Table 5. Interviews with representatives from the NWEAB   103 

Table 6. Theme Numbers and Areas      132 

Table 7. Summary of Findings Linked to the Key Literature Review Themes 170 

Table 8. Huxham and Vangen Model Themes and Thesis Themes   182

  

 

 

 



1 
 

Chapter One: Introduction 

 
Collaborative approaches have been adopted by governments where there has been 

a need to improve public services, address policy issues and make efficiency savings 

in times of severe austerity measures. At a UK level, this is evident in the devolved 

nations of Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, but in England there is more of an 

emphasis on choice and competition. Collaboration as a model of working has also 

received growing international attention from academic and policymakers alike in the 

last two decades, and there is now an abundance of literature which highlights that it 

is a necessary driver to enable public sector organisations to work collectively to 

resolve policy issues (Head and Alford, 2015; Provan and Lemaire, 2012; Weber and 

Khademian, 2008; Keast et al, 2004).  

 

Collaboration as an area of study has gained significant momentum with much of the 

literature focusing on the theory of how to collaborate and its promotion as the 

preferred option to improve public service delivery. Although researchers have 

explored a considerable number of areas which are key to successful collaborative 

practice such as trust, Provan and Lemaire (2012) argue that from a practical 

perspective, collaborative partnerships, particularly those established through 

mandate may not work as intended because there “may be a lack of consideration of 

how emergent relationships typically form, are strengthened, and ultimately are 

sustained” (pp.641-642). Other key areas include organisational conditions in which 

successful collaboration requires an organisational setting that encourages this way 

of working which has the combined attributes of a good working environment for the 

team, appropriate structure and philosophy, team resources and administrative 

support (San Martín-Rodríguez et al, 2005). Further factors also include; leadership 



2 
 

(Cristofoli and Pedrazzi, 2015) with respect to those who are able to action plan 

(Agranoff and McGuire, 1998a, 1998b); active actors and resources (Agranoff and 

McGuire 2001a, 2001b; Klijn, 1996); and building consensus and gaining commitment 

for the purpose of the collaborative activity (Agranoff and McGuire, 2001a; McGuire, 

2002; Keast et al, 2006).  Despite this work, a review of the literature highlights that 

many issues remain under-researched. Among these is an appropriate analysis of 

collaboration from the practitioner’s perspective. In the existing literature, there is 

research that evaluates the practical application of collaboration within the public 

sector (Lasker et al, 2001; Gray and Wood, 1991), however, this has limitations, as it 

does not provide recommendations for improvement or what competencies are 

essential for practitioners involved in collaborative initiatives. More recently, work has 

been undertaken in this area in Wales with the publication in November 2016 on the 

evaluation of regional collaborative working (Downe and Hayden, 2016)  

 

There is a significant literature that advises on how to collaborate (Huxham and 

Vangen, 1996; Reichel and Rudnicka, 2009; Coulson-Thomas, 2005; Huxham and 

Hibbert, 2008), however these studies only examine the rhetoric and do not explore 

the elements which are required for collaboration to be effective in practice. Further, it 

is recognised that the knowledge surrounding its practical application in both the 

academic and professional literature is limited, which compromises the research 

around this area. The lack of credible evidence surrounding this issue is recognised 

by Wilson et al (2015) in that it is not clear which type of collaborative endeavour is 

“most likely to deliver better results for citizens, the underlying skills and ways of 

working needed to support these, and how to share learning effectively” (p.12).  
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Given the increased importance of the collaborative approach in both Wales and wider 

within the UK, the need to know what works is important as is learning from good 

practice. It is clear therefore that this area requires additional research and provides 

the opportunity for a key contribution to the literature.  

 

1.1  The Research Context  

 
The aim of the research is to identify the elements that practitioners feel is required for 

effective collaboration. Specifically, the research seeks to capture professionals’ views 

of collaboration in practice to frame a critical reflection with the purpose of informing 

future actions and strategies. The focus of the research is within a Welsh context and 

will make specific reference to Welsh Government policy, which has focused heavily 

on collaboration as the main vehicle for public sector reform since 2004. 

 

The subject of this research originates from a professional interest in how public 

service practitioners should collaborate in responding to such a key policy driver from 

the Welsh Government. The researcher was part of the research process, managing 

the first established RSP, the RLPSW&CW September 2010 – September 2015.  

 

The rhetoric of collaboration has gained widespread acceptance amongst academics 

as being an advocated mechanism to effect public sector reform. However, it could be 

suggested from a practitioners’ perspective that there are challenges and 

contradictions associated with such a proposition, with divergent viewpoints between 

the academic and practitioner communities. The literature cites the merits of 

collaboration (Hardy et al, 2003; Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004; Taylor, 2003) and 

implies to some extent that collaborative practice is a heterogenous process that can 
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be applied to all policy domains which will unquestionably produce positive outcomes. 

However, the reality is often quite contradictory with little evidence-based practice 

implying that it is an under-researched area, which has significant implications for the 

implementation of Welsh public policy. This includes ensuring that practitioners have 

the competencies to collaborate and that there are examples of good practice that are 

evidence-based to ensure the successful delivery of policies and strategies. There is 

a need for the link between collaboration as a policy driver and its implementation to 

be more visible to strengthen its practice in influencing and shaping Government 

strategies. There is a suggestion that since devolution in Wales, the gap between the 

rhetoric and reality of Welsh public sector reform has been significant because the: 

 
“dividend in service improvement and public innovation has proven much more 
elusive in practice than prognosis. The learning curve has been steeper and 
the innovation gap wider that was hoped or anticipated. Great expectations in 
Cardiff are still being dashed in Cwmtwrch” (Gatehouse and Price, 2013, p.12). 

 

Collaboration as a major policy component first emerged during the victory of the Blair 

government in 1997 which was hailed as a ‘watershed’ in British politics, witnessing a 

shift “from Conservative rule and the various hues of Thatcherism that had dominated 

economic and social policy since 1979” (Kitson and Wilkinson, 2007, p.805). The 

policy context of this thesis will focus from the period that New Labour first took office 

(1997) and onwards where collaboration was a tenet of central government’s drive to 

modernise the delivery of public services (Lindsay, 2009). It then leads onto the period 

of devolution in Wales and key policy directions post 1999 to the present day in relation 

to public sector reform.  

 

It could be argued that by the time Blair took up office that the state was ‘broken’ with 

New Labour’s response being the establishment of a ‘joined-up government’ with its 
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main aim of getting “a better grip on the ‘wicked’ issues straddling the boundaries of 

public sector organizations, administrative levels, and policy areas” (Christensen and 

Laegreid, 2007, p.1060). This, cites Davies (2009), is the raison d’etre of collaborative 

politics. Christensen and Laegreid (2007) further argue that this was a contrast to the 

approaches that preceded Blair’s first term in office to those that were 

‘departmentalised’, had ‘tunnel vision’ and had created ‘vertical silos’. Emerson et al 

(2012) note that collaborative governance has been applied to several policy contexts 

in both England and Wales including law enforcement agencies, government 

contracting and health administration. Painter (1999) argues that New Labour’s policy 

initiatives followed a more collaborative discourse and a waning enthusiasm for the 

public service (quasi) markets that thrived under the Conservatives.  

 

Bevir and Rhodes (1998) consider that approaches to public sector reform and policy 

delivery have been culturally mediated. This, they further state, can be reflected in the 

unevenness of the ‘hollowing out’ across the state, with devolution being a key policy 

agenda for the Blair Government which saw the establishment of the Scottish 

Parliament, elected Assemblies for Wales, Northern Ireland and London, and Regional 

Development Agencies (RDAs) within England’s regions. Consequently, central 

government together with each devolved administration can influence “structuring the 

scales and actions of a range of new sub-national institutions” (Goodwin et al, 2005, 

p.424) which Jessop (2002) suggests weakens the primacy of the national scale of 

state activity. This relates to the issue of collaboration being culturally mediated, which 

is stronger in Wales than in England.  
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1.2  Collaboration in Wales 

 
Since 2004, collaboration has had “particular prominence in Wales where it has been 

at the heart of the Welsh Government’s overarching framework for public service 

reform (Entwistle, 2014, p.2), the foundation of which was established in Sir Jeremy 

Beecham’s review of Welsh public services. The publication of ‘Making the 

Connections: Delivering Better Services in Wales’ (2004), followed the former Welsh 

Assembly Government’s (WAG’s) vision for the future of public services stating that “a 

collaborative model fits better with Wales’ size” (p.2). The Commission on Public 

Service Governance and Delivery was established in April 2013 with the task of 

“examining all aspects of governance and delivery in the devolved public sector in 

Wales” (Williams, 2014, Foreword). The outcome was a report which contained a 

series of recommendations on all aspects of public service provision in Wales in five 

areas -  complexity; scale and capability; governance, scrutiny and delivery; leadership 

and culture; and performance and performance management. For over a decade, 

collaboration has continued to be the key policy driver for the delivery of the Welsh 

Government’s ambitious public service reform agenda, which was reinforced by the 

introduction in September 2014 of a new Ministerial post, Minister for Public Service 

in the NAW. The role focused on leading the implementation of the recommendations 

of the Williams Commission. This was followed in early 2015 with the establishment 

of a Public Services Leadership Panel, which had a remit for encouraging and 

supporting innovative collaboration within and between service sectors, focusing 

specifically on creating services that are more effective. As the National Assembly for 

Wales (NAW) entered its fifth term in May 2016, collaboration continued to be the 

preferred vehicle for public sector reform. Whilst there is no longer a Minister with a 

portfolio dedicated to public services, its reorganisation remains at top of the Welsh 



7 
 

Government’s agenda, particularly local government and the question about the 

reduction of 22 local authorities, since their establishment in 1996. Farrell (2016) 

suggests that “a big issue for the future is integration with other services and not just 

local government – police, fire and rescue, ambulance, housing, health and so on. 

Joint working arrangements to deliver services will become the norm and these will be 

different across Wales” (University of South Wales, 2016). A prerequisite to being 

effective is for practitioners to have a knowledge and understanding of the elements 

that enable successful collaboration, which is the focus of this thesis. As Huxham and 

Vangen (2005) state: 

“inter-organizational collaboration is an established area of organizational study 
and a practical challenge for management…While the need for collaboration is 
clear, research that focuses on the practice of collaboration has demonstrated 
that collaborative situations are inherently riddled with managerial challenges” 
(p.3). 

 

This study reviews existing studies of collaboration in several policy domains. Whilst 

there is significant literature on collaboration in the areas of health and social care, 

there are few academic studies which present research within the field of education 

and skills, which this thesis focuses on.   

 

1.3 Outline of the Research 

 

1.3.1 Aims of the Research: The Development of the Research Question 

 
Collaboration in the Welsh public sector over the last decade has been the key policy 

driver for public sector reform. Of significant interest is the viewpoint of public sector 

practitioners and the competencies required to ensure successful collaborative 

activities. The aim of this thesis is to identify the elements that practitioners feel is 
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required for effective collaboration. It is set in the context of RSPs in Wales. The 

specific objectives of this thesis are to:  

 determine and assess the elements required for effective public-sector 

collaboration; 

 review relevant literature relating to effective public service collaboration;  

 capture professionals’ views of collaboration in the public sector to frame a critical- 

reflection of this process. 

 

1.3.2 Thesis Structure 

 
This chapter presents the rationale for the research. Chapter Two reviews the 

literature, which presents a summary of the policy context, with an emphasis from 

1997 onwards following the election of the New Labour Government. It further provides 

an examination of the emergence of collaboration as a major driver in the design and 

delivery of public services in Wales over the last decade and reviews governance 

models of the public sector describing the shift from hierarchies, markets, networks to 

collaboration. The chapter provides a perspective on the concept and motivation for 

collaborating before presenting a number of models of collaboration and is followed 

by a focus on existing studies of collaboration in the public sector.   

 

Chapter Three presents the philosophy detailing the methodology, design and data 

collection techniques adopted to undertake the research. In order to identify the 

elements required for effective collaboration, a qualitative approach was adopted 

which reviewed a range of approaches, which is described in this chapter together 

with the rationale for a case study using semi-structured interviews and an analysis of 

key documentation. The chapter discusses the issues of bias and ethics associated 
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with the research and finishes with a critique of the research’s limitations, which may 

have a bearing on the study’s final conclusions.  

 

Chapter Four outlines the research findings; specifically, the selected case study for 

the thesis, which is the Regional Skills Partnership model that has emerged in Wales 

over the last few years which links the agendas of regeneration, education and skills. 

The research centres on the RLPSW&CW and the Employment & Skills Partnership 

(E&SP) of the North Wales Economic Ambitions Board (NWEAB). This chapter also 

presents the findings of the semi-structured interviews that were conducted. The case 

study is made up of the following elements: a review of documents and interviews, 

which were conducted initially in 2011, and then in 2013 (specifically in relation to the 

RLPSW&CW, the NEWAB interviews were undertaken in 2013) which included a 

mixture of original respondents being re-interviewed and new respondents. 

 

Chapter Five provides an analysis of the findings presented in chapter Four, 

highlighting the significant emerging themes from the research data. The outcome of 

which is that the elements of leadership, governance of the collaboration process and 

measuring outcomes are considered crucial to contributing towards a successful 

collaboration activity. The proposed new approach to collaboration derived from the 

finding of the study builds upon Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) model of collaborative 

advantage and is presented in this chapter.  

 

Chapter Six presents the conclusion of this study and its contribution to knowledge. 

The study’s findings are then explored and new insights offered with an emphasis on 

the theoretical and empirical research on collaboration. Finally, the limitations of the 
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study are presented from the viewpoint of its design and implementation. The chapter 

concludes with a focus on the limitations and implications of areas for further research 

for public service practitioners utilising collaboration as an approach for public sector 

reform.  

 

1.4 Conclusion 

 
Collaboration remains the key policy driver of the Welsh Government in the design 

and delivery of public services in Wales. Its implementation is challenged by the 

continuation of a climate of austerity within the public sector (Cunningham and James, 

2014; Gatehouse and Price, 2013). Notwithstanding the proliferation of literature on 

the rhetoric of collaboration, there is limited empirical evidence in the elements that 

contribute to successful practice, despite its celebrated virtue (San Martín-Rodríguez 

et al, 2005).  

 

Of interest to public sector practitioners and policymakers alike is both the need for a 

greater body of empirical evidence and an increased awareness of the elements, 

which enable successful collaborative activities. The contribution to knowledge offered 

by this thesis has also suggested opportunities for supplementary research, which it 

is hoped, will further advance the field and provide greater insights into how successful 

collaboration is facilitated in the public domain in the future. The thesis will contribute 

to the knowledge by analysing the application of the theoretical perspectives of 

collaboration to the practical challenges that are present. This is highlighted by O’Flynn 

(2009) in that “part of the job for academics will be to delve beneath these surface 

dynamics, beneath the current sermonising about collaboration to see what is really 

going on, and cast a critical eye over the rhetoric of collaboration” (p.114).   
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In summary, the limitation of the existing literature provides the opportunity to 

undertake further research from a practitioner’s perspective with respect to the 

elements that facilitate successful collaborative activities. Chapter Two now moves on 

to reviewing the existing literature on collaboration. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction  

 
This chapter reviews the literature that addresses the research aim of the identification 

of the elements that practitioners feel is required for effective collaboration.  

 

Table 1. provides a summary of the search strategy adopted for the purpose of the 

literature review. Contact was made with the Information Librarian for Humanities, 

Social Sciences & Law at the University to support the search technique to review the 

academic literature. Regular email alerts via the general and publisher databases were 

also set up.   

 

Table 1.  Summary of the Literature Review Search Strategy 

 

General Databases Publisher Databases and Journal Websites 

Proquest Research Library, 
JSTOR, ISIS Web of Science, 
Elsevier – Scopus 
 

 Used as part of the initial 
search strategy to identify 
relevant journals 

 Used to Identify popular and 
high-quality journals  

Publisher Database, EBSCOhost Business Source 
Complete, Oxford University Press 
 
Journal Websites - Public Administration 
Political Science & Politics 
Public Administration Review 
Journal of Public Administration Research and 
Theory 
Public Money and Management 
Social Policy & Administration 
Policy & Politics 
Local Government Studies 
Public Management Review 
Journal of Public Administration Research and 
Theory 
Journal of Public Sector Management 
Journal of Management Studies  
 

 Used to review journals that regularly 
publish on specialist area 
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Collaboration was a major element of public policy in both England and Wales from 

the inception of the Blair government and onwards (Flynn, 2007). This period was the 

time when the idea of collaboration came to the fore as a mechanism to fulfil the 

implementation of ‘joined up government’s’ public sector programme delivery. 

Reference is also made to the Welsh context, as collaboration has been particularly 

strongly embraced by the Welsh Government (formerly the Welsh Assembly 

Government) to ensure that services respond to the need of the citizen. 

 

An historical view of the emergence of hierarchies, networks and markets as vehicles 

of governance within the public domain will then be examined. What has been 

witnessed is a shift away from hierarchies associated with the more traditional public 

sector, characterised by vertical, bureaucratic centrally controlled structures to the 

introduction and growth of networks as a governance structure, which are synonymous 

with horizontal structures and involving a greater number of organisations in the 

implementation of public sector programmes. This shift is supported by Currie et al 

(2011) in that “the last 20–25 years have witnessed a growth in ‘managed’ networks as 

a vehicle for modernization of public services” (p.242) with central control being 

“replaced by collaboration…in achieving change” (Mandell, 1999, p.5). Bingham et al 

(2005) postulate that collaboration is at the heart of public administration research. 

With its theoretical roots firmly placed in political science and public policy and its focus 

on the policy system, collaboration challenges the traditional hierarchical governance 

mechanisms of public service delivery. 

 

The concept and motivation for collaboration are examined as well as the question of  

what impact this has had on public services. Three established models of collaboration  
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are then presented and their rationales, contexts and adoption reviewed. The existing  

knowledge and evidence of collaboration in public services is then reviewed. 

 

2.2 Public Policy Context 

 
This section presents the policy context of the collaborative agenda within the public 

sector. Public sector reform knowledge further afield will be drawn upon to highlight 

trends in this policy area, together with a closer focus on Wales. The emphasis is 

placed upon Labour’s victory in 1997, where collaboration was identified as a 

mechanism to facilitate public sector reform, to the present day. The English and 

Scottish public policy contexts are then presented followed by a focus on Wales from 

the period of devolution onwards, detailing the key policy directions in relation to public 

service delivery. 

 

2.2.1 UK Public Policy Context  
 
The emphasis of the Blair Government was of the benefits of collaboration rather than 

competition (Parker and Hartley, 1997) with the UK’s Labour’s policy initiatives 

following a more collaborative discourse and a waning enthusiasm for the public 

service (quasi) markets that thrived under the Conservatives (Painter, 1999). This was 

all related to the concept termed ‘joined-up government’ with its main aim of getting 

“…a better grip on the ‘wicked’ issues straddling the boundaries of public sector 

organizations, administrative levels, and policy areas” (Christensen and Laegreid, 

2007, p.1060).  

 

One of the key goals of the approach adopted post 1997 was to use resources more 

efficiently through the elimination of duplication and/or contradiction between different 



15 
 

programmes (Pollitt, 2003) and a key part of this was collaboration. In addition, there 

was a move to establish clear national standards and targets to improve performance, 

whilst simultaneously ensuring that the necessary flexibilities and incentives were 

introduced at frontline service delivery. Hartley and Bennington (2006) suggest that: 

“in the public service sector, government policies and programmes are often 
about a more potent catalyst for change, and a strong signal of the need to 
produce new knowledge about both policy content and process. In addition, the 
relentless pressures from government to increase productivity and performance 
in public services means that there is an increased premium on the discovery, 
development and use of innovative services and methods for doing more with 
less resources” (p.101). 

 

Collaboration was a central component of Labour Government’s drive to modernise 

the delivery of public services (Lindsay, 2009). As identified by the Improvement & 

Development Agency (IDeA), there are different types of collaboration. These include:  

 Co-location and joint commissioning: staff may benefit from new working practices 

including harmonisation and flexible working; 

 Informal arrangements, not necessarily involving staff; 

 Procuring or commissioning work jointly from the private sector. Here staff may 

benefit from innovative working practices and greater opportunities; 

 One organisation providing for the other agencies – scarce and expensive skills 

can be effectively pooled;  

 Joint Venture Companies or other third-party entities can minimise job losses by 

allowing the services to bid for external work. 

 

It could be argued that the approach adopted by the UK’s coalition government which 

replaced Labour in 2010 was to place greater emphasis on alliances between service 

deliverers. Brand (2007) suggests that the “delivery of services can no longer be 
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constrained and dictated by outdated, siloed, inflexible departments and processes. 

Services need to be producer led, but must be driven by the requirements of recipients” 

(p.2). This viewpoint is furthered by Shergold (2013a) who recognises that with respect 

to public service delivery: 

“more intensive cross-sectoral collaboration – such as partnerships, joint 
ventures or integration contracts – to create and deliver public programs that 
have the potential to enhance diversity in service delivery and provide greater 
choice to citizens. What this requires, of course, is that public services (as 
institutions) will no longer attempt to exert a monopoly power over the delivery 
of public services (as programs). Nor will they seek to use the advantage of 
asymmetrical power to have their way with weaker community-based 
organizations through one-sided contractual agreements” (p.9). 

 

Stewart and Stewart (2004) observe that “a new development in public policy and 

management has occurred in recent years. This is the globalisation of knowledge 

about public sector reform” (p.58). They further note that this is manifested in the focus 

on outcomes and devolution. Together with privatisation and outsourcing, tighter 

accountability arrangements, many management fads, more civil servants and greater 

ministerial activism, there has been extensive changes to the public sector in the last 

20 or 30 years (Moran, 2005).  

 

Public service organisations have a long history of providing services jointly or in 

collaboration with one another, normally on a cost-sharing basis (Downe, 2009). 

However, such developments have been fragmented and have not been the standard 

way of developing services (DCLG, 2006). There is nothing new in local authorities 

working together. It is endemic in local authority systems elsewhere in Europe; and 

Wales has its own well-established examples (WLGA, 2008a). The picture however is 

not one of uniformity of the public sector embracing partnership working. Davies 

(2009) challenges that partnership ethos aggravates silo practices. In his study 
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undertaken in two coastal cities into the local politics of social inclusion, he 

unexpectedly found that the “consensual ethos underpinning collaborative politics 

caused the displacement of known but unspoken value conflicts, which contributed to 

the persistence of partnership silos” (p.86). 

 

2.2.2 English Public Policy Context 
 
In England, the approach to collaboration has been to join up services “heralded as 

the solution to reduce duplication, make efficiency savings and improve public service 

outcomes” (Wilson et al, 2015, p.5). Since 1997, there has been a plethora of initiatives 

within England to implement this. Work undertaken by Wilson et al (2015) identified 

59 different initiatives, which included New Deal for Communities, Neighbourhood 

Renewal Funds, and the establishment of a Social Exclusion Unit to the more recent 

Total Place initiative. The latter was introduced by the Department for Communities & 

Local Government in 2009. The model focused upon a ‘whole area approach’, joining 

up public services to “achieve better outcomes for local people at a lower cost” 

(Humphries and Gregory, 2010, p.3). Its premise was the identification of duplication 

and avoidance of overlap between organisations, “delivering a step change in both 

service improvement and efficiency at the local level, as well as across Whitehall” 

(Leadership Centre, 2016).  

 

Different collaborative practices were piloted in a number of regions in England, 

allowing approaches to be ‘tried and tested’, outcomes to be evaluated and the good 

practice to be widely applied in an incremental manner. The Total Place initiative, 

introduced by the previous UK government informed what followed as the next 

approach adopted by Department for Communities & Local Government for the design 



18 
 

and delivery of England’s local public services which was a ‘placed based’ budgeting 

approach. In keeping with its focus on localism, the previous UK government also 

“piloted a neighbourhood-level version – ‘complementary and integral to the concept 

of Whole Place community budgets’ – and in April 2014 granted an extra £4.3m of 

investment to ensuring the model reached 100 new local areas through the Our 

Place programme”(Giles, 2017).  

 

Whilst England is focusing on collaboration as a mechanism to implement public 

service reform, it is not a key driver. Two fundamental principles however which 

underpinned this Government’s approach to public sector reform were choice and 

competition, where the “pre-2010 general election rhetoric was about growing the role 

of the third sector in public service delivery and a creating ‘big society’ vision of public 

services, the key shift from the Coalition Government has been the introduction of the 

market to new areas of ever new areas of public service provision” (Griffiths et al, 

2013, p.10).  

 

In July 2011, the Cabinet Office published the Open Public Services White Paper 

setting out its public service reform programme, through increasing choice, opening 

services up to a wider range of providers, devolving decision making to the lowest 

appropriate level and improving transparency and accountability of public services. 

When the current Conservative Government came into power in 2015, “the state was 

the default provider of public services. This meant a lack of competition and 

importantly, of innovation, which limited both value for money and quality” (Cabinet 

Office, 2017). There has been a concerted effort since this time to ensure that services 

are delivered by the best provider, whether from the public or private sector. As Hefetz 

http://www.local.gov.uk/community-budgets/-/journal_content/56/10180/3691921/ARTICLE
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/123-communities-to-take-control-of-neighbourhood-schemes
http://mycommunity.org.uk/programme/our-place/
http://mycommunity.org.uk/programme/our-place/
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and Warner (2004) state, “the social values inherent in public services may not be 

adequately addressed by the economic efficiency calculus of markets” (p.174). 

 

2.2.3 Scottish Public Policy Context 
 
Collaboration has long been a mechanism for the Scottish Government to drive public 

sector reform. The Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 gave a statutory basis to 

Community Planning. A report by the Scottish Parliament’s Local Government and 

Regeneration Committee in 2013 on developing new ways of delivering public services 

stated, “that 10 years of community planning has yielded little significant evidence of 

major improvements in public services. Too many are seen as disconnected from the 

people they serve. Leadership has been lacking and communication poor. Despite a 

lot of effort at strategic level, there is little evidence of significant real progress in PSR 

being delivered through CPPs” (Scottish Parliament, 2013, p.4). 2007 saw the 

introduction of Single Outcome Agreements (SOA’s), with each of Scotland’s 32 local 

authorities and Scottish Government, which covered all local government services as 

part of the Scottish Government’s National Performance Framework. SOA’s were 

outlined in the Concordat endorsed by the Scottish Government and the Convention 

of Scottish Local Authorities and implemented by the Community Planning 

Partnerships (CPPs). Park and Kerley (2011) stated that this demonstrated that “local 

authorities responded to the Scottish Government’s call for collaboration with 

commitment” (pp.72-73). The publication of the Christie Commission’s report in 2011 

on the Future Delivery of Public Services in Scotland outlined one of the key principles 

of public sector reform as “Public service providers must be required to work much 

more closely in partnership, to integrate service provision and thus improve the 

outcomes they achieve” (Foreword, Christie, 2011). Collaboration continues to be key 
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to delivering public sector reform in Scotland with CPPs facilitating public bodies 

working together and supporting local communities, which were given further formal 

powers via the introduction in 2015 of the Community Empowerment Act. The 

continued commitment to collaboration by the Scottish Government is clear with the 

statement that “Public bodies will play a full part in delivering improved outcomes: 

leaders and their teams work collaboratively across organisational boundaries to 

ensure that services are shaped around the needs and demands of individuals and 

communities” (Scottish Government, 2017). 

 

2.2.4 Northern Ireland Public Policy Context 
 
Devolution in Northern Ireland in 1999 saw a review of the overall administration of 

public services, rooted in the Programme for Government, which was endorsed by the 

Northern Ireland Assembly in December 2001, followed by a consultation in the Spring 

of 2002. Within this document there are notable references to partnerships (NIA, 

2002), however Greer (2001) comments on the significant development of their 

arrangements “the rapid, diverse and ad hoc development of partnership 

arrangements in Northern Ireland has created a complex and confusing picture, at 

times furthering the problems of environmental complexity, ineffectiveness and lack of 

co-ordination ... the very problems which partnerships were created to resolve” (Greer, 

2001, p.3). The review’s terms of reference “required any proposals to satisfy the 

following characteristics: democratic accountability; community responsiveness and 

partnership working; cross-community concerns; equality and human rights; 

subsidiary; quality of service; co-ordination and integration of services; scope of the 

public sector; efficiency and effectiveness; and innovation and business organisation” 

(Knox and Carmichael, 2006, p.949). The main driver of the review was to rationalise 
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the structure of public administration in Northern Ireland, which estimated potential 

savings of between £150 - £235 million (Ulster University). Ministers announced the 

final proposals in November 2005 which included the introduction of a local 

government model which proposed 7 in number as being the optimum for future 

service delivery, supported by a new system of community planning which included 

partnership working. (Birrell, 2008) states that “the RPA made a general commitment 

to enhancing the voluntary and community sector. The discussion of the future role of 

local government and quangos, however, lacked any in-depth analysis of the major 

impact of partnership working between public bodies and the voluntary and private 

sectors or of the change in relationships that partnership working has produced” 

(p.790). However due to wider political reasons, implementing the reforms has been 

a long process. The new councils were created in April 2015 and had the responsibility 

of leading on community planning in their area, which became a statutory duty at this 

time as part of the local government reform. As highlighted in a Northern Ireland 

Assembly research briefing “while community planning is in its infancy in NI, it has 

been implemented in other regions such as Scotland, England, Wales and the 

Republic of Ireland, by varying degrees over the past 10 years. It is due to this that the 

definition of community planning tends to vary slightly from region to region making it 

difficult to identify a common meaning to the term” (NIA, 2013, p.5). 

 

2.2.5 Welsh Public Policy Context  
 
Collaboration is at the centre of public service reform in Wales which is documented 

in several key public documents initiated by Sir Jeremy Beecham’s review of public 

services in Wales in 2004. Local government in Wales has in part been characterised 

historically through a strong culture of central control and delivery (Fudge, 2006). 
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Changes in geographical boundaries and activities initiated by the Local Government 

(Wales) Act in 1994 had begun a breakdown in the traditional dichotomy that had 

‘insulated’ the roles of local councils from other potential service providers (Fudge, 

2006). The creation of 22 unitary authorities was informed by the argument that Wales 

could sustain community based local authorities, closer to the traditional scale of 

European rather than British local government, if the European tradition of working 

across administrative boundaries was developed (WLGA, 2008b). Pivotal, argue 

Farrell and Arnott (2009) to the devolution campaign in Wales was the rejection of the 

Thatcherite agenda, with a particular emphasis on its ‘neo-liberal’ attachments to 

markets in public sector reform.  

 

In 1999, a new regional framework in Wales was implemented because of devolution. 

This marked a further policy shift in public service delivery introduced by the New 

Labour Government of 1997 (Foley and Martin, 2000). An important stimulant for 

devolution in Wales was a perception by citizens that unaccountable quangos were 

becoming increasingly responsible for functions that had traditionally resided at the 

local democratic level (WLGA, 2004). The first term for the NAW saw major control of 

key areas of defence, foreign affairs, energy, employment and economic affairs, social 

security and policing remaining with Whitehall, much unlike its Scottish equivalent 

(Martin and Webb, 2009). More flexibility was available within the areas of health, 

education and local government policy. The Assembly moved surprisingly quickly to 

make the most of these powers, rapidly establishing a distinctive account of public 

services reform, which was in marked contrast with the approach espoused by 

ministers in London (Bradbury, 2006). Indeed, as Martin and Webb (2009, p.213) 

comment:  
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“early manifestations of the so-called ‘clear red water’ which Welsh ministers 
sought to put between themselves and the Westminster government included 
the explicit rejection of the ‘hard-edged’ instruments of top-down performance 
management favoured by many Whitehall departments and the introduction of 
a raft of welfarist initiatives, such as free prescriptions, free school breakfasts 
and free swimming for children and older people, plus more recently the 
abolition of hospital car parking charges” (p.213). 

 

Coupled with this, were the changes in arrangements for the planning and delivery of 

services and new collaborations between the public and private sectors (Hartley, 

2005) in Wales.  

 

A new approach to public sector delivery in Wales was introduced in October 2004 

with the publication of ‘Making the Connections’. Central to this was the premise of 

collaborative working rather than one based on competition. The review of public 

services was mirrored in England with Gershon’s independent review of public sector 

efficiency (or the ‘Efficiency Review’). Issued in July 2004, the review focused on the 

release of “major resources out of activities, which can be undertaken more efficiently 

into front line services that meet the public’s highest priorities” (HM Treasury, 2004, 

p.3). The report concluded that the aim should be for government departments 

themselves to establish networking and collaborative processes for joint working which 

would take over this role and support an ongoing efficiency programme, responding 

to changes in demand and the constitution of the market and customers’ needs.  

 

The publication of ‘Making the Connections - Delivery Beyond Boundaries: 

Transforming Public Services in Wales’ in 2006 heralded a collaborative approach to 

the management and delivery of public services and challenged the existing way in 

which services in Wales were managed and delivered, and said that many of the 

complex problems in service delivery required new and innovative solutions. The 
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review outlined the ‘citizen-centred model’ for Welsh public service reform, putting the 

voice of the citizen as the key driver for service improvement. It further identified that 

the ‘Making the Connections’ strategy for public service reform was the right approach 

for Wales, but it needed to be taken further and faster.  

 

The former WAG’s response to the Beecham review was ‘Making the Connections – 

Building Better Customer Service’ (2007a). Central to this strategy was collaboration 

both across and between public services. Further, it suggested that when services are 

delivered well organisational divisions within and between public bodies are of little 

interest to the service user. However, poor service delivery presents a “real obstacle 

to achieving joined-up customer service as a result of so called ‘silo working’” (WAG, 

2007a, p.1).  

 

The report outlined proposals for Local Service Boards (LSBs) and local delivery 

agreements. The aim of LSBs was to improve the quality of public services and deliver 

better outcomes for citizens by enabling effective public and third sector collaboration 

(WAG, 2008b). Working as a local public service leadership team, Boards were 

challenged to find more innovative ways of tackling the issues of capacity, complexity 

and culture, which Beecham identified as barriers to delivering citizen-centred local 

services. Delivering ‘Beyond Boundaries’ suggested that every local area should have 

established a LSB by the end of 2007/08 and that local delivery agreements should 

be in place across Wales by April 2010. As stated in the LSB Policy Framework, ‘Local 

Service Boards in Wales: Realising the Potential (WAG, 2008b): 

“the purpose of LSBs is to strengthen collaborative leadership to make this 
happen at a local level. This is critical because, if we want front-line public 
services to work as a team for citizens, we must expect leaders of organisations 
to work as a public service team serving the local community” (p.4). 
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Research undertaken by Martin et al (2014) indicates that whilst LSB’s were 

recognised as a collaborative solution to addressing traditionally challenging policy 

problems, their scrutiny was not a statutory requirement. An evaluation undertaken 

between 2012 - 2015 commissioned by the Welsh Government on the European 

Social Fund (ESF) Local Service Board Development and Priority Delivery Project 

included assessing whether it had led to better public services and outcomes for 

citizens. The overarching conclusion was that “overall our summative evaluation 

concludes that it is mainly process outcomes (rather than service/citizen outcomes) 

that have been delivered. With a few notable exceptions, there is little evidence from 

most projects that improved processes have led to improved outcomes for the public” 

(Downe and Elraz, 2016, p.10). The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 

2015 introduced Public Service Boards (PSBs) to replace the LSB’s in each local 

authority area. Each board will assess the “state of economic, social, environmental 

and cultural well-being in its area” (Welsh Government, 2017a). Recent guidance 

published by the Welsh Government (2016) on the governance of the PSB’s states 

that their role will be to “to ensure the role of evidence, analysis and research is given 

adequate consideration in assessments of local well-being; and give evidence and 

analysis a proportionate influence over how local well-being plans are developed, 

implemented and reviewed” (p.3). 

 

The chimera of austerity certainly sets the current agenda for the delivery of public 

services, with collaboration presented as the preferred option to do this. Cited in a sea 

of reports produced by several public-sector bodies is the setting of a backdrop that is 

calling for the radical reform of current public service architecture (WLGA, 2008c; 

WAO, 2010). Policymakers are warning that there is no room for step change policy; 
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rather, an overhaul is required in funding, delivery and regulation. Failure to address 

this could result in adverse results. Evidence to date illustrates the introduction of 

incremental policy change, but if it carries on as ‘business as usual’, resources will 

soon run out (WAO, 2010). Of collaboration as a model for steering public service 

reform, Martin and Webb (2007) state, “it does offer a distinctive vision for the future 

of public services that is remarkable for the way in which it apparently eschews almost 

all other drivers of improvement in favour of a single-minded reliance on collaboration. 

At this very early stage – just two years after the publication of the outline strategy – it 

is impossible to say whether this bold strategy will produce more efficient, joined-up 

and responsive public services that are fit for the twenty-first century” (p.69).  

 

At a Wales level, there is enormous pressure on public services to implement this 

fundamental change in a time of political and economic upheaval, particularly on the 

public purse. Notably this is the biggest challenge that public services have faced for 

a generation. The Wales Audit Report (WAO), ‘A Picture of Public Services – Financial 

Challenges facing public services and lessons learnt from our work’ (2010) highlights 

that public services in Wales face significant reductions in their budgets in the coming 

years.  

 

Coupled with this is the well-documented problems that some local authorities have 

faced, the slower delivery of the collaboration agenda and the leaner financial 

settlements that have been allocated (WLGA, 2008c, p.2). The WLGA report ‘In the 

Eye of The Storm – The Political, Financial and Service Challenges 2009-2014’ 

(2008c) spells out further challenges for the Welsh public sector: 

“the next 10 years represents a huge challenge for all tiers of elected 
government in Wales and we can either work together to plot a course through 
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this or see a ‘slash and burn’ approach to public spending. The biggest 
challenge for this devolution project thus far will be how it deals with this funding 
black hole and our ability across the Welsh public sector to re-invent and 
reshape our services over the next 5 – 10 years to produce sustainable 
outcomes” (p.3). 

 

The current economic climate has significantly shifted the way that governments 

operate and has set the global economy on a new course (WAG, 2010a). Groups have 

been established to bring together different parts of public services in Wales to develop 

innovative approaches to improving the efficiency, economy and effectiveness of 

public services.  This is underpinned in the former WAG’s response to the fiscal 

challenges for the delivery of public services was published in ‘Better Outcomes for 

Tougher Times: The Next Phase of Public Service Improvement’ (2009). The 

document indicated that: 

“we are committed to meeting the needs of citizens through collaboration rather 
than competition. This means active partnership: with all those who work in 
public services, including the third, independent and private sectors and, above 
all, with citizens and communities. Their voices must be centre stage in driving 
improvement” (p.2). 
 

The document further emphasised that there was a need for all public-sector agencies 

including local authorities, local health boards, fire and police services, learning and 

skills providers, national and regional agencies, the third sector, the private sector, 

other social partners and the former WAG to work towards a common priority. 

 

In February 2010, the first Welsh public services summit was held. The theme of the 

summit was ‘Meeting the Challenge of Change’, from which a key announcement was 

made – the establishment of the Wales Efficiency and Innovation Board. At the time, 

this was viewed as the key delivery vehicle to direct this change agenda for Welsh 

public services, and its vision was to see services working together to deliver citizen 
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outcomes. Focusing initially on seven work areas, the programme aimed to transform 

the way Welsh public services were designed and delivered. Specifically, these 

centred around Collaborative Procurement and Commissioning; Public Service 

Information Communication Technology; National Asset Management; Transforming 

the Business; New Models of Service Delivery; Workforce Development and 

Leadership. The Board had four key principles, one of which includes collaboration 

within and across boundaries. Initially, the three key areas of focus of this workstream 

included: 

•” short to medium term impact – concentrating on 3 – 4 tough service delivery issues 
where there is a track record of pioneering action but it is not being translated into pan-
Wales change; 
• medium to long term impact encouraging fresh practical thinking and innovation in 
the design and delivery of public services and scanning the horizon – in Wales, the 
UK and internationally for new approaches with potential; 

• long term impact - developing a vision for the design and delivery of services in, say 
2020, taking account of forecasts of needs, resources, and other trends” 
 

(WAG, 2010c). 

 

Building on this was the document, published by the Welsh Government in February 

2011, ‘Meeting the Challenge of Change: Our Shared Approach to Public Service 

Efficiency and Innovation in Wales’, which set out a clear longer-term programme for 

improving public services. Evidently, the Welsh Government at the time was proposing 

a harder approach to promoting projects, which demonstrably achieved greater 

efficiencies. It can be suggested that this also linked to the increased powers through 

the National Assembly’s Local Government Measure to force collaboration.  

 

This could be counterproductive as the direction of future Welsh public service shaping 

is being promoted as one of shared responsibility which is citizen focused representing 
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a move away from top-down policy, which has historically been associated with 

government centric institutions (Martin and Webb, 2007). There is a danger that the 

‘adopt or justify’ approach to addressing issues could be described as being heavy 

handed as there is a need to have an appreciation and wider awareness of the benefits 

of key initiatives which may not necessarily have been communicated effectively. 

O’Flynn (2009) comments that “collaboration, it seems, is king in a turbulent world 

where governments don’t have the answers to complex challenges, and where there 

is some impetus to move beyond both bureaucracy and markets” (p.113). Radaelli 

(1995) highlights the importance of such institutions to “the building of policy 

knowledge because they help structure meaning, create networks of actors and 

constrain interest definitions” (p.178). The interim report by Simpson (2011), ‘Local, 

Regional, National: What services are best delivered where?’ presented to Carl 

Seargant AM, (the former Minister for Social Justice and Local Government) in March 

2011 examined how local government might perform better if it were to review and 

realign the commissioning and delivery of some of its functions. What is clear in this 

report is that “change should be through collaboration rather than reorganisation 

because of the need to ensure that the core of our services continue to be organised 

locally” (Simpson, 2011, p.4). This was followed at the end of 2011 by the 

establishment of a compact for change between the Welsh Government and Welsh 

local government, setting some key milestones for reform. As the document notes, 

“while this agreement is between the Welsh Government and local government, the 

Welsh Government is seeking more widely to achieve effective, locally-responsive 

services through collaborations across public service organisations as a part of the 

overall public service reform agenda” (WG, 2011a, p.1).  
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The report on the Commission on Public Service Governance and Delivery, more 

commonly referred to as the Williams Review, after the chairperson, Sir Paul Williams 

was published in January 2014. The remit of the Commission was all devolved public 

services in Wales, including local government, the NHS and police forces and provided 

an “opportunity for those who are involved in delivering services, those who are 

politically accountable for them and users of them to examine how public services are 

governed: that is, held accountable for their performance and delivered most 

effectively to the public” (Williams, 2014, p.1). The report’s 62 recommendations set 

out the case for a programme of public service reform and are grouped into the 

following categories: the need for a step change in Wales, both from a performance 

and delivery perspective; the current over-complexity of public sector bodies; the scale 

and capacity to deliver change; governance, scrutiny and delivery; leadership, culture 

and values; performance and performance management. The focus of much of the 

report is on local government. Prior to the 2016 National Assembly elections, there 

was a strong political commitment with respect to implementing the report’s findings 

via the establishment of a Public Leadership Services Panel and the creation of a new 

ministerial post, Minister for Public Services. With the establishment of the new cabinet 

in May 2016, this was visibly absent from the portfolio, questioning both the current 

government’s commitment to and appetite for the continuation of the delivery of the 

level of Welsh public sector reform.  

 

The introduction of collaboration into the Welsh arena has been politically driven from 

a ‘top down’ perspective with the catalyst for this being the Beecham review of the 

management and delivery of public sector services in 2004, which continues in the 

present day. This approach has been favoured in Wales over a customer-driven 
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market approach to the delivery of public services (Williams, 2014). Central 

Government published the Open Public Service White Paper in July 2011 outlining its 

public service reform agenda, by “increasing choice, opening services up to a wider 

range of providers, devolving decision making to the lowest appropriate level and 

improving transparency and accountability of public services” (Local Government 

Association, 2011). In contrast, in the Beyond Boundaries document, the former WAG 

argued that the principle and practicalities of the choice agenda was not considered 

favourable for Wales because of the “concentration of high levels of social need..., 

areas of sparse population, a greater concentration of older people, fewer people in 

paid work and higher level of chronic ill-health, do not lend themselves to the provision 

of choice in services” (Brand, 2007, p.3).  

 

Empirical evidence from three wide-ranging reviews of public services in Wales, 

Beecham Review of Public Services, (2006); Webb Review of 14-19 Education, 

(2007), Williams Review of Public Services, (2014) suggests that the collaborative 

approach could offer a viable alternative to user choice and competition but, for it to 

be fully effective, central and local government need to embrace other drivers of 

improvement (Martin and Webb, 2009). Martin et al (2009) undertook research on 

intergovernmental relations in Wales and surveyed a sample of 308 local government 

managers from its 22 unitary authorities. Two main questions were posited. The first 

centred on which levels of government are involved in the governance of Wales and 

the second focused on how the different levels interact: do they collaborate, compete 

or does the (former) WAG try to command and control? For the collaborative approach 

to be fully effective, central and local government need to embrace other drivers of 

improvement (Andrews and Martin, 2007).  
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Legal compliance for collaboration was introduced by the Local Government (Wales) 

Measure 2011, which reformed the statutory basis for service improvement and 

strategic planning, by local authorities in Wales. The measure linked wellbeing and 

community planning with service improvement. It required local partners to co-operate 

in the delivery of community strategic outcomes and to engage with citizens (WAG, 

2009) in that: 

“together with the broader changes being driven forward through Making the 
Connections, including Local Service Boards and Local Delivery Agreements, 
these developments reflect the highly distinctive and progressive agenda for 
public services in Wales – one which is about citizen voice not consumer 
choice; and collaborative service delivery and improvement” (p.3). 

 

Following the publication of the Williams review, the Welsh Government published two 

responses. One of the White Papers, ‘Devolution, Democracy and Delivery: Local 

Government’ outlined specific proposals on the nature of the reform of local 

government and the form it would take (WG, 2014a). Local Authorities were given the 

opportunity to merge ahead of the Welsh Government’s main legislative programme.  

 

It is clear that the collaborative approach to service delivery introduced by the Blair 

government in 1997 is the favoured approach to citizen focused service delivery in 

Wales and the impetus for this has gained significant momentum for more than a 

decade. Clear messages are being heralded by several key public agencies from both 

a central and local government perspective, which push for the urgency to introduce 

radical innovative approaches to remodelling public service delivery. Incremental step 

changes will not allow for the long-term provision of services in their current format. 

There are a key number of policy vehicles, which are being introduced, via which this 

service delivery approach is and will be delivered. At a Wales level, these include the 

implementation of the Williams Review recommendations, the replacement of LSBs 
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with PSB’s, the work and impact of the Public Sector Leadership Board and a plethora 

of other cross-sectoral partnerships. Whilst this is not being presented as a panacea, 

it does come with a series of key challenges, some well-established, some in their 

infancy and others, which are yet to materialise. Addressing the challenge, it seems 

that Wales has: 

“…to achieve better with the same or less for the citizens and communities of 
Wales. More of the same will not do. The scale of the challenge is such that we 
need a radical transformation in the way public services are planned and 
delivered” (Gatehouse and Price, 2013, p.1). 

 

2.3 Hierarchies, Markets, Networks and the Shift to Collaboration 

 
For more than a decade, collaboration has been the mechanism advocated by the 

Welsh Government for public sector reform. This is also the preferred driver for public 

sector reform for the other devolved nations of Scotland and Northern Ireland. Whilst 

England too has adopted collaboration as a mechanism for the design and delivery of 

public services, choice and competition receive greater focus. There has been a move 

away from traditional, vertical, single organisational structures to ones that are 

horizontal and involve multiple organisations, which collaboration is key to. Hudson et 

al (1997) suggests that “policy fields such as health and social care are best viewed 

as a mixture of relationships that change and vary over time and space. Simple 

hierarchies and tiers have given way to delivery systems that use a mix of 

governmental relationships, new partnerships between the public and private 

sectors…” (p.26).  

 

These changes can be categorised into three distinct governance models, namely 

hierarchies, markets and networks, which emerged post war and are widely cited in 

social policy literature (Rhodes, 2000). Collaboration is a key aspect to the growing 
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body of inter-disciplinary literature around networks. This section explores the 

emergence of collaboration in the context of public sector reform and traces its history 

within the key paradigms of public administration, new public management and new 

public governance.  

 

As is evident from the literature there are traditional characteristics synonymous with 

the organisation of democratic government. These include clear lines of accountability 

and the prescription of day-to-day activities through defined rules, procedures, and 

confined discretion. (Rhodes, 2002; Hood et al, 1998; Pollitt, 2003) However, in the 

last 20 years or so, this model has been changed by the introduction of a range of 

measures designed to shift from what Ling (2002) describes as “a monolithic, inward 

looking public sector too little concerned with the needs of service users” to one which 

favours “mixed-economy” models (p.618). Dickinson and Sullivan (2014) argue that 

“in public administration, advocates of ‘network governance’ focus on interdependence 

by contrasting the values and characteristics of networks favourably when set against 

those of large and inflexible hierarchies and untrustworthy market-based 

relationships” (p.162). This supports Rhodes’ (2000) government to governance 

arguments, the latter being characterised by “differentiation, networks, hollowing out” 

(p.358). Research undertaken by Considine and Lewis (2003) assessed the extent to 

which these new models influenced the work orientations of frontline staff using three 

alternative service types - corporate, market, and network - to that proposed by the 

traditional, procedural model of public bureaucracy. Surveying frontline staff in four 

countries (Australia, Britain, the Netherlands and New Zealand) where the revolution 

in ideas has been accompanied by a revolution in methods for organising government 

services, the degree to which the new models were operating as service-delivery 
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norms was assessed. The findings indicated that a new corporate market hybrid 

(called ‘enterprise governance’) and a new network type have become significant 

models for the organisation of frontline work in public programmes. 

 

Rhodes’ (2000, p.346) aphorisms are a beneficial typology to describe the changes to 

public service delivery models over the last 30 years, with a particular reference to 

explaining the growth of governance theory. The relevant maxims to highlight such 

shifts are summarised below:   

 From government to governance – the move from line bureaucracies to more 
fragmented service delivery.  It involved the introduction of the third and private 
sectors as providers. Such fragmentation, describes Rhodes “not only created 
new networks but it also increased the membership of existing networks”; 

 The hollowing-out of the state – decentralising services / powers to outside 
agencies and to devolved government, of which Rhodes suggests 
governance is a product of; 

 It’s the mix that matters – Rhodes recognises that “no governing structure 
works for all services in all conditions”. He further cites that the limitations to 
hierarchies and markets are well documented, networks however less so; 

 From deconcentration to decentralization – “Decentralization encompasses 
both deconcentration and devolution. Deconcentration refers to the 
redistribution of administrative responsibilities in central government. 
Devolution refers to the exercise of political authority by lay, elected, institutions 
within territorial areas”. 

 

As Taylor (2003) notes the:  

“interest in partnerships, and the range of joint working and collaborative 
activities undertaken within them, is not new. Nor is discussion of the merits (or 
otherwise) of collaboration between the two sectors; indeed, it is one of the 
‘hoary chestnuts’ of social policy. However, New Labour’s rise to power in 1997 
has re-kindled an avid, acute interest in this old perennial” (p.1).  

 

O’Flynn (2009, p.114) describes the positioning of collaboration as a model of working. 

She suggests that “collaboration has become so central to public policy discourse that 

few bother to explain what they even mean by it. Of course, formal definitions abound 

in the diverse literature on the topic, but it is used fairly loosely in the public policy 
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world”. This view would infer that from a practical perspective that there is a lack of 

clarity of how the public domain views collaboration and why organisations do it. This 

is supported by Young and Denize (2008) who found collaboration “describes a work 

environment that requires constant improvisation to deal with the mechanics of doing 

what should be the routine part of the job...” (p.56).  

 

Huxham and Vangen (2000) state that “the last decade has seen a worldwide 

movement towards collaborative governance, collaborative public service provision 

and collaborative approaches to addressing social problems” (p.1159). Indeed, Hill 

and Lynn (2005) postulate that collaboration fits more appropriately with governance 

rather than government and make key distinctions between constitutional institutions 

and administrative practices which they compare to centrifugal and centripetal forces 

which present polar opposites to one another.  They outline that “governance fever is 

catching: Many of the public administration’s leading scholars have embraced the 

concept of governance to frame the ongoing discourse on public management reform” 

(p.173). 

 

There is a need to consider how effectively the public-sector works. As the literature 

suggests, there have been significant organisational shifts in how the government 

operates. Smith and Fredrickson (2003) argue that the “administrative state is now 

less bureaucratic, less hierarchical, and less reliant on central authority to mandate 

action. Accountability for conducting the public’s business is increasingly about 

performance rather than discharging a specific policy goal within the confines of the 

law” (p.208). These characteristics are associated with the well documented paradigm 

shift from what Taylor (2003) describes as “old Public Administration of bureaucracy, 
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hierarchy and monolithic state provision to a ‘New Public Management’ of an 

increasingly fragmented public sector, imbued with a managerialist culture and 

relationships based on competition and marketised notions of the ‘customer’” (p.2). 

Teisman and Klijn (2002) suggest that collaboration is a model of governance. The 

growth of networked forms of governance is popular, breeding the term ‘the networked 

society’.  

 

Central to the move away from this more traditional perspective was the advent of 

devolution, which was assigned with the metaphor the ‘hollowing of the state’. This 

describes “the nature of the devolution of power and decentralization of services from 

central government to subnational government” (Milward and Provan, 2003, p.2) and 

consequently “provided devolved nations with an opportunity to develop new priorities, 

structures and delivery mechanisms for public services” (Brand, 2007, p.1). During this 

period of public sector ‘fragmentation’ (Rhodes 1997; Skelcher 2005), the traditional 

notion of the public sector was inherently challenged. What once was a model of ‘rule 

from the centre’ and characterised by hierarchical control suddenly became more 

horizontally diluted with control being ‘owned’ by a series of related organisations and 

actors. 

 

‘New Public Management is relevant to the discussion of governance because 

steering is central to the analysis of public management and steering is a synonym for 

governance’ states Rhodes (1996, p.655) and further draws upon Osbourne and 

Gaebler’s (1992) suggestion that policy decisions are steering and that service 

delivery is rowing. Radcliffe and Dent (2005) build on this referencing the emergence 

of governance and the new public management agenda as a move away from ‘rowing’ 
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towards ‘steering’ citing that “within many areas of discourse in the UK, Australasia 

and the US, the issue of governance found expression through the development of 

NPM” (p.618). Jorgensen’s (1999) work builds on this view by positing that much of 

the public-sector reform literature fails to recognise its heterogeneity emphasising the 

need to gain a “better understanding of the distribution of stability and change across 

policy sectors and ties of government and the corresponding variety of dynamic forces” 

(p.580). The next section will analyse the concept of collaboration. 

 

2.4 The Definition and Concept of Collaboration  

What emerges from the literature is that there is not one clear definition of 

collaboration. Hardy et al (2003) argue that “collaboration has been studied in a variety 

of literature, each of which has emphasized different effects…while all of these 

literatures are concerned with the outcomes of collaboration, each tends to focus on 

a different kind of effect and different streams of literature rarely acknowledge one 

another” (pp.323-324). 

  

There is an abundance of typologies on collaboration posited by academics (Hudson 

et al 1999; O’Flynn 2007). There are some who have characterised the concept of 

formal collaboration by its strategic nature (Head 2008b; Reich, 2000; Hefetz and 

Warner, 2004) that is organisations working jointly to achieve core objectives. Whilst 

this has clear benefits associated with the availability of resources and expertise, there 

are also questions centring around governance, accountability and the motivation to 

collaborate. A further focus of collaboration centres on joint commissioning of services 

which enables resources to be pooled to enable more efficient service planning and 

delivery but has challenges in power relationships and professional domains and 
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identities (Rummery and Coleman, 2003; Hudson, 1995). Other academics have 

indicated that collaboration is undertaken by organisations in a voluntary capacity 

(Hardy et al, 2003) and it focuses on shared goals. In contrast, Lawrence et al (1999) 

define collaboration more informally as an “interorganisational relationship that neither 

relies on market not hierarchical mechanisms of control but is instead negotiated in an 

ongoing communicative process” (p.481). Jorgensen’s (1999) work adds to this 

concept suggesting that “the classic public sector model is left behind and clear 

alternatives have yet to be seen. It’s a time of in-betweens” (p.565). 

 

Sullivan and Skelcher (2003, p.10) argue that “the collaborative agenda for public 

purpose has been under-theorised and overlooked”. An interesting observation by 

Dickinson and Sullivan (2014) on public policy collaboration literature is that there is a 

‘lack of critical analysis’. They further state that “although there are exceptions, much 

of what has been written about collaboration treats it as a rationalist and 

instrumental tool to bring about particular ends; more often than not, improved 

service-user outcomes or reduced inequalities, for example in health, employment, 

or education” (p.161). This suggests that collaboration should not be just written about 

in a rationalist way, but other aspects should be examined. 

 

Within the context of the public sector, Agranoff and McGuire (2003, p.4) define 

collaborative public management as “the process of facilitating and operating in multi-

organizational arrangements to solve problems that cannot be solved, or solved easily 

by single organisations”. This definition, in contrast to that posited by Hardy et al (2003) 

provides an appropriate platform to explore collaboration with reference to public 

service delivery as it creates opportunity for broad exploration and its does not limit 
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the research to the practical application of specific theories and techniques of 

collaboration. Todeva and Knocke (2005) suggest that regardless of its terminology, 

integration and formalisation in the governance of inter-organisational relationships 

form the basis of collaborative practice.  

 

There are a number of considerations relating to the characteristics of collaboration, 

which are presented by Huxham (2003): 

“a characteristic of research in inter-organizational collaboration is the wide 
variety of disciplines, research paradigms, theoretical perspectives and sectoral 
focuses from when the subject is tackled. Even the most basic terminology is 
subject to various interpretations and there seems to be little agreement over 
usage of terms such as “partnership”, “alliance”, “network” or “inter-
organizational relations”. A further characteristic of the field is that there 
appears to be little recognition of research across disciplines and paradigms, 
so there tends to be little overlap in the articles that are cited in reference lists” 
(p.402). 
 

Authors have focused on a range of areas concerned with collaboration from: its use 

as a necessary strategy for addressing public challenges (Goldsmith and Eggers, 

2004; Mandell, 2001); how collaborative structures should look (Straus, 1999); 

collaborative team characteristics, whether it is competencies (Simonin, 1999), or 

cultural differences among team members (Easterby-Smith and Malina, 1999); 

practical leadership aspects (Armistead et al, 2007; Ansell and Gash, 2008); and  

collaboration outcomes (Lane and Beamish, 1990). This can be further supported by 

Emerson et al (2012) who note that:  

“it is the subject of a growing number of books, articles and monographs. It is 
seen by many as the new way of doing the business of government. Despite 
the popularity of the term in research, and claims of its wide-spread use in 
practice, the study of collaborative governance continues to suffer from a lack 
of conceptual clarity and consistency” (p.23). 
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Thompson and Perry (2006) argue that public managers should understand how the 

process of collaboration works in order to undertake such initiatives effectively. 

Manifested in this, they further argue is the discovery of a complex construct of five 

variable dimensions of governance, administration, organisational autonomy, 

mutuality, and it is the management of these dimensions by public managers that will 

contribute to successful collaboration. In understanding how collaboration works, Gray 

(1989) views it as a process “through which parties who see different aspects of a 

problem can constructively explore their differences and search for solutions that go 

beyond their own limited vision of what is possible” (p.5). 

 

Collaborations are generally initiated with an instrumental purpose in mind, suggests 

Huxham (2000). There may a wide policy focus, for example a Regeneration strategy, 

which will involve multiple level collaborations, whereas others will be more specific, 

with an emphasis on individual projects or for more basic purposes such as 

information, exchanges (Gray, 1989). Langton et al’s (2003) work provides a very 

interesting summary of the emergence of collaborative working practices in health, 

with an emphasis upon user involvement. They further propose that it is difficult to 

develop a definitive definition of collaboration, as there is confusion of terminology. 

The findings of their research suggest that education may be one way to develop 

collaboration between health-care professionals and service users. This is supported 

by Hudson et al (1999) who suggest that collaboration between public sector 

organisations has been considered to be ‘a self-evident virtue’ for some considerable 

time but due to limited attempts by governments to develop evidence-based policy 

making has been described as being ‘conceptually elusive and perennially difficult to 

achieve’.  Emerson et al’s (2012) work compared several conceptual frameworks, 
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which included amongst them cross-sector collaboration, collaborative planning and 

collaboration processes, concluding that a common challenge amongst them was that 

there “is a lack of generalizability, that is, inapplicability across different settings, 

sectors, geographic and temporal scales, policy arenas, and process mechanisms” 

(p.5). 

 

Page (2004) questions the legacy of collaborative working. He suggests that it is 

concerned with producing short-term solutions, is not outcome driven and that 

collaboration challenges hierarchical governance structures in organisations. With 

respect to the theoretical basis of new public management, Behn (2001) argues that 

collaborators should be held accountable to producing results that are directed to 

complying with procedures. Bloomfield at al (2001) emphasise that emerging public 

sector governance structures are complex and there is a need to understand the ‘new 

realities’. Leach (2002) states that: 

“Scholars of public administration have put forth many arguments about the 
value of collaborative public management and its implications for democracy. 
Partnerships also lead to collaborative disadvantage (consideration of power 
differences, excessive costs and inertia)” (p.646). 

 

Huxham and Vangen’s (2000) research on collaboration focuses on processes, 

structures, people and citizens and cite that examples of positive collaboration 

outcomes do exist, for example, building trust between different stakeholders and 

negotiating joint goals. However, they suggest that it is common to hear stories of slow 

or negative processes termed ‘collaborative intention’ and have contrasted it with the 

desired outcome of ‘collaborative advantage’. 
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Collaborative practices within the private sector have influenced how this has been 

applied to public policy, notably used by the New Labour governments to implement 

change in several policy domains though linked, policy goals. As Dickinson and 

Sullivan (2014) note, “the policy rhetoric emphasized the way in which the private 

sector could ‘add value’ to public services through partnership arrangements, how 

professionals could work better together if particular organizational or professional 

barriers were removed, and how diverse and disparate communities could be 

brought together to work with the state in a spirit of consensus and co-operation” 

(p.162). Fareman et al (2001) looks at factors concerned with this area, with particular 

ones appearing repeatedly in the literature that focus on what facilitates or presents 

barriers to co-operating including “management studies, political science, economics 

and sociology” (p.376).  

 

What impact do such perspectives have on the practical implementation of 

collaborative working? The literature suggests a required balance between realism 

and aspiration. Indeed, much of the early theoretical perspectives on collaboration 

within health and social care, argues Booth (1988) was based concurrently on a 

concept termed ‘the naive position’. That is “the presumption of altruism (that health 

and local authorities will collaborate purely for the good of the community they both 

serve) and the presumption of rationality (the belief that authorities will collaborate 

where it can be shown that they can achieve the same ends more efficiently by working 

together rather than separately)” (p.44). In contrast, Bingham and O’Leary (2006) 

suggest that there is little explicit discussion about how collaboration plays out at 

different points in the policy process. Collaboration, they argue, is likely to take a 

different form and have different outcomes upstream in the process (identifying a 
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policy problem and identifying possible approaches to solving it) compared to 

midstream in the policy process (identifying public preferences among possible 

choices, choosing among the possible approaches, and implementing policy).  

 

Hudson (2004) argues that it is now ‘de rigueur’ to talk of the shift from hierarchy to 

network in public sector governance, but all too often this is a debate rooted in 

superficiality and rhetoric rather than careful analysis. The limits of traditional modes 

of administration are accepted, the emergence of a new, more ‘ungovernable’ agenda 

is acknowledged and the rationale for a new approach based upon networks is 

generally favoured. 

 

2.5 The Motivation for Collaboration 

 
This section focuses on the motivation for collaboration. The literature suggests that 

collaboration is a remedy to previous failed approaches by single public-sector 

agencies of dealing with key policy issues (Mitchell and Shortell, 2000; Waddock, 

1991; Bryson et al, 2006; Hambleton and Howard, 2013; Mischen, 2015). Cited in this 

field of study is what has become commonly referred to as ‘messy problems’ (Ackoff, 

1974) or ‘wicked issues’, a phrase first coined by Rittel and Webber (1973) which 

Clarke and Stewart (2003) state “are used to refer to a variety of policy 

challenges…and which cannot be dealt with as management has traditionally dealt 

with public policy problems They challenge existing patterns of organization and 

management.” (p.273-274). Collaboration is put forward as solution to this with Ferlie 

et al (2011) arguing that “they require a broad systemic response, working across 

boundaries and engaging citizens and stakeholders in co-producing policy-making and 

implementation” (p.308). What is viewed as the biggest challenge for contemporary 



45 
 

government is addressing complex multiple social problems that cut across policy 

areas and service areas and cannot be addressed by the silo approach that many 

organisations deploy (Keast and Brown, 2005). This is supported in the wider literature 

that critiques the failure of the traditional approach to solving these issues, which 

clearly opens the door for what Reich (2000) calls ‘new remedies’. Present at the 

academic forefront of introducing said solutions are network structures (Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2001b; Kickert et al, 1997).  

 

Within an American context, Bryson et al (2006) critique the approach of government 

attempting to resolve public policy issues single handily suggesting that its government 

has been subject to the longstanding challenge of its effectiveness when its acts 

independently. This has resulted in “waves of deregulation, privatization, budget cuts, 

and the rise of ‘third-party government’ in which nongovernmental actors are enlisted 

to achieve public purposes” (p.44). Kettl (2006) suggests that “it is virtually impossible 

to find a public program that matters in which a single government organization’s 

jurisdiction can capture the features that determine success” (p.13). He notes that 

analysts have pointed out the risks that “wicked” problems can cause (Rittel and 

Webber, 1973). The literature appears to shape the need to collaborate as an answer 

to previous failed attempts to provide solid solutions to policy problems. Bryson et al 

(2006) present a view that organisations have to “fail into their role on the 

collaboration…organizations will only collaborate when they cannot get what they want 

without collaborating” (p.45). This is further echoed by Emerson et al (2012) who 

suggest that a key driver is the inability of individuals or organisations to achieve 

something on their own which is suggested by Ansell and Gash (2008) as being a 

constraint ‘on participation’ and by Bryson et al (2006) as ‘sector failure’. Hudson and 
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Henwood (2002) argue that, “notwithstanding this fresh policy focus on partnership, 

strategies are still characterised by a mixture of confusion and manipulation, which 

may undermine the very objectives the policies are intended to achieve” (p.154). 

 

As Ranade and Hudson (2003) argue, “by definition old ways of working have not 

worked - that is why these problems are intractable. The partners are attempting to 

co-design something new together for a shared purpose, based on an understanding 

of the ‘whole system’ and the interdependence of its parts” (p.32). Uncertainty, suggest 

Emerson et al (2012) is the basis for this. “Uncertainty that cannot be resolved 

internally can drive groups to collaborate in order to reduce, diffuse, and share risk” 

(p.10).  

 

Noted within Huxham’s (2000) research and cited in O’Toole (1997) is the saturated 

rhetoric within the public domain of the potential of collaboration, but clear latency 

about consideration of the practical question of the required competencies to manage 

the process. Cristofoli et al (2015) present the view that “networks have now become 

widespread due to the view that they are the most appropriate organizational form for 

solving ‘wicked public problems’ and further suggest that “in the short time since this 

happened, doubts have quickly arisen over how to make them succeed” (p.490). 

 

Warburton et al (2008) argue that the trend of governments to rely on networks to 

negotiate and solve social problems has resulted in a large body of policy network or 

network governance literature. Much of this engages in theoretical debates (Provan 

and Kenis 2008; Rhodes, 1997). As a result, he further notes there have been calls 

for more empirical studies of inter-organisational collaboration (Johansson and Borell 
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1999). These authors argue that understanding the elements that determine 

successful collaborative initiatives and their application to specific policy areas is key. 

White’s (2001) research similarly concludes that: 

“there is a need to find new ways to understand how to make these 
arrangements more effective in an environment characterized by complexity, 
dynamics and diversity. This would require an approach to be complex, 
dynamic and use a diversity of processes and methods…to manage conflict 
and collaboration” (p.255).   

 

What White (2001, p.246) also proposes is to “…see the totality of an actual process 

that when carried out properly will tend towards bringing about a harmoniously and 

orderly overall action”. Whilst these findings have their value in organisational theory, 

their application in practical context could infer an air of naivety.  

 

Hatmaker (2015) argues that another motivator for engaging in collaboration is a 

shortage of resources. The public sector is currently experiencing the most extreme 

expenditure restrictions to be imposed in the last 30 years which will certainly 

challenge the collaborative agenda in that organisations face “two-way pressure to 

deliver their core business targets and participate in inter-organisational partnerships” 

(Ranade and Hudson, 2003, p.42). The trend toward community partnerships supports 

the resource dependency issue, as organisations will establish linkages in the external 

environment if they are unable to internally generate the resources necessary to 

maintain their core functions (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978; Coucoulas and Seifer, 2004). 

 

There is an overriding assumption within the body of literature that partnerships are a 

good thing, however there is no overall critique presented. McGuire (2006) supports 

this by proposing that “the literature on collaboration is often celebratory and only 
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rarely cautious. That is because collaboration is a new form of governance, it follows 

that collaboration must be desirable” (p.33). He concludes by stating that “…there is 

still much to learn about collaborative public management and the questions left to be 

answered are nearly endless” (p.40). It could be argued that the motivation for 

collaboration to drive public sector reform is due to its popularity as the favoured 

mechanism. O’Flynn (2009) talks about the ‘cult’ of collaboration, with its roots firmly 

placed in social care and further suggests that it is believed to work even though there 

is no evidence, arguing that “part of the current popularity of ‘collaboration’ has been 

the loose way in which it has been used by both academics and practitioners; suddenly 

everything is collaborative” (p.112). A lacuna in current knowledge for public policy 

experts is further posited by O’Flynn (2009) which includes the potential goldmine of 

work on joint ventures, strategic alliances, and hybrids which ask the fundamental 

question of how are goals achieved.  

 

Academics have highlighted that a key research approach is to explore and thus 

demonstrate the value of the link between organisational processes in specific policy 

areas (Pettigrew, 1985; Boyce, 1996; Rosenheck, 2001). However, what is lacking in 

the literature are recommendations of how to achieve this. Despite the many and 

varied arguments for engaging in collaboration, there appears to be very limited 

verification of its impact. For example, Taylor (2003) argues that “despite the 

proliferation of guidance and good practice handbooks there is in fact little evidence 

of the effectiveness of joint working” (p.139). 

 

There is a need to recognise the practical challenges of implementing collaboration. 

Hudson (2005) describes the development of an effective implementation network 
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being harder than ‘issuing an edict’, but further suggests that its remuneration is longer 

term. He notes that: 

“without such a development, policy will, of course, continue to be implemented. 
The central issue here is the ‘policy–action relationship’ (Barrett and Fudge, 
1981, Hill and Hupe, 2002) – a process of interaction and negotiation between 
those seeking to put policy into effect and those upon whom action depends. 
The way in which this tension is worked through in the implementation process 
is what will shape the future of long-term conditions interventions, and despite 
the certainty of official pronouncements, we do not have a clear picture of what 
this will look like” (p.385). 

 

Klijn and Koppenjan (2000) recognise the weakness in the practical application of the 

networked model of governance, but highlight the importance of its consideration when 

dealing with policy issues stating that: 

“despite this scholarly and substantial work, the network approach can hardly 
be considered to be widely accepted as a theory on which practitioners in the 
public sector base their actions…Because of the ambiguity and complexity of 
these tasks, governments will have to learn to enter into partnerships with other 
parties. Network management strategies will have to become part of their 
standard operating procedures” (p.154). 

 

2.6 Models of Collaboration 

 
This section presents and examines three models of collaboration. The justification for 

the selection of the frameworks is that all are commonly referenced in this area of 

study. 

 

The first, framed by Gray (1989) provides a starting point to the discussion. It is a 

conceptual three-phase model-involving problem setting direction setting and 

implementation. Its characteristics are five-fold – the stakeholders are independent; 

solutions emerge by dealing constructively with differences; joint ownership of 

decisions is involved; the stakeholders assume collective responsibility for the ongoing 

direction of the domain; and collaboration is an emergent process.  
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Figure 1.  Gray’s Framework for Collaboration  

 

 

 

 

Gray, B. (1989), Collaborating: Finding Common Ground for Multiparty 

Problems, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 

 

Gray’s (1989) application centres on tourism policy with particular emphasis upon the 

management of visitor destinations. Its key ideas are drawn from interorganizational 

collaboration and citizen participation and are well supported in the literature (Getz 

and Jamal, 1994; Long, 1997; Selin and Beason, 1991). Whilst Gray’s (1989) model 

clearly presents a framework which provides a theoretical ‘logic’ and recognises the 

importance of stakeholder involvement, its practical application raises more questions 

than solutions. It is rather naïve in its assumption that stakeholders will take ‘collective 

responsibility’. Gray’s (1989) work focuses exclusively on the ‘people’ factor within the 

collaboration process with little regard over other elements, which influence it. This is 

supported by Getz and Jamal (1994, p.173) who utilised the model in the area of 

community tourism and destination management and concluded that “the success of 

collaboration…would be strongly contingent on early identification and involvement of 

key stakeholders”. It is argued that a domain-level focus in community tourism 

planning is critical due to the interdependencies among multiple stakeholders in a 

community tourism destination. 

 

This ‘bottom-up’ model of collaboration appears to prescribe a ‘win-win’ solution to 

addressing complex problems. It visibly fails to flag up the potential pitfalls of what 
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lends itself to be an ever-evolving process. This is further evident in more recent work 

undertaken by Gray (2004) of an 18-month mediation designed to build agreement 

among stakeholders fighting over the management of a National Park in the USA. 

Central to the layers of controversy were tensions between the control of the area at 

a local, state and federal level. What the research, illustrated from a sociological 

perspective, revealed was the need to develop collaborative dialogues when aiming 

to resolve complex problems. Put simply, the reverse of this is that failure to develop 

such a joint approach is the downfall of collaborative initiatives. There is an element 

of ease that exists in this approach that conjures up a ‘chocolate box approach’ to 

collaboration. Whilst it is judicious to emphasise the stakeholder involvement focus, 

its failure to address the diversity of elements that determine a successful collaborative 

endeavour rather weakens its position for wider application. 

 

Gray’s (1989) application to date which is reflected broadly in the literature is limited 

to the tourism sector where the challenges of the collaboration process are 

commonplace to this particular domain. There is a gap in the knowledge of the 

application of this model in wider policy areas. This model has been built upon by 

Bramwell and Sharman (1999) by focusing on the elements that might affect the actual 

working of a collaborative venture. Their research introduces an analytical evaluative 

framework, which presents elements to consider whether local collaborative tourism 

policymaking is inclusive and involves collective learning and consensus building. This 

framework is then applied to assess stakeholder involvement in the development of a 

visitor management plan in an area of the Peak District National Park. Their work 

questions mechanisms to reduce power imbalances between stakeholders in the 

collaboration process and suggest that the framework lends itself to introduce a fourth 
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broad range of issues centring on policy implementation. The outcome of their 

research led to the production of an analytical framework for assessing the 

effectiveness of such projects based on ideas about inter-organizational teamwork, 

‘communicative’ approaches to planning, and citizen participation. Zapata and Hall’s 

(2012) work on collaboration in local tourism partnership concludes that “institutional 

context shapes partnership formation...partnerships reflect the institutional pressures 

of their environments” (p.78). 

 

The second model that is considered is Jones et al’s (2004) adoption of Hudson’s 

(1999) model of collaboration in the health service in Wales. Hudson is a well-

established academic whose specialist area is in collaboration and partnership within 

the health sector, whose model has been widely used by others (Ross et al, 2001, 

Newell et al, 2005). Hudson’s framework consists of ‘ten stages of collaborative 

endeavour’, presented in Figure 2. The justification for selecting this framework was 

due to its emergence from analysis of previous theoretical and empirical work 

undertaken by Challis et al, (1988) and Huxham (1996) in a range of disciplines 

including public administration and management. 

 

Figure 2. Ten Stages of Collaborative Endeavour 

 Contextual Factors: Expectations and Constraints 

 Recognition of the need to collaborate 

 Indication of a legitimate basis for collaboration 

 Assessment of collaborative capacity 

 Articulation of a clear sense of collaborative purpose 

 Building up trust from principled conduct 

 Ensuring wide organisational ownership 

 Nurturing fragile relationships 
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 Selection of an appropriate collaborative relationship 

 Selection of co-ordination pathways 

Jones, N., Thomas, P., and Rudd L., (2004), Collaborating for Mental 

Health Services in Wales: A Process Evaluation, Public 

Administration, 82(1), pp.109-121 

  

Jones et al (2004) note that Hudson suggests that the ‘stages’ should be termed 

‘components’, due to their non-sequential formatting. The justification for its selection 

in the research undertaken by Jones et al (2004) was that it was a useful basis to test 

the model’s application across other Welsh policy areas as “the current research in 

Wales is intended to be a contribution to the further development of the model” (p.121). 

They further state that “with the increasing emphasis by the Labour Government of 

modernizing and improving the public sector and partnerships of various kinds, the 

importance of establishing and maintaining effective collaborative relationships is 

likely to increase, and the usefulness of Hudson’s model deserves to be tested in a 

wide range of organizational context” (p.121). Hudson’s (1999) framework identifies 

ten stages of collaborative endeavour. In its application, he notes that:  

“the notion of 'stages' implies sequential activity… it would be wrong to suggest 
that there is some 'iron law of collaborative endeavour' through which agencies 
must dutifully progress - some may have made more progress on later stages 
than earlier ones, or may find themselves losing some of the success they may 
have gained at any particular stage. The process may need repeated attempts 
to even begin, and thereafter is likely to be iterative and cumulative rather than 
merely sequential, with a large element of learning by doing” (p.237). 

 

Jones et al’s (2004) work on the application of Hudson’s model is a limited piece of 

research as the study was only 6 months in duration. By their own omission, the 

researchers were conscious that the data collection techniques which focused 

exclusively on mental health service managers was restricted and could only provide 

a snapshot of application and findings. Glasby et al (2010) also builds upon Hudson’s 
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work (1998) around the agenda of the deficits of the NHS. Glasby et al (2010) suggest 

that it is timely to reassess the relationship between health and local government. 

Glasby (2003) uses these three categories to compare government responses against 

Hudson’s proposal for a local government led solution and concluded that “they would 

produce a sort of ‘amalgamation of stealth’: a long-term undermining of professional 

autonomy until health and social care organizations are neither autonomous bodies 

with their own unique values and skills, nor fully integrated agencies” (p.975). The 

argument being that a decision needs to be made about whether health and social 

care services are amalgamated or remain separate, with no ‘half way’ measures.  

 

What is illustrated in this research is the lack-lustre history of partnership working 

between health and social care. Further work undertaken by Hudson (2005) around 

the area of partnership working with a particular emphasis on dealing with long term 

conditions (LTC) sees reference being made to the influence from American models 

of working. His research suggests that influences from ‘across the pond’ have heavily 

shaped English strategy in this area and goes as far to suggest that it may be 

considered a hybrid ‘Anglo-US’ model. He further emphasises that despite this, “the 

Department of Health is explicit about the US influence, but keen to stress the home-

grown customisation. In reality, there is little evidence to suggest that such seamless 

care can be effortlessly achieved” (p.380).  

 

The motivation for collaboration is therefore questionable, with Hudson (2005) further 

arguing that “the scale of partnership ambition exhibited by the Government relates 

inversely to evidence of successful achievement, with local partners now exhorted to 

develop ‘whole systems working’ rather than mere ad hoc partnerships. In this respect, 
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therefore, the LTC policy tale is best located at the level of political rhetoric rather than 

daily reality” (p.381). This is refuted by Kernaghan (2008) who suggests that 

partnerships have evolved as a general, ad-hoc response to problems and as a means 

to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of public sector organisations. This can be 

mirrored in the private sector with Kettl’s (2006) work on the transformation on 

government where he describes the approach to coping with recent global disasters 

as being managed by ‘ad-hoc international structures’. Indeed, Hudson and 

Henwood’s (2002) earlier research around Care Trusts observes this divide between 

rhetoric and reality in the policy area of health. “In the case of Care Trusts, there 

remains a strong political commitment to an untried model. In the light of the emphasis 

normally placed by the Department of Health on evidence-based approaches to policy 

and practice, this is perhaps a surprising turn of events” (p.82). Glasby and Lester 

(2004) argue that it is not a case of dismissing a policy direction but that the issue is 

based more on faith rather than on a firm evidence-base. 

 

The third framework originally developed by Huxham (1993) is based on the concept 

of collaborative advantage and was built upon by Huxham and Vangen (2005). 

Collaborative advantage is:  

“achieved when “something unusually creative is produced – perhaps an 
objective is met – that no organization could have produced on its own and 
when each organization, through the collaboration, is able to achieve its own 
objectives better than it could alone. In some cases, it should also be possible 
to achieve some higher-level...objectives for society as a whole rather than just 
for participating organizations” (1993, p.603).  

 

The framework, presented in Figure 3. provides a theoretical basis of the ‘issues, 

contradictions, tensions and dilemmas’ that are associated with collaborative working 

and aims to support “those who seek collaborative advantage in practice…seeking in 
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particular to understand and capture the complexity of the practice of collaboration 

and convey it in a way that will seem real to those who experience it in their working 

lives” (2005, pp.34-35). The themes-based theory “derived from issues repeatedly 

raised by practitioner causing them pain and reward in collaborative situations” (2005, 

p.36).  

 

Figure 3. Model of Collaborative Advantage 

 

Huxham, C. and Vangen, S., (2005), Managing to Collaborate: The 

Theory and Practice of Collaborative Advantage, London: Routledge  

 
 

Collaborative advantage represents a shift away from such principles of service 

delivery together with incremental movements away from the traditional bureaucratic 

shaped organisations which have historically delivered welfare state programmes for 



57 
 

most of the 20th Century. It achieves this via the introduction of cross-organisational 

working in the form of partnerships, which involve a range of stakeholders (Lowndes 

and Skelcher, 1998) and is directly relevant to public organisations. The basis of 

competitive advantage is removed and the notion of what added value can be gained 

from sharing resources, risks and reward is realised (Huxham, 1996). 

 

Ahgren and Axelsson (2005) applied Huxham’s model in their study of the 

conceptualisation and validation of a practical model to measure the degree of 

integration between different providers of health services within the Swedish health 

service. They note the difficulty in finding a high degree of organisational cohesiveness 

in local health. What is commonplace however is that the system is linked together 

through chains of care or other types of collaborative networks, with a focus on older 

patients with multiple illnesses. There is a dearth of knowledge about the level of 

integration that is occurring within such networks. The researchers suggest that such 

information would be ‘essential to guide the further implementation of Local Health 

Care’. The concluding remarks merit its usage, however indicate that there is ‘room 

for improvement’. What is disappointing is the lack of reference to how this could be 

applied in other areas of the health sector or in other key policy domains. 

 

This study recognises that there need to be key stages to the collaborative process, 

which are presented in Gray’s model. There is however a latency with respect to the 

three frameworks of the inclusion of the outcome of the collaborative activity. In order 

for the success or otherwise of the collaboration to be identified, there is a need to 

both acknowledge this stage as well as consideration of the tools by which this will be 

measured.  
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2.7 Existing Knowledge and Evidence of Collaboration in Public 

Services 

 
This section of the chapter focuses on existing studies and evidence of collaboration. 

There is a burgeoning literature that advises on the mechanics of collaboration. 

Huxham and Vangen (1996), identify the key ingredients as: common aims, 

compromise, communication, democracy, equality, trust and determination. Central to 

the debate around the collaborative agenda is where power features within the context 

of stakeholders’ involvement and legitimacy. Rudnicka and Reichel (2009) outline that 

stakeholder analysis provides a backdrop for exploring potential collaborations. 

Coulson-Thomas (2005) explores the qualities of personnel involved in collaboration 

identifying that there is a tendency for participants in the process to take a one-sided 

view. Further research in this area include Huxham and Hibbert’s (2008) work on 

attitudes to learning in inter-organisational collaboration concluding that “the way 

partners interact is (explicitly or implicitly) by the attitudes to learning at play between 

them” (p.524). 

 

The UK in the last 20 years has witnessed the growth of joint models of delivery with 

an increased emphasis on the need for collaborative working. Consequently, this has 

resulted in public services being designed in more collective and co-operative ways 

than ever before (Wooding, 2008). As Hibbert and Huxham (2005) state: 

“inter-organizational collaboration is an established area of organizational study 
and a practical challenge for management…While the need for collaboration is 
clear, research that focuses on the practice of collaboration has demonstrated 
that collaborative situations are inherently riddled with managerial changes” 
(p.3). 
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In terms of evidence from particular services, there are few academic studies which 

present research on collaboration within the domain of skills. Kezar (2005) notes, for 

example that “there has been virtually no research on how to enable higher education 

institutions to conduct collaborative work” (p.831). In other areas of education policy, 

work has been undertaken in special educational needs assessments 

(Farmakopoulou, 2002). This qualitative study focuses on the inter-professional and 

inter-agency collaboration between education and social work authorities in assessing 

the special educational needs of pre-school children. Farmakopoulou (2002) applies 

three models of inter-agency collaboration, namely, the social exchange, 

power/resource dependency and political economy perspectives and concludes that 

only by combining aspects of these models of inter-agency collaboration, is it possible 

to understand the complexity of inter-organizational relations and the reasons why 

collaboration into special educational needs continues to be limited in extent and poor 

in quality. It is shown how the motivation of inter-agency collaboration between 

education and social work authorities is simultaneously internal and voluntary (social 

exchange model) and external and involuntary, in terms of being imposed by a third 

party (political economy model). It is demonstrated how these two welfare agencies 

are engaging in some exchange and some power/resource dependency interactions. 

The author suggests that it is difficult to assess the extent of interdependence 

(unilateral interdependence and reciprocal interdependence) in exchange 

relationships and, thus, whether there is symmetry and/or equality in these 

interactions.  

 

In another education study from the US, Smith and Leonard (2005) examined the 

inherent challenges in the implementation of school inclusion programmes in ten 
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public schools in North Louisiana over a three-year period. The findings revealed the 

critical and challenging role of the principal for establishing collaborative cultures for 

successful school inclusion. Additionally, special education teachers and general 

education teachers experienced intrapersonal and interpersonal value conflicts in the 

pursuit of educational equity amidst a climate of school accountability.  

 

There is some evidence in relation to collaboration in higher education in England 

(HEFCE, 2009) and this is concerned with the collaboration between further and 

higher educational institutions. Within this report, the scope of regional collaboration, 

the membership of such alliances, their management and administration and the need 

to “build in” coherency are all focused upon. In Wales, whilst there is direct emphasis 

on the need to collaborate at a Welsh level (HEFCW, 2010), there is no existing 

academic evidence about how this should happen in practice. It may be that it is more 

difficult for educational institutions to collaborate as they are institutionally focused and 

there is a competitive relationship between them. 

 

In contrast to education, there is more academic literature on collaborative models of 

working within the social care and health sectors. These respective policy areas state 

Dickinson and Sullivan (2014) are “always a focus for new forms of co-ordination” 

which “became a key testing ground for collaborative policy instruments as the   

Labour government sought to modernize the anachronistic health and social care 

systems which so often failed vulnerable groups” (p.163). Within these areas there are 

studies of joint commissioning, for example integrated provision (Provan and Milward, 

2001; Bryce et al, 2004, Boivard, 2006) and pooled budgets (Glendinning, 2003, 

Hultberg et al, 2005). Working collaboratively has been mainstream in the social care 
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and health sectors for over four decades, with the planning and provision centring 

around the individual. Studies within these areas includes Hultberg et al’s (2003) work 

on assessing the differences in goal formulation, collaboration and communication 

between staff in intervention health centres that have implemented co-financing 

projects and health centres working under conventional conditions. The specific aims 

of the study were to assess if: 

 there are any differences between the health centres with co-financed collaboration 

projects and control health centres with regard to how staff perceive existence of 

goals, how to attend the goals and the importance of goals; 

 there are any differences in the character and process of interdisciplinary 

collaboration; 

 this new legislation led to any changes in the service providers’ work procedure in 

rehabilitation.  

 

Evidence from this study suggests that new rehabilitation working procedures can lead 

to a strengthened interdisciplinary collaboration within primary health care services. 

The co-financing and joint political steering of authorities involved probably facilitated 

these working procedures. Based on such common financial and political grounds, 

better collaboration could be achieved through legitimising formulation of common 

long-term goals while emphasising mutual benefits.  

 

There are limited studies that relate specifically to Wales, or evidence exists which 

separates the data collected in Wales from the wider data (Jones et al, 2004; Martin 

and Webb, 2009; Downe and Elraz, 2016, Downe and Hayden, 2016). It is clear that 
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although the policy driver for Wales has been to collaborate, there is an insufficient 

evidence base to support this policy development. 

 

In contrast, there are numerous examples of English studies on collaborative initiatives 

led by the government emphasising joined-up government and partnership in practice, 

for example, Employment Zones, Education Action Zones, Health Action Zones, New 

Deal for Communities and Sure Start but very little reference to collaborative models. 

Research too has been undertaken in other areas including natural resource 

management (Selin et al, 2000), employment (Legler and Reischl, 2003) and urban 

planning (Healey, 1998). Contrastingly, there is very limited literature concerned 

specifically with collaboration around ageing (Bolda et al, 2006).  

 

What are the key ingredients for a successful collaborative model? There is an appeal, 

suggest some commentators (Vincent, 1999; Huxham, 2003) for public policy 

architects to take generic proven successful factors and to seek to implement them 

universally. Research by Glasby and Lester (2004) around the area of mental health 

services examined documents which related to partnership working between health 

and social care. They concluded that it tended “to be descriptive (simply describing 

good practice examples) or heavily prescriptive (stating that partnerships are a ‘good 

thing’ and urging agencies and practitioners to work more effectively together), without 

always citing the evidence for such claims” (p.10). Mandell (1999) suggests that the 

development of a successful model that will resolve society’s ‘wicked’ problems is 

enticing to both academics and practitioners alike. She further issues firm warnings 

about the adoption of such a holistic approach to addressing policy issues as “those 

in the field to ‘latch onto’ and use wholesale. Although it may be tempting to do so, this 



63 
 

‘one size fits all’ type of modelling does not take into consideration the myriad of factors 

and events that must be understood before these concepts can be of much use in the 

‘real world’” (p.8).  

There is no shortage of studies describing the content or nature of collaboration 

frameworks. What is evident is the spectrum on which their successful factors are 

based, whether cited as good practice models, or hypotheses. Review articles, as well 

as case studies, theoretical analyses and toolkits (or practice manuals) take quite 

different approaches to distilling factors influencing the success of collaborative efforts 

whatever they are termed. For instance, some detail sequential stages (Kerka, 1997; 

Sherriff and Wilson, 2006) while others concentrate on the competencies or capacities 

which partners must have or develop (Foster-Fishman et al, 2001; Sullivan et al, 2002) 

some; adopt a multi-category framework of analysis (Kerka, 1997; Wildridge et al 

2004) whilst others concentrate on one set of factors such as processes.  

 

A common school of thought amongst many researchers is that the drivers for 

collaboration, including cost reduction and increased efficiency, will consequently lead 

to improved service outcomes, but this perspective is potentially subjective in 

suggesting that collaborating will automatically achieve such results (Osbourne and 

Plastrick, 1998; Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004). Researchers clearly recognise the 

validity of such presumptions in relation to their implications on the governance and 

service delivery (Forbes and Lynn, 2005; Hill and Lynn, 2005) in that there is a need 

to be clear from the outset of what the sought outcomes are of any collaborative 

endeavour. What is key to understanding how outcomes are attained, suggests 

Langton et al (2003) is to appreciate the tensions between service areas with a view 

that this will eliminate confusion in the use and application of terminology and 
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definitions. ‘Muddying the water’ with this lack of clarity impacts on the ability to 

measure the outcomes and impact of collaboration. This perspective is supported by 

Feldman et al (2006) who conclude that by understanding how networks operate “can 

help public managers identify new actants and alter associations that they might 

otherwise only discover through blind luck” (p.96). Such a ‘rose tinted’ perspective is 

rich in implications and presents a dangerous panacea for the delivery of public sector 

services. What is clearly missing from the literature is research on the application of 

such theoretical viewpoints.  

 

The number of studies on the outcomes of collaborative activities are limited (Koontz 

and Thomas, 2006; McGuire, 2006), with the exception of social outcomes. Work 

undertaken by Sabatier et al (2005) has evidenced that successful collaborations lead 

to increased trust and social capital. Finn (1996), as a contributor to Huxham’s (1996) 

publication on collaborative advantage, provides arguments on the utilisation of 

stakeholder strategies for positive collaboration outcomes. Research has been 

undertaken in the area of water policymaking by Connick and Innes (2003) who 

focused on three case studies which included a wide range of outcomes including 

social and political capital, high-quality agreements, learning and change, innovation 

and new practices involving networks and flexibility. Koontz and Thomas’ (2006) work 

focuses on the environmental outcomes of collaborative management, but rather than 

provide an evidence base on this, conclude that future research in this area should be 

to demonstrate whether collaboration improves environmental conditions more than 

traditional processes. What requires further consideration is the legacy of collaborative 

activities and the mechanisms to measure its impact on the delivery of public services. 
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Historically has this been a factor that has been addressed within the public-sector 

domain?  

 

The influence of private sector practice with respect to how the public sector 

collaborates in the area of health policy is evident in the literature. Research 

undertaken by a number of academics (Bate and Robert, 2002; Alimo-Metcalfe and 

Lawler, 2001; McNulty and Ferlie, 2002) have sought to interpret business approaches 

for public sector contexts. In 2000 the government committed the NHS to an approach 

in service redesign that draws parallel to the change management approach adopted 

by the private sector. One methodology was favoured to introduce this step change in 

the quality of care, termed the ‘collaborative methodology’ which is characterised by 

“the creation of horizontal networks which cut across the hierarchical and relatively 

isolated organisations that make up the NHS” (Bate and Robert, 2002, p.645). This 

research provides much ‘food for thought’ when looking to transfer private sector 

practices into public sector policy and concluded that there was significant opportunity 

to move from ‘knowledge application’ to ‘knowledge creation’, from ‘explicit evidence’ 

to ‘tacit experience’ and from ‘temporary network’ to ‘community of practice’.  

 

With respect to the origins of networked activities, there is empirical evidence to 

suggest that networks originate from the private sector via studies on businesses and 

firms focusing on the areas of elements that produce, develop and sustain voluntary 

relationships (Ranade and Hudson, 2003). They argue that “much of the public policy 

agenda has been mandated to varying degrees by a central executive authority - 

central government - and imposed upon local agencies” (p.48). This is supported by 

Moe (1994) on the introduction of the entrepreneurial management paradigm into the 
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public sector in that “much of the public administration community leadership early-on 

joined in saluting this unshackling from the allegedly outdated bureaucratic paradigm 

and in the adoption of the entrepreneurial paradigm” (p.112). Huxham et al (2005) 

partially refute this by stating that “in practice, many collaborations are partly mandated 

and partly voluntary” (p.11). 

 

There is a need to consider the types of relationships and outcomes associated with 

inter-organisational collaboration. Kanter (1994) references the theory of competitive 

advantage in such collaborative activity and whilst her research is exclusively based 

on the findings from the private sector, it would be interesting to explore its application 

within the public sector, most notably the eight (individual excellence, importance, 

interdependence, investment, information, integration, institutionalisation and 

integrity) key criteria to achieving collaborative advantage. Whilst this approach has 

demonstrated successful inter-company relationships a clear caveat is flagged up in 

that “there are limits to how much a company should change to accommodate the 

demands of an alliance. The potential value of the relationship must be weighed 

against the value of all the other company activities” (Kanter, 1994, p.108). This may 

be more straightforward in its application in the private sector where output and 

shareholders are crucial, but in contrast the public domain has more complex 

governance challenges. 

 

Over the last 30 years, the models to facilitate public sector reform have included the 

shift from public administration, new public management to new public governance. 

The analysis begins to unravel why collaboration has become such a crucial method 

of working deployed to design and implement public services. It is presented in the 
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literature as a response to the failure of more traditional approaches to addressing 

complex policy issues, which is suggested, cannot be solved by vertical, hierarchical 

structures historically associated within more formal public-sector organisations. 

Research indicates its association with the ‘networked’ form of governance adapted 

to deal with a public sector, which can often be described as segmented. The section 

then questions whether the public sector has the appropriate climate for implementing 

collaborative practices.  

 

The concept of collaboration has been examined with a focus specifically on its 

definition. It is widely recognised that there is a plethora of definitions and typologies, 

which focus on key areas whether it is related to shared outcomes, strategic goals or 

efficiency savings. Overly referenced in the literature is the underlying assumption that 

collaboration is a solution to the ‘wicked problems’ that organisations are unable to 

address independently and as such could be seen to be a criticism of how the public 

sector has traditionally operated. As Head and Alford (2015) state: 

“government organizations are good at implementing policies and delivering 
services that are relatively standardized, routine, and high volume…they 
perform tasks like delivering entitlements, treating patients, and administering 
tests efficiently…But they seem to be less well equipped to respond effectively 
to non-routine and nonstandard service challenges. Not unexpectedly, some 
public officials find it challenging to handle the more difficult problems facing 
them. This is especially true of what have been called ‘wicked problems’—those 
that are complex, unpredictable, open ended, or intractable (p.712). 
 

Moreover, it is suggested that the model for implementing this is through ‘networked’ 

governance, which has changed the landscape of the public sector in how it 

implements its policies and programmes with the introduction of deregulation and the 

third sector as service delivers. Much of the research on this area focuses on the 

theory, with further calls for more analysis of its practical implementation. The existing 
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evidence however does infer a ‘mother and apple pie’ perspective to the application 

of the networked governance approach in that the theory does not address a crucial 

number of key challenges. Fenwick and McMillan (2009) noted that the UK 

government has noted the operational problems presented by partnership working, 

with the caveat that “help would seem to be at hand, for there is a plentiful official 

guidance on partnership working from the UK government. When codified into a set of 

‘tools’ – or even a whole toolkit – the impression is produced that this is a value-free 

process requiring technical management rather than the resolution of difficult 

questions about resources or political choices” (p.1).  

 

The literature stresses that there is a sense of ‘inevitability’ that public sector 

organisations will collaborate because it is politically driven, albeit at different levels 

due to the failure to present policy solutions to complex problems. It further highlights 

that there is difficulty in its full achievement because of the lack of evidence-based 

practice. There is an inference that the emergence of cross-sectoral working is as a 

direct result of the failure of government to work independently. The analysis of 

collaboration therefore proves to be challenging, with the lack of identified 

benchmarks. The literature suggests that the citizen is central to the shaping of this 

agenda, which was more evident with the emergence of the ‘networked society’ and 

the growth of horizontal decision-making. This is in relation to service implementation, 

which contrasts to the central vertical mechanisms historically associated with the 

public sector. 

 

The literature highlights rationales as to why organisations should collaborate and 

suggests the existence of a plethora of ‘good practice’ sources as to what factors 
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should be considered to ensure that the outcome is successful. What however is 

evident is the need to reduce this with what Bate and Robert (2002) describe as 

‘knowledge elicitation’ i.e. the application of best practice models and examine the 

outcomes in ‘real’ settings and the practical challenges captured by Huxham and 

Vangen (2005): 

“inter-organizational collaboration is an established area of organizational study 
and a practical challenge for management…While the need for collaboration is 
clear, research that focuses on the practice of collaboration has demonstrated 
that collaborative situations are inherently riddled with managerial changes” 
(p.3). 
 

The models presented and their application within specific public-sector domains is 

based on existing knowledge, which creates an assumption that they potentially have 

the right answers for effective collaboration. Bate and Robert’s (2002) definition of co-

creation is one, which takes place where ‘no one has the answer’. Rather partners 

work together to generate knowledge jointly to find the solution. This is more evident 

now in the delivery of public services. Research by Terry (1997) supports this in 

questioning how two diverse services can work together which overcomes the 

practical disadvantages of being separately organised and staffed. Part of the public 

interest in such questions undoubtedly stems from the numbers of elderly people who 

now qualify for support in various forms from the health and social services. 

Demographic trends are prompting a fresh look at alliances, not for the ‘economies of 

scale’ so favoured in the 1960s, rather for the scope for improved service at the point 

of delivery. 

 

In terms of addressing collaboration’s practical execution, the literature suggests the 

need to understand the difficulties between service areas to ensure that the application 

of terminology is not ‘lost in translation’. Failure to do this has implications not only on 
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its adoption but also on the ability to measure its outcomes and effects. Indeed, this 

approach can assist public sector organisations identify new partners and ways of 

working which are informed rather than being ‘stumbled upon’. What is evident in the 

literature is an imbalance between the theoretical perspectives on the motivation for 

collaboration and research on its practical implementation. There is a visible need to 

address this latter area in order to advise future performance of public sector 

organisations. 

 

There is an assumption that delivering public services collaboratively unites 

organisations that “will share ideas, experience, and perhaps even resources, in order 

to learn and to improve” (Hartley and Bennington, 2006, p.106). However, the 

difficulties associated with collaboration at both central and governmental levels is also 

identified by the academic community (Moseley, 2009). Collaboration as a model of 

working has received growing research attention in the last decade or so, which is 

supported by the proliferation of literature, much of which presents it to policymakers 

as a necessary driver to enable public sector organisations to work collectively to 

resolve policy issues.  

 

In considering the volume of publications, it can be said that collaboration has seen a 

steady growth and appears to be heading towards a level of maturity, the majority of 

which has focused on the theory of how to collaborate and its promotion as the 

preferable option to implement public sector reform. Although researchers have 

explored a considerable number of areas, a review of the literature highlights that 

many of these have received minimal attention. Among these is a detailed evidence 

based analysis of collaboration from the practitioner’s perspective. Further, it is 
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recognised that the knowledge surrounding its practical application has in both the 

academic and professional literature been accumulated in an ‘ad hoc’ fashion, which 

does not provide a sufficient body of research around this area. Given the increased 

importance of this approach in both Wales and wider within the UK, the need to know 

what works is important.   

 

The collaborative agenda within the policy area of education and skills has gained 

momentum in recent years. HEFCW and HEFCE, the respective funding councils for 

higher education in Wales and England, have promoted this as a central tenet of 

strategies, with reconfiguration and collaboration as one of HEFCW’s three enabling 

themes of their Corporate Strategy (2013 – 2016) and HEFCE citing in its 2015-2020 

Business Plan that it will achieve its aims and objectives by working in partnership with 

others to influence and lever investment in. The Welsh Government’s Skills 

Implementation Plan, published in 2014 outlines its commitment to build upon the 

regional collaborative skills partnership model to develop flexible, regional responses 

to skills needs. Notwithstanding this, the application of models of collaboration in 

education and skills policy is limited, in comparison to research conducted in the policy 

area of health and social care as highlighted in work undertaken by Hultberg et al 

(2003) and Dickinson and Sullivan (2014). Wales focused studies on the application 

of models of collaboration are limited in number and it thus presents an opportunity to 

contribute to the existing knowledge in this area. This section has highlighted that the 

literature in collaboration within the health and social care sectors is much more 

exhaustive than in skills. 
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Research in the area of governance has received much academic attention, 

particularly in the areas of health and social care, as referenced earlier in this section 

(Bryson et al, 2006; Higgins et al, 1994; Hultberg et al, 2003). Notwithstanding such 

research focus, employing different theories may prompt additional insights. For 

example, in the academic literature, several studies have employed the perspective 

that collaboration is seen to be the preferred option in resolving complex policy 

problems. There are still many issues, which are not known about collaboration, for 

example its effect on performance management and governance challenges in areas 

such as human resources and financial management. Notwithstanding the challenges 

that exist in its application, there is a realisation by the Welsh Government of its merits 

as a model of delivering public services that it is widely advocated. The public sector 

has to face such challenges by taking a proactive attitude and making it happen in 

order to reap the benefits. There is further opportunity in informing future research to 

address the key issues and initial stages for the development of a conceptual 

evaluation framework for the public sector to address how it collaborates.  

 

The present review of literature on collaboration has identified certain issues which 

have neither been satisfactorily addressed nor given due consideration. This would 

enable the decision-makers to decide on the shape of programmes and ultimately the 

shape of public sector services and provide an ‘aide memoire’ to policymakers. 

 

What is apparent from this literature review is that the largely positive predictions 

regarding the potential benefits of collaboration from a conceptual perspective have 

not been supported by empirical research. It is possible that it is still too soon to 

evaluate the full effects of collaboration initiatives on public sector service delivery. It 
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is further possible that the empirical research conducted to date has been too shallow 

and has lacked a clear focus. For example, simply asking stakeholders such as staff 

in an unstructured way about their views on how services are delivered collaboratively 

is insufficient. The research contends that deep qualitative research, including 

interviews is required. McGuire (2006) supports this by stating that “…there is still 

much to learn about collaborative public management and the questions left to be 

answered are nearly endless” (p.40). Ranade and Hudson (2003) further this debate 

by arguing that “even if the climate is favourable, and collaboration is widely regarded 

as a virtue, finding a legitimate basis for collaboration may still be difficult” (p.39). 

Further evidence of a literature lacuna is presented by Williams (2010) who suggests 

that partnership is seen, generally as a ‘good thing’. He further identifies that “…very 

little empirical work has been done to justify either the claim that policies in the past 

failed because of lack of partnership or that partnership arrangements have 

demonstrably improved outcomes” (p.3). Entwistle (2014) presents a viewpoint on 

what factors are required for successful collaboration stating that: 

“the ingredients which make for successful collaboration in a professional 
network focused on the dissemination of best practice are unlikely to be the 
same as those required for the formalised governance processes of a special 
purpose vehicle. Although the literature is not sufficiently advanced to allow fine 
grained analysis of this sort, there is an emerging consensus on what might be 
regarded as the generic ingredients of network effectiveness” (p.7).  

 

The four factors that he presents are external support, network integration, 

formalisation and accountability, and network management. 

 

Williams (2010) has already drawn on this view in his analysis of partnerships. He 

further suggests very little empirical work has been undertaken to assess whether they 

have improved public service delivery outcomes or whether as a result initiatives have 
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failed. Jorgensen (1999) suggests that there is a need to consider what factors have 

resulted in the lack of clarity between the boundaries of administration and politics.  

From a governance perspective, collaboration could be perceived as an ‘institutional 

pressure’ within public organisations. The disappointing results reflected in the 

empirical research can be interpreted, from an organisational perspective, as 

indicating that collaboration is only loosely coupled to guaranteeing success. For 

example, within the existing traditional vertical model of government how realistic is it 

to move from informal collaborative arrangements to formal collaborative governance 

structures of operation? The problem with some research on collaboration is that it is 

guided by a rational view as being the only option to deliver quality public services. 

This is supported by Kooiman (1993) who observes that the proliferation of different 

organisational forms and models of governance has presented challenges for senior 

government officials to control and manage the administration of the public sector. 

Young and Denize (2008) suggest that collaborative working presents “a number of 

competing interests, including the needs of the client’s vs the governmentally imposed 

goals and performance metrics of the organisation” (p.56). This is further emphasised 

by Armistead et al (2007) who state that “though partners may enter into a 

collaboration with benevolent intent, it is in practice much more difficult to negotiate 

shared purpose and resolve competing interest” (p.218).  

 

The lack of evidence of the impact of collaboration jeopardises the understanding by 

both practitioners and policymakers alike of the factors they need to be informed of to 

ensure effective delivery of public sector services. Predominantly this is based upon 

the lack of empirical research to support the application of the theoretical perspectives 

presented by academics and the general assumption that collaboration is a panacea 



75 
 

for the delivery of public sector services, which is supported by limited analysis. As 

Provan and Lemaire (2012) note, “unfortunately, too often public managers are asked 

to create, build, manage in, and maintain service delivery networks with little 

knowledge or understanding of the research that has been conducted on the topic” 

(p.638). Many of the writings in this area of research are normative and predictive in 

nature. Empirical research into the application of models of collaboration in the Welsh 

public sector is limited and it is evident that further practice-based research is required 

to understand the effects of this.  

 

From the above, it is clear there are further opportunities to contribute to knowledge in 

this area. These include - 

 undertaking research in the application of collaboration as a model of managing 

and delivering public services from a   practitioner perspective; 

 evaluation of collaborative working methods within the public-sector domain;  

 research on the application of models of collaboration in key policy areas, for 

example education, and more specifically their employment within a Welsh context; 

 research to explore key aspects that impact on collaboration e.g. geography. 

 

2.8 Conclusion 

 
Collaboration has been a key policy driver for the Welsh Government since 2004 and 

has shaped Welsh public sector management, favouring a model of co-operation, 

rather than competition for the design and delivery of public sector services (Williams, 

2014). However, few collaboration scholars have undertaken extensive studies on its 

impacts in Wales and it is only at the latter stage of writing this thesis, that Wales 
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focused studies are being published (Downe and Hayden, 2016). Thus, this study will 

contribute further to this agenda. 

 

The research will draw upon Hartley and Bennington (2006) implications for research 

on knowledge generation and its application, in that it needs to include the need to 

develop theories, which take account of the political and more explicitly contested 

nature of knowledge in the public service sector. El Ansari et al (2001) further state 

that with respect to collaboration “there are calls emphasising the need for evidence 

of its effectiveness. However, the nature of the evidence to assess the effectiveness 

is less clear” (p.215). 

 

As outlined in the policy context, the focus for the design and the delivery of public 

sector services in Wales is clearly via collaboration. Thompson and Perry (2006) 

outline that for academics a more systematic attention to understanding the process 

of collaboration will further the public value of this emerging field of study. The 

uniqueness of the Welsh context will add a further dimension to scrutinising this 

particular policy agenda. Nylen (2007) questions how the effectiveness of collaborative 

arrangements can be assessed in terms of resource requirement versus outcome 

potential. A critique by Powell of a book written by Sullivan and Skelcher (2003) 

highlights that it is not clear whether individual and organisational capacities for 

collaboration are similar in all situations, or whether they differ between different 

partnership types.  

 

There is a gap in knowledge about the outcomes of collaboration. There is a strong 

focus in the literature on the recognition of collaborative activities in relation to service 
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delivery producing better outcomes for people (Hardy et al, 2003; Goldsmith and 

Eggers, 2004; Taylor, 2003). There is however a recognition of the dearth of evidence 

within the literature that highlights the need for research into how outcomes are 

evaluated and the tools to do this (Langton et al, 2003; Hardy et al, 2003; Boyne and 

Law, 2005; O’Flynn, 2009). This thesis will address this and contribute to the reduction 

of the literature lacuna.  

 

It will further contribute to debates within Welsh public services as to the most suitable 

means for public sector agencies to increase their capabilities and capacity to deliver 

and design collaborative activities more effectively. More broadly, this research will 

provide information that is relevant to policy makers and practitioners alike on how 

resources should be allocated, with respect to collaborative endeavours.  

 

The research will contribute to analysing the proliferation of different forms of 

collaboration (Lindsay, 2009) within a Welsh policy context. It will further examine how 

established models of collaboration presented by academics presented earlier on this 

chapter (Gray, 1989; Jones et al, 2004; and Huxham and Vangen, 2005) can be 

applied to the public-sector reform in Wales. For the purpose of the thesis, the policy 

area of education and skills will be the focus. Data on a model of collaborative working 

within this policy domain in Wales will be empirically collated and analysed. The model 

is the RSPs in Wales, and the research will focus on two of these partnerships 

operating in South West & Central Wales and in North Wales. 

 

Due to the relatively recent emphasis placed in collaborative working within Welsh 

Public Services, there is dearth of data surrounding its practical implementation. It will 
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be necessary to supplement this data via a ‘broad-brush’ analysis of national policies 

and face to face interviews with key stakeholders. The research will provide an 

evidence base for future policy directions and will provide an opportunity to measure 

the impact of the design and delivery of collaborative services.  

 

Due to the relatively recent introduction of the collaborative agenda within the Welsh 

public sector, this research will provide an opportunity to identify a number of key areas 

for the practical implementation of collaboration as a mechanism to drive public sector 

reform. Notwithstanding the recognition of the significant research that exists in the 

area of collaboration, it is proposed that the focus of this study be on the Welsh 

context. This will then provide policymakers and practitioners alike with a better 

understanding of the picture in Wales, and inform them of the issues to consider when 

developing and delivering future policies and initiatives. The key areas will include: 

 the effect of external and internal constraints on collaborative working. The 

images of mixed advantages and disadvantages accruing from collaborative 

enterprises reflect the current ambiguous state of knowledge about strategic 

alliance networks and their multidimensional consequences (Needham, 2007); 

 what conclusions can be drawn from empirical evidence on the merits of Welsh 

public sector partnerships;  

 the factors that are likely to influence the degree to which Welsh public sector 

bodies can successfully collaborate. One crucial element is partner selection. 

Amabile et al (2001) state that “…few researchers have considered the effects 

of the institutional contexts surrounding collaborators from different 

organizations, despite the potential importance of context in determining 

collaborative success…the degree of support that each individual receives from 
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his or her home institution could influence the time and resources available to 

a project” (p.3); 

 the extent to which public sector practitioners have changed their cultures and 

practices to facilitate new models of collaborative working. There will be an 

analysis of the identification of how factors such as organisational attributes 

condition participation opportunities and how organisations perceive the merits 

of collaboration; 

 Fusion or fission? Whilst the Welsh Government advocates collaboration as the 

preferred way of working, it is on a voluntary basis. Aside to this, the research 

will examine why organisations collaborate as not all partnerships are 

intentionally designed to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes for all parties. 

Koza and Lewin (1998) suggest that some organisations may enter 

collaborative partnerships with an approach that is cautious and low risk. It may 

be a pathway for exploring opportunities for subsequent re-organisation; 

 the sustainability of collaborative partnerships within the Welsh public sector.  

 

What is inherently clear is that the research agenda in the field of collaborative working 

is neither new nor in its infancy. Extensive literature in the area reflects upon a wide 

number of facets as noted earlier in this chapter. There is a shortage of research 

around the outcomes of collaborative alliances in Wales. Public funding is being 

directed at the delivery of services under the umbrella of collaborative working with the 

underlying aim of their improvement and to meet what the former WAG termed in 2009 

as the ‘unprecedented challenge’ placed on these services.  
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Documented in this chapter is the commitment of the Welsh Government to continue 

with collaboration as a mechanism to implement public sector reform. Evidently, it 

appears not to be a ‘flash in the pan’ policy whim, rather an approach that has gained 

substantial momentum and strength over the last decade or so. With the rapid growth 

of vehicles to implement the above approach across an increasing number of policy 

domains, the case is strengthened to focus specifically on the uniqueness of Wales 

with respect to responding to the aim of this study which is to identify the elements 

that practitioners feel is required for effective collaboration in order to frame a critical 

reflection with the purpose of informing future actions and strategies. 

 

Following a review of the academic literature there are several themes and messages 

that emerge in relation to collaboration. These themes have been identified as follows: 

(1) Defining Collaboration (2) Motivational Factors to Collaborate (3) Benefits of 

Collaboration (4) Barriers to Collaboration (5) Measuring Outcomes of Collaboration 

(6) Skills required to Collaborate. It is these themes and key messages that shaped 

the research methodology and method, and to establish the questions for the semi-

structured interviews that were undertaken to answer the research question.  

 

Table 2. summarises the key academic papers, their main arguments and their relation 

to the theme.  

Table 2. Literature Review Grid of Key Papers 

In Text 
Citation 

Source Arguments or Main 
Findings 

Relation to 
Themes 

Dickinson, 
H. and 

Towards a General Theory of 
Collaborative Performance: 
The Importance of Efficacy 

The authors recognise 
that collaboration as a 
mechanism to improve 

5 
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Sullivan, H., 
(2014) 

and Agency, Public 
Administration, 92(1), 
pp.161-177 
 

service design and 
delivery, however they 
argue that there is little 
evidence that links 
collaborative activity to 
improved service 
outcomes.  

Huxham, C. 
and 
Vangen, S., 
(2005) 

Managing to Collaborate: 
The Theory and Practice of 
Collaborative Advantage, 
London: Routledge  

The authors draw on the 
theory of collaboration 
which are drawn from 
practice detailing the 
challenges of 
collaboration.  

2,3,4,5 & 6 

Hudson, B., 
Hardy, B., 
Henwood 
M., and 
Wistow G., 
(1999) 

In Pursuit of Inter-Agency 
Collaboration in the Public 
Sector, Public Management, 
1(2), pp.235-260 
 

The authors review 
existing literature to 
better understand inter-
agency collaboration as 
a concept and as a 
process. They present a 
framework to be utilised 
when undertaking a 
collaborative activity 
and apply this approach 
in a study of inter-
agency collaboration in 
community care.    

1,2 

O'Flynn, J., 
(2009) 

The Cult of Collaboration in 
Public Policy, Australian 
Journal of Public 
Administration, 68(1), 
pp.112-116 
 

The author presents a 
discussion on what 
collaboration is in the 
context of public policy, 
arguing that 
collaboration should not 
be presented as 
panacea to solve all 
public policy issues as 
it is often presented in 
the academic literature, 
but that there is a need 
from a practitioner 
perspective to ‘cast a 
critical eye over the 
rhetoric of 
collaboration’.  

1 

Jones, N., 
Thomas, P., 
and Rudd 
L., (2004) 

Collaborating for Mental 
Health 
Services in Wales: A Process 
Evaluation, Public 
Administration, 82(1), 
pp.109-121 
 

The authors present the 
findings of research 
undertaken in testing 
Hudson et al’s (1999) 
framework for 
collaboration in the 
public sector with 

6 
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mental health services 
in Wales. The findings 
indicated that to 
facilitate collaboration 
staff need to be 
equipped with a specific 
skillset. 

Head, B.W. 
and Alford, 
J., (2015) 

Wicked Problems 
Implications for Public Policy 
and 
Management, Administration 
& Society, 47(6), pp.711-739 
 

The authors’ work 
builds on the concept of 
“wicked problems” first 
coined by Rittel and 
Webber (1973) which 
suggests that policy 
problems cannot be 
addressed by one 
individual organisation, 
rather it requires a 
collective response. 
The article addresses a 
number of the 
challenges to 
implementing this 
approach for public 
sector managers.  

2,3,4,5 & 6 

Entwistle, 
T., (2014) 

Collaboration and Public 
Services 
Improvement, Public Policy 
Institute for Wales, pp.1-11 
 

The author’s work from 
research evidence 
highlights the elements 
for collaboration to be 
effective, arguing that 
rather than for the 
Welsh Government to 
encourage all sectors to 
work collaboratively, 
partnerships should be 
prioritised where 
working collaboratively 
can have the biggest 
impact and the required 
support to do this be 
provided.   

1,4,5 & 6 

Thomspson, 
A.M., and 
Perry J.L., 
(2006) 

Collaboration Processes: 
Inside the Black Box, Public 
Administration Review, 
December special issue, 
pp.20-32 
 

The authors argue that 
public managers should 
look inside the "black 
box" of collaboration 
processes. Inside, they 
will find a complex 
construct office variable 
dimensions: 
governance, 
administration, 

6 
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organizational 
autonomy, mutuality, 
and norms.  
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology  

 

3.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter presents the research aim and details the researcher’s epistemological 

and ontological position providing the rationale for the selected research strategy. The 

research design is then presented together with the data collection techniques 

underpinning the thesis. The issues of bias and ethics are considered followed by a 

discussion of the limitations of the research, which may have a bearing on the study’s 

conclusions.  

  

The aim of this research is to identify the elements that practitioners feel is required for 

effective collaboration. It is set within the context of RSPs in Wales. The study seeks 

to capture professionals’ views of collaboration in the public sector to frame a critical 

reflection of this process and to inform future actions and strategies. It is proposed that 

to achieve this aim, a qualitative approach will be adopted with a case study, involving 

semi-structured interviews and an analysis of key documentation. The subject of this 

research originates from a professional interest in how public service practitioners 

should collaborate in responding to such a key policy driver from the Welsh 

Government. The researcher was part of the research process, managing the 

RLPSW&CW from September 2010 – September 2015. The chapter presents the 

justification of the above methodology and highlights the appropriateness of the 

methods adopted to fulfil the research aim.  

 

The discussions in this chapter will broadly adopt Saunders et al’s (2012) ‘research 

onion’ model (Figure 4.) which illustrates the steps that a researcher undertakes in 

developing an effective research methodology, which begins from the outside, 
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determining the study’s research philosophy moving towards the inner core of data 

collection and data analysis.  

 

Figure 4.   Research Onion Model 

 

 

 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. (2012) “Research Methods for Business 

Students” 6th edition, Pearson Education Limited 

 

 

3.2 Research Philosophy 

 

The research philosophy “refers to a system of beliefs and assumptions about the 

development of knowledge” (Saunders et al, 2015, p.124) and the nature of the reality 

being investigated (Bryman, 2012). In determining the research approach there is a 
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need to understand where the researcher is positioned in their field of study, 

specifically, this is the epistemology (what is known to be true). Epistemology is “the 

philosophical knowledge of theory” (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.8) and as Furlong and 

Marsh (2010) state “each social scientist’s orientation to his or her subject is shaped 

by his/her ontological and epistemological position. Even if their positions are under-

acknowledged, they shape the approach to theory and methods which the social 

scientist uses” (p.184). Deriving from the Greek meaning ‘existence’, Furlong and 

Marsh (2010) suggest that the main issue with ontology is “whether there is a ‘real’ 

world ‘out there’ that is, in an important sense, independent of our knowledge of 

it…there are two broad ontological positions…foundationalism/objectivism/realism, 

which posits a ‘real’ world, ‘out there’ independent of our knowledge to it; and anti-

foundational/constructivism/relativism, which sees the world as socially constructed” 

(p.185). 

 

With respect to epistemology, Bryman (2012) states that the issue with research 

“concerns the question of what is (or should be) regarded as acceptable knowledge in 

a discipline” (p.27). It includes positivism which is an epistemological position “that 

advocates the applications of methods of the natural sciences to the study of social 

reality and beyond” (p.28). Positivism “involves the view that social sciences can be 

built upon the same model as the natural sciences” (Nicholson, 1996, p.128) with the 

underlying aim for research being “to provide objective knowledge – knowledge that 

is value-neutral, unbiased by the research/researcher process…a belief in the 

correspondence of knowledge with what can actually be proven to exist” (p.12). 

Researchers such as Hempel (1965) argued that observation and experience were 

the main criteria by which scientific theories were judged.  
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At the other end of the epistemological spectrum is interpretivism which is “predicated 

on the view that a strategy is required that represents the differences between people 

and the objects of the natural sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to 

grasp the subjective meaning of social action” (p.30). King and Horrocks (2010) further 

state that within this theoretical perspective “actually conversing with people enables 

them to share their experiences and understandings” (p.11). An interpretivist approach 

focuses “on what humans believe what the world is and how our understandings of 

the world are a consequence of humans who construct this meaning” (Loseke, 2011, 

p.165) with the assumptions about the world being that “social reality is constructed 

through language which produces particular versions of events” with the knowledge 

produced not “adhering to traditional conventions…being brought into being through 

verbal exchange” and the role of the researcher being the “co-producer of knowledge 

and therefore required to be reflexive and critically aware of language” (King and 

Horrocks, 2010, p.20). This paradigm usually rejects “the notion of producing cause 

and effect explanation of behaviour in preference for identifying and understanding the 

meanings, language and skills that people deploy in everyday life to construct society” 

(Kettley, 2010, p.78). A variation of this approach is phenomenology, whose studies 

“focus on experiences, events and occurrences with disregard or minimum regard for 

the external and physical reality” (Dudovskiy, 2016). Reiners (2012, p.2) states that 

“Interpretive phenomenology is used when the research question asks for the meaning 

of the phenomenon and the researcher does not bracket their biases and prior 

engagement with the question under study”.  

 

The epistemological stance of the researcher is interpretivist from a phenomological 

stance, in that the researcher will look for a “presence or absence of a relationship but 
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also the specific ways in which it is manifested and the context in which it occurs. Thus, 

the researcher can go beyond “what” has occurred and see “how” it has happened” 

(Lin, 1998, p.167). The interpretivist rationale focuses on capturing practitioners’ views 

and experience of collaboration and what elements are required for effective 

collaboration.  

 

3.3 Research Approach 

Social methods research literature presents two main approaches to research, 

deductive and inductive. The deductive approach “works from the more general to the 

more specific. Sometimes this is informally called a "top-down" approach. We might 

begin with thinking up a theory about our topic of interest. We then narrow that down 

into more specific hypotheses that we can test. We narrow down even further when 

we collect observations to address the hypotheses. This ultimately leads us to be able 

to test the hypotheses with specific data -- a confirmation (or not) of our original 

theories” (Trochim, 2006). In contrast, the inductive approach allows the “research 

findings to emerge from frequent, dominant, or significant themes inherent in raw data, 

without the restraint imposed by structured methodologies” (Thomas, 2006, p.238). 

This ‘bottom up’ approach allows for specific observations leading to the identification 

of patterns and formulating theories which can be explored which will provide general 

conclusions. The suitable research approach for this study is an inductive approach. 

 

3.4 Research Methodological Choice 

In addressing, the research aim there is a need to justify the research methods 

selected, and outline the quantitative and qualitative approach. Gorard and Taylor 
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(2004) noted a tendency for choices of research method to be strongly influenced by 

what they call ‘methodological identities’. Thus, the researcher’s methodological 

predilections such as a commitment to a qualitative or quantitative research approach 

leads to research questions being framed in a way that makes them accessible to a 

particular research method or possibly a cluster of research methods.  

 

The quantitative approach is associated with quantitative and is “used to quantify the 

problem by way of generating numerical data or data that can be transformed into 

usable statistics. It is used to quantify attitudes, opinions, behaviors, and other defined 

variables – and generalize results from a larger sample population” (Wyse, 2011), 

which is associated with the positivist approach. Quantitative approach is used to 

enumerate the problem through creating numerical data or data which can be 

converted into useable statistics. The method studies attitudes, opinions, behaviours, 

and other defined variables in larger sample population to determine the results. 

However, it makes use of measurable data to conclude facts and reveal different 

research patterns. 

 

Contrastingly the quantitative approach is concerned with “how the social world is 

interpreted, understood, experienced or produced…based on methods of data 

generation which are flexible and sensitive to the social context in which data are 

produced (rather than rigid standardize or structured, or removed from ‘real life’ or 

‘natural social context, as in some forms of experimental method)…Qualitative 

research usually does use some form of quantification, but statistical forms of analysis 

are not seen as central” (Mason, 1996, p.4). Qualitative Research refers to 

investigative research. This method is generally used for understanding views and 
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perceptions. It offers visions to different problems and helps in developing concepts or 

theories for potential quantitative research. With analysis to look deeper into problems, 

the qualitative approach helps to discover new thoughts and individual views. This 

method uses various kinds of unstructured or semi-structured practices for data 

collection such as group discussions, individual interviews, diary and journal exercises 

and participation of others. 

 

A qualitative methodology is considered to be appropriate to the line of the research’s 

inquiry as its aim is to gather a detailed body of evidence from those professionals 

who have worked in a collaborative manner, which will require interaction with 

participants to seek views, opinions and perceptions.    

 

Bryman (2007) states that “the research question is viewed as a crucial step that 

provides a point of orientation for an investigation…the research question is supposed 

to have a pivotal role because decisions about research design and methods are 

supposed to be made in order to answer research question” (p.5). Supporting this is 

De Vaus and De Vaus (2001), who argue that “the function of a research design is to 

ensure the evidence obtained enables us to answer the initial question as 

unambiguously as possible” (p.9). There was also a need to ensure that the research 

problem was fully scoped, particularly as it was a workplace study “otherwise there is 

a danger of taking the research problem at face value and of providing policy makers 

and practitioners with the answer they require in their terms” (Silverman, 1994, p.20). 

 

Table 3. provides an overview of the researcher’s conceptual framework. 
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There are several research methods highlighted in Saunders et al’s (2012) research 

onion – experiment, survey, archival research, case study, action research, grounded 

theory and narrative inquiry. A summary is provided on each approach below: 

 Experiment – this approach examines the results of an experiment against the 

expected results and involves the consideration of a relatively limited number of 

factors (Saunders et al, 2007).  

 Action research is associated with professions such as nursing and teaching, which 

have a focus on ways in which practitioners can improve (Wiles et al, 2011). It is 

defined by Carr and Lewin (1986) as “a form of self reflexive enquiry” carried out 

by practitioners whose purpose is to “improve the rationality and justice of their 

practice” (p.162).  

 Case study research - Yin (1984) defines the case study as a “research method as 

an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-

life context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used (p.23). 

 Grounded theory is associated with qualitative research methods that “provides a 

methodology to develop an understanding of social phenomena that is not pre-

formed or pre-theoretically developed with existing theories and paradigms." 

(Engward, 2013, p.38) 

 Surveys – this approach is associated with a quantitative methodology and 

involves sampling a representative proportion of the population (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). 

 Ethnography involves people being observed closely over a long period of time 

(Bryman, 2012) with a view of collecting data that will “throw light on the issues that 

are the focus of the research” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.1). 
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 An archival research method (often referred to as documentary analysis) involves 

reviewing data from existing material to establish current knowledge on the field of 

research (Flick, 2011).  

 

The experiment and survey research methods, which are associated with a 

quantitative research methodology were discounted from the outset. The initial method 

would not meet the requirement of the research question and the latter would not 

provide the level of in-depth data required for the study’s purpose. Action research, 

ethnography and grounded research were methods that were considered to address 

the research question, however were discounted for the following reasons. 

Action Research - Given that this research method is associated with focusing on 

specific professions reflecting on their practice with the aim of improvement, it was not 

considered an appropriate method to respond to the research question.  

Ethnography – this research method involves the researcher spending significant time 

periods ‘out in the field’ observing people associated with the area of study. Given that 

the researcher was undertaking the study on a part-time basis whilst in full time 

employment, this was not considered to be a practical method to adopt. 

Grounded Theory – it was recognised that this method tends to produce large amounts 

of data, which are often difficult to manage, together with a need for the researcher to 

be skilful in the use of these methods (Bryant and Charmaz, 2013). Given that the 

researcher was inexperienced in undertaking research, this approach was discounted.   

 

The two research methods that are considered appropriate to respond to the research 

method are case study and archival review (documentary analysis). The justification 

for this is provided below.  
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Table 3. Researcher’s Conceptual Framework 

 

Philosophical Position Interpretivist, Phenomenological 

Methodological Paradigm Inductive as opposed to deductive 

Research Strategy  Case Study of Regional Skills Partnerships 

Research Methods Semi-structured interviews 
Review of documentary evidence 

 

A. Case Study 

 
Yin (2003) defines a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p.13). The case study for 

this research is the Regional Skills Partnership model which involves focusing on two 

established partnerships, one located in South West & Central Wales and the other in 

North Wales. A single holistic case design has been selected in that it will examine the 

global nature of the Regional Skills Partnership model rather than an embedded single 

case study design which would involve the examination of a number of facets (or units) 

of the RSPs (Yin, 2003).  

 

A case study provides the opportunity to gather significant data and the “immersion in 

rich case data enables...an inspiration for new ideas” (Sigglekow, 2007, p.21). Soy 

(1997) suggests that “case study research excels at bringing us to an understanding 

of a complex issue or object and can extend experience or add strength to what is 

already known through previous research. Case studies emphasize detailed 

contextual analysis of a limited number of events or conditions and their relationship” 

(p.1).  

 

Existing research on collaborative working has often used the case study method and 

is discussed further in this chapter (Gray, 2004; Jones et al, 2004; Farmakopoulou, 
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2002; Nicholson, 2000). Other methods which have been adopted to research 

collaborative working include participatory research in the area of health (Minkler, 

2004; Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995) and the design of the game and an empirical 

experiment in the area of education (Hamalainen, 2008). Other approaches have used 

documentation, for example Koppenjan’s (2005) research on collaboration transport 

in what factors contribute or obstruct the success of public private transport 

infrastructure partnerships in the Netherlands. The research compared nine case 

studies concerning the building of partnerships via analysing the documentation based 

on pre-identified criteria, for comparing the success / failure of such partnerships. 

These are that: 

 there is a formal partnership arrangement for example a Service Level Agreement;  

 there are project objectives and a business plan in place;  

 the delivery plan is agreed in advance.   

 

A case study can be used with several research tools incorporated into them. Snow 

and Trom (2002) suggest that the case study will focus “empirically and analytically on 

a case of something, that is, on a single instance or variant of some empirical 

phenomenon rather than on multiple instances of that phenomenon” (p.147). 

Commentators such as Adelman et al (1980) have cited the benefits of case studies 

including their ability to recognise the ‘complexity and embeddedness of social truths’, 

can ‘represent something of the discrepancies or conflicts between the viewpoints held 

by participants’ and present evaluation data in a more publicly accessible form than 

other kinds of research reports. Macpherson et al (2000) further argue that:  

“case study research is capable of creating thick descriptions and rich 
understandings of social contexts that have relevance and resonance across 
social sites. Furthermore… it leads research participants to take a more pro-

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0360131506000741
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active role in shaping the policies that affect their social environments to 
determine the norms and values that direct their social practices” (p.49). 

 

Yin (1994) states that “case studies are the preferred strategy when ‘how or ‘why’ 

questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control over events, and 

when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” (p.1). 

He further defines the case study as a  

“research method as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon within its real-life context; when the boundaries between 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources 
of evidence are used (Yin, 1984, p.23). Platt (1992) states that “the case 
study…begins with a logic…a strategy to be preferred when circumstances and 
research problems are appropriate of design…a strategy to be preferred, when 
circumstances and research problems are appropriate rather than an 
ideological commitment to be followed whatever the circumstances” (p.46).  

 

There are however some limitations to the use of case studies which are 

acknowledged by Yin (1994) who recognised “that within the academic community 

there is opposition to the idea of case study on the grounds of ‘lack of rigor’ and ‘little 

basis for scientific generalization’” (p.9) and later by Macpherson et al (2000) who 

suggest that “case study research, using the qualitative techniques of interpretative 

social science and critical social theory, does not seem to enjoy the same acceptance” 

(p.49). Although recognised in its own right as a distinctive form of empirical inquiry, 

some research investigators have a disdain for the use of case studies. Platt (1992) 

argues that it is their lack of rigor is the primary concern where it has been suggested 

that case study investigators have been sloppy and allowed equivocal evidence or 

biased views to influence the directions of the findings and conclusions. In contrast to 

other approaches, the case study is often presented as open-ended with researchers 

not being clear about the structure (Thomas, 2013) and consequently defined as the 

‘weaker sibling’ (Yin, 2009, p.xiii) in the context of established research methods.  
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A further considered limitation to this research method can be illustrated in the field of 

education research in the 1970s onwards, which saw the growth of the use of case 

studies to highlight developments in several key areas. The method however, was not 

welcomed by researchers in all fields of research as a valid, robust research tool as 

captured by Adelman et al (1980): 

“over the last 10 years there has emerged a tradition of educational research 
and evaluation whose procedures and methods and styles of reporting have 
come to be collected under the general rubric of “case study”. Although case 
studies have made a considerable contribution to the corpus of knowledge and 
practical wisdom about education, they are often regarded with suspicion and 
even hostility” (p.47). 
 

In adopting the case study method for his research, Stake (1995) outlines that the role 

of the qualitative researcher during the data gathering stage is clearly to “maintain 

vigorous interpretation” (p.7). He further refutes this in that the “case study seems a 

poor basis for generalization the real business of case study is particularization” 

suggesting that instead of researchers making grand generalisations they should draw 

their conclusions in the form of claims (p.8). It is therefore important that the purpose 

of the case study is central to the study’s research method as there is a common 

misconception in relation to where case studies “fit” in the design process. Yin (1994) 

suggests that the various research strategies should be arrayed hierarchically citing 

that: 

“we were once taught to believe that case studies were appropriate for the 
exploratory phase of an investigation that surveys and histories were 
appropriate for the descriptive phase, and that experiments were the only way 
of doing explanatory or casual inquiries. The hierarchical view reinforced the 
idea that case studies were only an exploratory tool and could not be used to 
describe or test propositions” (p.9).  
 

A single case study is adopted as the primary tool. Some academics have commented 

on the limitations of this approach (Campbell and Stanley, 1966; Giddens, 1984) citing 
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that one cannot generalise from a single case. This rule-based knowledge and 

conventionalism is challenged by Flyvbjerg (2006) who suggests that:  

“one can often generalize on the basis of a single case, and the case study may 
be central to scientific development via generalization as supplement or 
alternative to other methods. But formal generalization is overvalued as a 
source of scientific development, whereas “the force of example” is 
underestimated” (p.228). 

 

Such a focused approach has been encouraged for those researchers who undertake 

fieldwork on ‘capturing the natives’ view in their research for 20 years or more. For 

example, in anthropology, field-work orientated sociology and feminist methodologies, 

have attempted to understand and make public the perspective of insiders in the 

settings (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). Historically, this has associations with the 

traditions from the University of Chicago where trained sociologists involved members 

in a wide range of settings in studying what happens in their settings and how events 

are understood (Adler and Adler, 1987). Indeed, as Gubruim (1988) states:  

“whether the setting is a school, a community, a workplace, or some other social 
system, members and others who are in some way close to the setting will 
usually have concerns and questions about the setting and perspectives on it 
that are different from those of outside researchers. Such researchers long 
have noted the importance of attending to insiders” subjective meanings and 
fundamental in describing a setting” (p.3). 

 

This is in contrast to what has been traditionally associated with social science 

researchers in areas such as organisational behaviour, community psychology and 

education, where capturing the ‘insiders perspective’ has not been a priority of the 

positivist approach. There is more of a focus towards understanding ‘the impacts’ of 

particular independent variables on cultural dependent variables and of accessing 

patterns (Bryman, 2007). Within the research area of collaboration, this mixture of 

research techniques has been adopted by Farmakopoulou (2002) in the area of 

education policy and by Jones et al (2004) in the area of mental health services.  
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With respect to addressing the research aim, the method of triangulation of primary 

and secondary data requires consideration. Ma and Norwich (2007, p.211) note that 

triangulation “is advocated in the philosophical tradition of post positivism (Campbell 

and Russo, 1999) and initially developed in the context of quantitative data analysis 

(Campbell and Fiske, 1959) to increase the validity of a study by seeking the degree 

of agreement in the investigation outcome from the use of multiple methods and 

measurement procedures. Contrastingly, its purpose in qualitative data analysis was 

associated in the agreement in the results obtained from the diverse, systematic and 

dissimilar uses of methods, theories, different data sources or investigators (Denzin, 

1989). Its metamorphosis represents a “shift in perspective represents the move away 

from a procedural concept of triangulation to one that highlights the contribution of 

philosophical and theoretical differences behind the methods in an empirical 

endeavour” (Ma and Norwich, 2007, p.212). Further, its recent conception challenges 

social and education research literature commentators (Pring, 2000) about the more 

‘purist’ debate on qualitative and quantitative methods in that the application of multiple 

research methods adopted in a systematic way can be utilised to gauge a more 

‘rounded’ understanding of an event.  

 

B. Case Study Design   

 
There are two elements involved in the design of this case study. These are semi-

structured interviews and documentary analysis. Figure 5. provides an outline of the 

data collection processes. 
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 Figure 5. Data Collection Process 

 

 

i) Semi Structured Interviews 

 
Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with key individuals that are involved with 

the Regional Skills Partnerships. At the start of this study, there was only one 

established partnership, notably the RLPSW&CW, formerly named the Regional 

Learning Partnership South West Wales, which started in 2008. The second and third 

partnerships, namely the E&SP of the NWEAB and LSKiP followed this and were 

established in 2012 and 2014 respectively. The latter partnership has not been 

included as part of this study as it is still in its infancy. The main focus of the case study 

is on the RLPSW&CW and the justification is that this is the most established Regional 

Skills Partnership in Wales, which was a primary factor in selecting the participant 

sample and provided a rich source of data. As recognised by King and Horrocks (2010) 

“the criterion most commonly proposed for sampling in qualitative studies is diversity. 

Researchers seek to recruit participants who represent a variety of positions in relation 
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Documents



100 
 

to the research topic, a kind that might be expected to throw light on meaningful 

differences in experience “(p.29). In adopting this approach, 15 participants from the 

RLPSW&CW were selected from a variety of sectors in the areas of skills, education 

and regeneration that were represented on the partnership, providing a wide sample 

of individuals varying in age and experience. This did bring a limitation to the study as 

the sample of those interviewed did not include political or private sector 

representation, which potentially would have broadened the study’s findings. A further 

two interviews with two participants were conducted with the E&SP of the NWEAB, 

out of the smaller sample of the six individuals that were approached. In comparison 

to the number of interviews conducted with the RLPSW&CW, this gave a more limited 

perspective on the activities of the E&SP of the NWEAB. Due to the infancy of the third 

Regional Skills Partnership at that stage of the research, no interviews were 

undertaken with participants, which is further recognised as a limitation to the study’s 

findings. 

  

The RLPSW&CW was central to the delivery of the Welsh Government’s 

Transformation agenda.  As stated by a Senior Official in the Department for Education 

and Skills “the RLP is the key driver to delivering the Welsh Government’s 

transformation agenda within south west Wales”. It was highlighted as an example of 

good practice for the other Welsh regions in the 2011 independent report to the Welsh 

Government on the structure of education services in Wales. Leighton Andrews AM, 

the former Minister for Education at the RLP’s Annual Event on 28th September 2011 

endorsed the partnership’s approach when he stated that: 

“one of the key pillars of the RLP is Partnership Brokerage and Development 
and I am pleased to see that the principal focus in this pillar is encouraging 
organisations to realise the benefits of collaboration and that you are 
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considering the potential development of a common governance model for a 
shared delivery approach to benefit the learner”.  

 

In 2012, the NWEAB was established, which included a skills workstream, E&SP and 

more recently in September 2014, the Learning Skills & Innovation Partnership 

(LSKIP) was established in the South East of Wales. All three partnerships are 

regional vehicles to respond to the Welsh Government’s Skills Policy regarding 

regional skills needs in that, “Our ambition is to stimulate demand for employment and 

skills support by providing the flexibility to develop responses based upon local and 

regional need. This will enable the Welsh Government to align regional learning 

provision to wider strategic investments and growth opportunities” (Welsh 

Government, 2014b, p.9). This backdrop provides credible justification for the 

selection of the Regional Skills Partnership model as the subject of the case study.  

 

32 interviews were conducted in total (30 interviews with the 15 participants from the 

RLPSW&CW and 2 with the participants from the NWEAB) - their positions and 

respective sectors are listed in Tables 2 & 3. As recognised by Saunders and 

Townsend (2016) in the context of qualitative research, “sufficient participants need to 

be identified and chosen to provide the breadth, depth and saliency of data necessary 

for authentic analysis and reporting” (p.836) and suggests 15-20 participants for 

research involving a single case study.  

 

The participants listed in Table 4. were initially interviewed in 2011 and then 18 months 

later in 2013 to gauge further views as the work of the RLPSW&CW matured. Each of 

the interviews were audio-recorded and then fully transcribed. This approach was 

considered advantageous for the reasons highlighted by Heritage (1984) which 



102 
 

include helping “to correct the natural limitations of our memories and of the intuitive 

glosses that we might place on what people say in interviews…and helps to counter 

accusations that an analysis might have been influenced by a researcher’s values or 

biases” (p.238).  

 

Table 4. Interviews with representatives from the RLPSW&CW 

Position Sector / Organisation 

(P1)  Further Education Institution 

(P2) Further Education Institution 

(P3) Welsh Local Government Association 

(P4)  Careers Wales 

(P5)  Third Sector 

(P6)  Third Sector 

(P7)  Higher Education Institution 

(P8)  Local Government 

(P9) Local Government 

(P10)  Local Government 

(P11)  Local Government 

(P12)  Local Government 

(P13)  JobCentre Plus 

(P14)  Welsh Government  

(P15)  Chamber of Commerce 
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2 interviews were conducted with individuals associated with the E&SP of the NWEAB 

in 2013 - their positions and respective sectors in Table 5. A smaller sample of 

individuals, 6 in number were approached to interview for the NEWAB, but due to 

several reasons, such as limited availability and location only 2 interviews were 

conducted. There was also a difference, as the researcher did not have the direct 

access to the participants, as was the case with the RLPSW&CW. The limited number 

was not considered to have an impact on the body of data gathered as it was 

considered that the number interviewed for the RLPSW&CW provided the diversity 

and sufficient number to meet the research aim.  

 

Table 5. Interviews with representatives from the NWEAB 

Position Sector / Organisation 

(P16)  Further Education Institution 

(P17)  Local Government 

 

Alexiadou (2001) defines semi-structured interviews as “an interview agenda shaped 

by the operationalization of the research questions, but retaining an open-ended, and 

flexible nature” (p.52). The intention is to allow the interviewees to ‘define’ the situation 

based on their own experience and so focus on what they consider relevant. Linked 

to this is the need for the researcher to have a pragmatic perspective of what data 

interviews can furnish them with together with a realism that it will not provide the basis 

of a ‘tell all’ scenario, rather than to recognise the construction and partiality of truth 

and power in relations. This however is not to distract from the probability that 

interviews have been identified as a method to create significant insights (Fine and 

Weis, 1998; McLeod 2000). Saunders and Townsend (2016) recognise that qualitative 
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interviews in organisation and workplace empirical studies are a “central technique, 

being employed frequently as ‘reliable gateways’ into researching organizations” 

(p.836) and that there is a reliance upon respondents “being able and willing to give 

accurate information. The assumption here is that accurate information is there to be 

discovered and thus such knowledge is achievable” (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.17). 

 

Alexiadou’s (2001) research explores some of the theoretical, methodological and 

practical issues that emerge when analysing semi-structured interview data in studies 

of policy implementation in education institutions. This refers to an interview agenda 

shaped by the operationalisation of the research questions, but retaining an open-

ended, and flexible approach. The intention is to allow the interviewees to ‘define’ the 

situation based on their own experience and so to focus on what they consider 

relevant. The justification for this is that when considering unstructured interviews, 

McCormack (2004) states that: 

“researchers working within a narrative paradigm frequently engage in in-depth 
conversations with participants. However, when these conversations conclude 
researchers face a daunting task. Faced with page upon page upon page of 
interview transcript researchers often find they feel ‘terrified and overwhelmed’ 
and ‘at a loss as to where and how to begin’” (p.219).  

 

Semi-structured interviews will allow the researcher a margin of consistency whilst 

enabling the participant flexibility when responding to questions. This will aim to 

eliminate the feeling of drowning in a sea of transcripts. Riessman (1993) suggests 

that researchers find the narrative research literature “largely silent about ways to 

approach long stretches of talk that (take) the form of narrative accounts” (p.5). 

 

A standard set of questions was asked to each of the interviewees, which are 

presented in appendix A and allowed the combination of specific responses as well as 
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enabling key themes and interpretations to be drawn out. All interviews were recorded 

and fully transcribed and then coded based on an analytical scheme that organised 

the responses around a core set of themes.  

 

Building on the work of Daya et al (2011), thematic analysis was adopted to analyse 

the interview transcripts, highlighting the benefits of this approach as being accessible 

and flexible. This is a method for “identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

(themes) within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail” 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79) with its main purpose of developing a structure to help 

the researcher explain their “thinking about the data to other people” (King and 

Horrocks, 2010, p.150). Daya et al (2011) further cite that it enables a rich and detailed 

account to be derived from the qualitative data. With respect to the definition of a 

theme in this approach, King and Horrocks (2010) suggest the following “themes are 

recurrent and distinctive features of participants’ accounts, characterising particular 

perceptions and / or experiences, which the researcher sees as relevant to the 

research question” (p.150). The analysis of the data followed the approach adopted 

by Nicholson et al (2000) which was inductive and: 

“involved the use of systematic, formal, and logical procedures to generate 
categories relative to the identified research questions and to determine 
relationships among them. Procedures used in analysis followed those outlined 
in Goetz and LeCompte (1984) and Stewart and Shamdasan (1990) and 
included scanning data for categories, using constant comparison to note 
instances of responses, and generating conceptual categories or “themes” that 
emerged in the data” (pp.49- 50). 

 

The basic system of thematic analysis presented by King and Horrocks (2010) was 

adopted for the purpose of this study, which comprises of three stages: descriptive 

coding; interpretative coding; and defining overarching themes.  
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Stage One – each of the transcripts was reviewed, with the emphasis on trying to 

describe what is of interest in the participant’s interviews. The next step was then to 

highlight anything in the transcript that helped to understand the participant’s view, 

experiences and perceptions and to write a brief comment indicating what was of 

interest in the highlighted text. A numbering system was used and comments compiled 

on a separate sheet. The use of a computer software package e.g. NVivo was 

considered to support the analysis, however it was decided that this would be done by 

hand given the number of transcripts. The final step of this stage was to use the 

preliminary comments to define the descriptive codes. The transcripts were re-read to 

identify any potential overlap.  

 

Stage Two – the descriptive codes were grouped together where there was 

commonality from which interpretative codes were established – these are listed 

below. There was a process of redefining and reapplying the interpretative codes as 

each interview transcript was reviewed.  

 

Interpretative Codes 

Theme 1 

 From an internal and external perspective 

 Dependent on position in organisation and what sector individual works for 

Theme 2 

 Policy push by Welsh Government 

 Collaboration will bring about efficiency savings 

 Organisations need to be seen to be collaborating 

 Improved networks 

 Skills and knowledge exchange 

 Improved outcomes 

 Staff development 

 Collaboration will continue to be the main policy driver for the Welsh 

Government with respect to public service reform 
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Theme 3 

 Making a difference to service users 

 Having a seat around the table to be able to influence 

 Efficiency savings 

 Innovation and staff development 

 Shared cost and improved performance 

 Range of services delivered to the customer 

 Economies of scale 

 Shared resources 

 Evidencing the impact that the Regional Skills Partnerships have had 

 Ability to influence policy 

Theme 4 

 Organisational priorities v Collaborative activity 

 Culture 

 Organisations not recognising the amount of time that their staff put into the 

process – collaboration overhead 

 Smaller organisations feel that they are overpowered 

 Have to collaborate as this is a key policy directive 

 Incentives to work collaboratively often promote competition 

Theme 5 

 Measuring outcomes 

Theme 6 

 Shift in culture of public sector workforce – seen as an add-on to somebody’s 
job 

 Experience of collaboration 

 Different levels to consider – organisational; partnership and customer 

 Leadership skills 

 Organisations to be clear on their position on collaboration 
 

Stage Three – the overarching themes that characterised the key concepts of the 

analysis were developed in this stage. Theoretical ideas from the literature, which 

underlie the study, were also drawn upon.  

 

The case study provides a rich source of data to address the research question and 

provides a wide sample of interviewees (Noor, 2008). A similar approach was adopted 

by Bramwell and Sharman (1999) in their study of tourism policy. Their proposed 
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framework incorporated consideration of the extent to which power imbalances 

amongst stakeholders are reduced, if at all within a collaboration. This was applied to 

assess stakeholder involvement in the development of a visitor management plan in 

the Hope Valley & Edale, Peak District Park Management. The sample selection of 17 

interviewees in Bramwell and Sharman’s (1999) study represented a cross section of 

the stakeholders and interviews were conducted over 3 months. The semi-structured 

interviews lasted a minimum of an hour utilising non-directive questioning were tape 

recorded.  

 

The research reflected suggestions made by Broom et al (2009) in that there is a need 

for further examination regarding differentiation in the interplay of factors within 

qualitative interviews in the context of certain study foci, interviewer style and 

interviewee characteristics. Key questions include: what are the ways in which 

different research areas influence interpersonal dynamics in interviews; how does a 

focus on sub-elements of a given group influence interpersonal dynamics and thus the 

emergent accounts; and how factors may ebb and flow in their influence during the 

course of an interview. This will provide qualitative researchers with a more critical and 

nuanced understanding of the positionality of the data.  

 

There is a need to consider what Yanos and Hopper’s (2008) research terms as ‘false 

collusive objectification’, which is a problem that arises in qualitative interviewing. 

Interviews that on the ‘face of it’ fulfil the definition of social science theories and 

terminology and please the interviewer with respect to providing the responses that 

align to the research aim – in lay terms telling the researcher what they ‘want to hear’. 

To avoid this situation, the researcher explained to each participant at the start of the 
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interview that all responses would be anonymised and would not have a reflection on 

the work or their role in the either of the RSPs.  

 

One key theme to consider when undertaking semi-structured interviews is introduced 

by Potter and Wetherell (2001) under the banner of both speech act theory and ethno-

methodology in that “people use their language to do things: to order, and request, 

persuade and accuse” and further suggest that “…people are using their language to 

construct versions of the social world” (p.199).  

 

Commentators such as Pillow (2000) and McLeod (2003) suggest that from a 

qualitative methodology and more specifically a feminist and poststructuralist 

approach, researchers undermine the view that interviews are a straightforward form 

of data collection where participants directly respond to questions and the researcher 

reports the responses. Scheurich (1995) argues that “in an interview there is no stable 

‘reality’ or ‘meaning’…the intermediate totality of the interview always exceeds and 

transgresses our attempts to capture and categorize” (p.249). The methodological 

issue Scheurich (1995) further suggests is not to question the problems that 

interviewing as a technique presents, rather how to design and conduct interviews so 

that they provoke understandings that do more than reiterate the interview’s essential 

indeterminacy. 

 

ii) Documentary Analysis 

 
Complementing the above primary data collection approach will be the review of 

secondary data (data which already exists) in the form of documentary analysis, which 

“requires that data be examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain 
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understanding, and develop empirical knowledge” (Bowen, 2009, p.27). Secondary 

data can be defined as data collected by others, not specifically for the research 

question at hand (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992). It can take many forms 

including data from government and regulatory bodies, the press, companies, other 

academic researchers and private sources, with access to such data requiring 

negotiation and discretion (Cowton, 1998). There is a requirement to understand the 

data and to ensure that the appropriate conclusions are drawn from its analysis 

together with a need to exercise impartiality to negate any element of bias (Titscher 

and Jenner, 2000).  

 

There is a need to consider the process of the review of secondary data. Some 

researchers will adopt simple practices which merely will involve collating the data and 

presenting it in a format. This can be illustrated in research undertaken by Cowton 

(1998) which involved comparing the relationship between the business and voluntary 

sector and exploring their choice of bank via working through charity directories and 

entering the data onto an analysis sheet. Other practices will be more complex with 

the researcher re-analysing the data. 

 

The review of documents has formed a part of qualitative analysis in a range of settings 

(Coffey, 2014). Documentary evidence often embodies the principle themes of debate 

of the research matter “although they do not always fully convey wider attitudes in a 

particular context” (Cohen et al, 2011, p.250). Hakim (1982) cites one the advantages 

of secondary analysis is that it “forces the researcher to think more closely about the 

theoretical aims and substantive issues of the study rather than the practical and 

methodological problems of collecting new data” (p.16). Dew (2007) further suggests 
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there are two key factors to consider when analysing documents, the first relating to 

content and the second to the ‘work’ of the document where “we ask questions in 

relation to why an account is presented in this way and how it achieves its effect” 

(p.300). The documents analysed in this case study were business plans, independent 

evaluations and strategic documents, the content of which was analysed in line with 

the themes of the interview questions, which are detailed earlier in this section. 

 

Documentation relating to the RLPSW&CW (between 2008 – 2015) was reviewed. 

Given the researcher managed the RLPSW&CW between September 2010 – 

September 2015, there was ease of access to all relevant documentation, the majority 

of which was could be accessed via the partnership’s website. This included: business 

plans (2); external evaluation reports (3); mission and vision documents (2). In 

contrast, the availability of documentation relating to the NWEAB was limited. The 

partnership’s business plan and mission and vision documents were reviewed, 

provided to the researcher upon request. There were no other reports available. In 

total, two documents from the NWEAB were reviewed.  

 

3.5 Regional Skills Partnerships  

  
The RLPSW&CW brings together providers from across public services in South West 

and Central Wales with a focus on education, regeneration and skills. Initiated by 

Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council in September 2007, the RLPSW&CW was 

driven by the local authorities in the region with commitment and engagement of the 

further education sector, higher education sector, third sector and work based learning 

/ private sector originally across South West Wales, but this extended in 2012 to 

include Central Wales, with the addition of Powys as a county to the partnership’s 
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membership.  

 

The RLPSW&CW builds on the foundation of embracing regeneration with a focus on 

skills and employment, as well as creating a broader partnership of public, private and 

voluntary sector stakeholders, with an interest in education and regeneration. The 

active participation of stakeholders with a national interest, such as Job Centre Plus 

and the former Careers Wales West (now Careers Wales) has been an essential 

ingredient in the success of the RLPSW&CW to date. 

 

Funding via the partners, Welsh Government and the European Structural Fund 

Convergence programme initially allowed a transformational project to run in South 

West & Central Wales, with a view to testing appropriate governance models and 

progressing increased public service collaborative working. The RLPSW&CW has an 

established decision-making structure which is rooted in equality of representation by 

all sectors and a geographical balance. The RLPSW&CW model was considered by 

the Welsh Government as a model of good practice which has now been rolled out to 

all regions in Wales via the Skills Implementation Plan, published by the Welsh 

Government in July 2014. 

 

Having been established in the context of the ‘Making the Connections Strategy’ the 

key drivers for the RLPSW&CW included: references to duplication of provision and 

unnecessary boundaries experienced by the learner being cited by partners in the 

initial months of partnership development. The focus of the learner at the centre of 

strategic provision was recognised as key. One innovative aspect of the RLPSW&CW 

is the involvement of both education and regeneration portfolios under one partnership 
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‘umbrella’ in the context of the regional economy and increasing the skills of the 

workforce and the potential learner. At a local level, the number of partnerships within 

which local authorities and other public and third sector partners might be engaged 

can be considerable. For this reason, it was fundamental for the RLPSW&CW to prove 

added value and for the partners to have confidence in the benefits of being engaged 

at a regional level with impacts at a local level.  

 

The remit for the partnership, as stated in its original vision document was to ‘ensure 

publicly funded learning providers and associated organisations work collaboratively, 

effectively and efficiently to meet the demand needs of learners, the regional economy 

and society in South West Wales’. Focussing on all age learning from 14 years 

upwards, the partnership will: 

 Develop a Strategic Planning Framework for all education and training reflecting 

the needs of the region, government priorities and local delivery solutions; 

 Undertake research to identify training needs and solutions for a vibrant knowledge 

economy; 

 Facilitate collaboration between providers and agencies in order to optimise the 

utilisation of resources; 

 Utilise Convergence and potentially Transnational Funding as a driver for change 

and as means of adding value to core provision; 

 Focus on quality, efficiency and effectiveness; 

 Develop strategies and operation systems to underpin the operation of EU funded 

projects; 

 Ensure that there is capacity to influence and to provide a regional response to 

Welsh Assembly Government initiatives; 
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 Achieve equality of opportunity for learners in a bilingual environment; 

 Ensure that there is appropriate opportunity for progression at all levels including 

informal learning through to Higher Education. 

 Connect and fit with Community Strategies linking with Economic Regeneration, 

Health and Wellbeing and Environment Strategies to progress and develop the 

Learning Agenda through a wider sphere. 

(Regional Learning Partnership Vision Document, 2008) 

 

The partnership’s objectives were revised in 2014 and are referenced below. 

 Regional Labour Market Intelligence - Access the relevant intelligence to respond 

to and inform labour market needs and growth opportunities for a skilled and 

ambitious workforce across south west & central Wales. 

 Strategic Planning - Promote, champion and lead a strategic approach to 

employment and skills for South West & Central Wales. 

 Facilitating a skills programme to address regional needs - Taking a strategic 

overview of skills provision to ensure that it meets regional needs and maximises 

economic opportunities 

 Strategic Influence - Further develop an outward facing partnership to ensure 

strategic influence with the Welsh Government and stakeholders on the regional 

skills agenda  

 Maximising Investment in Skills - Maximising external and domestic funding to 

ensure investments make a real impact on jobs and growth particularly in terms of 

sustained employment and skills utilisation.   

(Regional Learning Partnership Objectives Document, 2014) 
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At the inception of the partnership, it was acknowledged that funding opportunities 

might be maximised through a collaborative approach (e.g. European Structural 

Funds: Convergence).  The partnership was initiated in advance of any specific Welsh 

Government strategy around skills or learning being published, with the partners 

recognising the need for change. Three of the specific drivers for the partners were 

summarised initially as a diminishing public purse and the pressures on services, 

together with the need to identify budget savings in the context of continuous service 

improvement calls for an acceptance and willingness to bring about change; for 

smarter working. A further driver was the exchange of good practice. This has been 

realised through key regional projects. The RLPSW&CW has brokered shared tenders 

in response to calls for joined up delivery. As the partnership, has developed, its 

potential to provide a vehicle for collaborative strategic planning based on local need 

and with emphasis on local delivery has been realised. The submission of a regional 

HE Strategy for South West Wales in 2011 is an example of such activity. Within the 

context of the Welsh Government’s ‘Transformation Agenda’, the partners embraced 

more ambitious aims for the RLPSW&CW. The impact of bringing together economic 

development and regeneration partners with education and skills partners in one forum 

has been seen to have significant benefits for the regional economy. The original 

RLPSW&CW Action Plan set out the work of the partnership in 3 key ‘pillars’. The first 

pillar was Partnership Brokerage and Development, the aim of which was to develop 

a common governance model for a shared delivery approach and sharing budgets, 

resources and facilities; facilitating joint working and shared staff development; 

implementing a quality framework; avoiding overlaps; developing regional branding for 

learner services; and identifying innovative modes of delivery. This was built on the 

premise of the need for collaborative working to improve effectiveness and efficiencies 
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of public services for learners, employers and the unemployed in the light of the 

economic and financial crisis and the RLPSW&CW being a vehicle for key partners to 

agree mutual priorities at local level for collaborative working before being ‘forced’ to 

by external bodies.  

 

Key activities undertaken by the partnership in this area since 2008 include: securing 

European Convergence funding to resource the RLP and influencing the progression 

of other European funding regional projects; tendering opportunities reviewed jointly 

and responded to; co-ordinating the submission of the HE Regional Strategy for Higher 

and Further Education for south west Wales; responding to the Welsh Government’s 

Adult and Community Learning Review and reviewing individual local Adult 

Community Learning plans; supporting specific procurement training / advice; 

securing the Regional Sector Skills Advocate role for south west Wales through one 

of the Further Education partners; piloting a co-ordinated approach to the development 

of an Adult Employability & Skills model; becoming the skills arm to the Swansea Bay 

City Region; and working with major economic developments to determine and meet 

the skill requirement and provision e.g. Tidal Lagoon Power. 

 

The second pillar was the Regional Learning and Skills Observatory (RLSO) which 

aimed to ‘localise’ access to labour market information provision; better integration of 

the various sources of information; ultimately providing a shared methodology for the 

coordination, collation and pooling of labour market information in the region. 

 

The third pillar was the development of an e-portal which was based on the concept 

of a single point, regional resource, of value to the learner, the employer and the 
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provider which would enable partners to share information to support front-line delivery 

across traditional organisational and system boundaries and to identify areas where 

gaps in provision, data, and intelligence occur across the region, and how these could 

be appropriately and collectively addressed. 

 

The RLPSW&CW was an ambitious model when it was first established, which was 

piloted with the support of European funding, matched by partners with an appetite for 

transformation in South West and Central Wales. At that time, other Welsh regions did 

not have an equivalent model. The RLPSW&CW was established formally in 2010 as 

Wales’ first Regional Skills Partnership. Since then, it has had changes in remit, 

footprint and personnel, but the model has remained the same. By now, there are 

three established RSPs covering the geography of Wales, and the RLPSW&CW is 

operating in a very different environment. There is an increasing Welsh Government 

focus on the regional delivery of employment and skills support. The remit of each of 

the partnerships is cited in the Welsh Government’s Skills Implementation Plan: 

 “To produce and analyse LMI aligned to economic intelligence to inform the skills 

requirements in the regions and inform our future priorities for funding linked to our 

co-investment policy; 

 To provide a mechanism to review regional skills provision and advise the Welsh 

Government on future prioritisation of skills funding in line with regional 

employment and skills needs; 

 To act as a strategic body effectively representing regional interests to inform a 

demand-led and sustainable skills system, ensuring that this is informed by strong 

industry engagement and takes into account the level of skills utilisation in the 

region; 
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 To act collectively and strategically to maximise future available funds 

acknowledging the likely reduction in public funds over the coming years”  

(WG, 2014b, p.9). 

 

Each Partnership was tasked by the Welsh Government in September 2014 to develop 

a Regional Delivery Plan for Employment & Skills by March 2015, which is now 

reviewed on an annual basis. The NWEAB covers the geography of North Wales and 

was established in 2012, led by the six local authorities to make “a commitment and 

details an approach to reshaping local services collaboratively, with a view to realising 

economies of scale, opportunities for specialisation and maximising the impact of 

scarce resource” (NWEAB, 2012b, p.1). The case for change with the establishment 

of the Board was driven by a number of factors including “the continuing deterioration 

in relative economic performance; evidence in relation to economic returns or ‘bangs 

for bucks’; recession and fiscal austerity; services that are fragmented and disjointed 

resulting in the best use of resources not being realised” (NWEAB, 2012b, p.4). 

  

The NWEAB has a skills and employment workstream, E&SP which is the equivalent 

of the RLPSW&CW, with the main Board’s focus being broader with respect to the 

economic agenda, the outcomes of which are to increase productivity, to improve 

competitiveness and to achieve growth. It was a new initiative in the region, with the 

development of three priority programmes at its core. The Board has identified a range 

of strategic opportunities to meet those challenges including: the strong presence of 

advanced manufacturing in the region and the positive impact that the depreciation of 

sterling has on making manufacturing exports more attractive; the major investment 

at Wylfa on a replacement nuclear reactor and the development of low carbon 
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technologies in the region creating growth in the energy and environment sector; 

capitalising on its competitive market position in advanced manufacturing including 

aerospace and automotive; and the opportunity to join together to address strategic 

infrastructure (and identifying and promoting solutions to the key infrastructure barriers 

to physical and digital growth) and employment skills requirements in order to develop 

the region’s strategic advantage in these sectors. Given the infancy of the third 

partnership in south east Wales, it was considered that a focus on this organisation 

was not appropriate for this study due to the obvious limitations of experience, track 

record and achievements to date.  

 

3.6 Ethics 

 
When undertaking social research, there is a need to consider the ethical issues which 

focus on areas such as “how should we treat the people on whom we conduct 

research?” (Bryman, 2013, p.130). Ethical principles in social research need to focus 

on four main areas, which are broken down by Diener and Crandall (1978) as: 

 

 whether there is harm to participants;  

 whether there is a lack of informed consent; 

 whether there is an invasion of privacy; 

 whether deception is involved.  

 

One of the key factors to conducting any research is to ensure that all ethical 

considerations are appropriately addressed and an ‘ethical code of conduct’ is 

developed by the researcher (Crow et al, 2006). Approval is meaningless if the 

procedures outlined are not carried out on a day-to-day basis (Peternelj-Taylor, 2005). 
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The research study focused on RSPs and it was a requirement to confirm as to 

whether ethical approval was required from the employers of each of the participants 

interviewed by the adoption of Diener and Crandall’s (1978) checklist. Coupled with 

this was the adaption and conformation of the Economics and Social Research 

Council (ESRC’s) six key principles of ethical research (2010):  

 “Research should be designed, reviewed and undertaken to ensure integrity, 

quality and transparency.  

 Research staff and participants must normally be informed fully about the purpose, 

methods and intended possible uses of the research, what their participation in the 

research entails and what risks, if any, are involved.  

 The confidentiality of information supplied by research participants and the 

anonymity of respondents must be respected.  

 Research participants must take part voluntarily, free from any coercion.  

 Harm to research participants and researchers must be avoided in all instances.  

 The independence of research must be clear, and any conflicts of interest or 

partiality must be explicit” (p.6). 

 

The participants were selected based on the need to reflect the diverse nature of 

organisations that were members of both RSPs. Once the participants were 

determined, meetings were diarised with the individuals for the purpose of outlining 

the aims of the research study, data collection methods, together with an explanation 

that the interviews would be recorded, emphasising the confidential nature of the data 

and that the individual reserved the right to withdraw his / her participation at any point. 

This was then followed up with a second meeting to undertake the interviews.  
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Gaining the informed consent from the participants was fundamental, based on the 

need for potential research participants to be furnished with all relevant information 

regarding the study that they have been requested to participate in. This enabled them 

to make an informed decision of whether to be involved or not. All participants were 

asked as to whether the consent of their employer was required, which was confirmed 

on an individual level. This approach was ratified by the researcher’s supervisors.  

 

Social research commentators highlight that in recent years the area of informed 

consent is one of the key facets that has been subjected to increasingly rigorous 

monitoring and regulation by bodies concerned with research ethics (Ritchie et al, 

2013; Kuszler, 2001). In addition, there is a requirement suggest Guillemin and Gillam 

(2004) that it is also a part of the research process about which researchers 

themselves reflect regularly, and is more than merely part of the procedures required 

to gain approval from ethics committees to proceed with research.  

 

In undertaking research, the importance of protecting participants should not be 

underestimated. Munro (2008) states that “difficulties in the process of obtaining 

research ethics approval should not detract from its purpose – to safeguard research 

participants” (p.437). The onus is on the researcher throughout the research cycle. As 

Huxley et al (2005) state “we all have an obligation to protect the rights of people who 

participate in research, and not deny them this through unnecessarily protective and 

paternalistic measures” (p.59). The general advice provided in research methods 

publications is to anonymise participant’s names, however this is not the only way in 

which a participant can be identified, but also the person’s position which will be “both 

relevant to the interview and identifiable to others” (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.120). 
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There was a need for the researcher to assess the impact of including detail about the 

participants’ roles. A decision was taken by the researcher to include this as its 

removal would have “profound relevance in terms of the research aims” (King and 

Horrocks, 2010, p.120).  

 

There is a need to consider the notion of confidentiality and anonymity when 

undertaking research. In line with the Statement of Ethical Practice for the British 

Sociological Association (2004), this is interpreted as identifiable information about 

individuals collected during the process of research which will not be disclosed without 

permission.  

 

The position of the researcher with respect to their professional position can influence 

the direction of the research. Silverman (1994) states that “most research is generated 

by a series of chance circumstances relating to the particular investigator and to the 

economic, social and political context in which s (he) works” (p.4). This is relevant to 

this research in that the researcher from September 2010 – 2015 was employed as 

the Manager of one the RSPs, namely the RLPSW&CW, the subject of this thesis’ 

case study. To take this to a more micro level, Broom et al (2009) suggest that “the 

individual biography of the qualitative researcher is recognised to have a major impact 

on a research project, shaping its methodological and theoretical foundations, and, as 

a result, the final analysis” (p.51). The research undertaken for the purpose of this 

thesis sees the researcher taking on a dual role both as both a professional public-

sector worker and as a social researcher. There are clear benefits to this. Research 

undertaken by Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) identified three key advantages of being 

an insider researcher. These were: having a greater understanding of the culture being 
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studied; not altering the flow of social interaction unnaturally; and having an 

established intimacy which promotes both the telling and the judging of truth. Unluer 

(2012) further suggests that insider-researchers have more knowledge of an 

organisation’s politics, and how its operation works. In addition, “they know how to 

best approach people. In general, they have a great deal of knowledge, which takes 

an outsider a long time to acquire” (p.1). The position of the researcher as an ‘insider’ 

also comes with understandable disadvantages as identified by Unluer (2012) 

including: greater familiarity, leading to a loss of objectivity; making wrong 

assumptions based on prior knowledge can be perceived as a bias; and the researcher 

being presented with role duality. 

 

The researcher undertaking this study could be labelled as the ‘insider’ with respect to 

accessing information and individuals. Bartunek and Louis (1996) state “people who 

are insiders to a setting being studied often have a view of the setting and any findings 

about it quite different from that of the outside researcher who are conducting the 

study” (p.1). Such divergence has potential ramifications in relation to the quality, 

validity and quantity of data and knowledge that will be acquired as a result of the 

research and the positioning of the individual within organisational structures in 

comparison to those defined as ‘outsiders’ in the research process. In this instance, 

therefore, there is a need to recognise these potential boundaries and to introduce 

mitigation tactics. Silverman (1994) further suggests that being defined as a specialist 

has the additional advantage of familiarity with organisational structures in a specific 

field, together with easier access to participants. This perceived approach was 

certainly a leading factor in the selection of interviewees for this study.  
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As an insider-researcher, the researcher in this study is in a unique position in having 

specialist knowledge on the subject matter of the case study, together with easy 

access to people. In undertaking the field work, the researcher has recognised her 

responsibility with regards to the rights of participants who are also colleagues and the 

impact of the outcome of the research on the status of the Regional Skills Partnership 

and member organisations. The researcher has an in-depth knowledge at the micro-

level of partnership politics, it is therefore important “to articulate your perspectives 

and premises clearly, that is to state your own personal model of understanding of a 

situation” (Costley et al, 2010, p.33). Given that much of the research was conducted 

in the researcher’s place of work, this opens up the potential for conflicts of interest, 

which raises the need to consider a number of ethical concerns such as “coercion of 

participants; biased research – where there might be a temptation to ask people who 

think similarly to yourself; general threats to voluntary participation; threats to 

participants welfare in the event of breaches of confidence e.g. employment; threats 

to the services participants would normally expect from the researcher in their normal 

role; threats to the integrity of the researcher” (University of Portsmouth, 2017, p.1).  

Jones and Boyle’s (2011) research challenges the traditional notion of a knowledge 

base that is created by formal researchers and then disseminated to practical settings. 

It is argued that insider research is both created and used in the same setting and 

therefore represents a powerful lever for personal, professional and organisational 

transformation. 

 

When undertaking this study, the researcher had to demonstrate professionalism and 

integrity in all aspects of the conduct and publication of her research, which also 

included the researcher accepting responsibility for taking steps to ensure the safety 
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of those associated with the research. The following research integrity issues 

associated with the study were considered and addressed as follows: 

a. Honesty and Integrity – the researcher recognised the issue of honesty in relation 

to the presentation of the study’s research goals, intentions and findings; in reporting 

on research methods and procedures; in gathering data; in using and acknowledging 

the work of others; in conveying valid interpretations and making justifiable claims 

based on research findings.  

b. Accountability and Responsibility – The researcher recognised it was her primary 

responsibility for safeguarding the integrity of the research undertaken and to ensure 

that the work meets all professional standards and the principles outlined in this 

document.  The researcher ensured that the approach to undertaking all of the semi-

structured interviews was consistent with what had been agreed with the participants.  

c. Rigour – The researcher recognised the need to conduct the study in accordance 

with the highest standards of rigour in line with prevailing disciplinary norms and 

standards.  Rigour should be applied when performing research and using appropriate 

methods; in adhering to agreed protocols when appropriate; in drawing interpretations 

and conclusions from the research; in the verification of the results before publication; 

and in communicating the results.   

d. Care and Respect – the researcher was aware of the need to extend care and 

respect to all participants in the research. The dignity, rights, safety and well-being of 

all involved in the research were paramount and the issues of equality and diversity 

were considered throughout the research process. 

 

3.7 Conclusion 

 
In summary, the philosophical position of the researcher in conducting this research 

was interpretivist / phenomenological with the methodological paradigm being 
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inductive. The thesis’ research strategy was a single case study. The research 

methods of reviewing documentary evidence and semi-structured interviews were 

considered to be the appropriate techniques to form the basis of addressing the main 

research aim of identifying the elements that practitioners feel is required for effective 

collaboration in order to frame a critical reflection. The latter research technique gave 

the researcher the opportunity to gain a valuable insight into a range of participant 

viewpoints regarding the research area and enabled the researcher to explore further 

lines of inquiry with respect to their responses. The next chapter describes the findings 

of the research, in line with the research methodology presented in this chapter.  
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Chapter Four: Research Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction  

 
This chapter will present the findings of the selected case study for the thesis, namely 

the RSPs. These have been established in Wales since 2008 and their premise is to 

link the economic development, education and skills agendas. By end of 2014, there 

were three RSPs covering the geographical areas of South East Wales, South West 

and Central Wales and North Wales respectively. The focus of this case study 

however is on two of these partnerships, the RLPSW&CW and the Employment & 

E&SP of the NWEAB, as the third partnership, LSKIP was not established until the 

final drafting stages of the thesis. The findings of desktop analysis of key 

documentation and the interviews undertaken are presented, together with a 

conclusion. The research aim of this thesis is to identify the elements that practitioners 

feel is required for effective collaboration in order to frame a critical reflection with the 

purpose of informing future actions and strategies. The case study is made up of the 

following elements: a review of documents and 32 interviews (15 interviews were 

conducted initially in 2011 with the RLPSW&CW and then participants were re-

interviewed in 2013, 2 interviews with the NWEAB participants were undertaken in 

2013). 

 

4.2 Regional Skills Partnership Models 

 
The Regional Skills Partnership model was originally established in 2008 in South 

West Wales with the establishment of the Regional Learning Partnership from a 

regional, bottom-up approach to ensure that individuals had equality of opportunity 

and access to high quality learning opportunities. This was the only Regional Skills 

Partnership in Wales until 2012 when the approach was adopted as part of the 
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development of the NWEAB, with the establishment of an E&SP as one of its work 

streams. By then the work of the two partnerships was focused on aligning regional 

skills requirements with economic opportunities / priorities.  

 

Both partnerships have a number of common factors. Local government was the 

sector that drove the establishment of both partnerships and initially garnered the 

support from other sectors of the added value of what partnerships could offer with 

respect to bridging skills, education and economic development. Neither partnerships 

have established formal governance structures with respect to their respective 

strategic and operational management. Both operate in an informal, voluntary manner 

(the RLPSW&CW had at one stage scoped the option of becoming a Company Limited 

by Guarantee). The overriding focus of the respective partnerships is to provide a 

facilitation and strategic body to ensure that publicly-funded learning providers and 

associated organisations work collaboratively, effectively and efficiently across the 

areas of education and regeneration to better meet the needs of the learners and the 

regional economy. With respect to the link with education, both partnerships mirror the 

geography of the respective regional education consortia, providing ease of alignment. 

 

There are several differences, notwithstanding the need for such partnerships to be 

‘fit for purpose’ with respect to the geographical footprints that they cover, respectively. 

The E&SP was established as a workstream of the wider NWEAB which has allowed 

the skills agenda to be aligned with the wider regeneration agenda from the inception 

of the Board. In contrast, the RLPSW&CW was in existence for some 6 years, prior to 

the establishment of the Swansea Bay City Region (SBCR) and has had to work with 

the respective local regeneration partnerships in each of the counties to ensure 
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alignment with the wider regeneration agenda of South West and Central Wales. 

Whilst the partnership established itself as the ‘skills arm’ of the SBCR in 2015, it has 

different engagement mechanisms with the counties of Ceredigion and Powys which 

are not part of the SBCR. Since early 2015, this has been via the Growing Mid Wales 

Economic Partnership.  

 

There are differences in political and sectoral representation on both partnerships. 

Whilst the E&SP has political representation via Local Authority Members, the 

RLPSW&CW does not. The third sector whilst represented on the RLP is not on the 

E&SP. Following direction from the NWEAB, the work programme of the E&SP is 

focused on specific dominant, growth sectors in North Wales including Tourism, 

Advanced Manufacturing and Energy. The work programme of the RLPSW&CW has 

a broader focus due to its greater economic diversity.  

 

As the RLPSW&CW had been in existence for some time, it had developed a 

comprehensive set of activities and an established core team to support its work and 

a number of tools to support its planning notably a dedicated website, the RLSO and 

the E-Portal. Given the infancy of the E&SP, the core team at the time of writing this 

thesis was minimal in number and did not have such well-established tools to support 

its work.  

 

At this time, the Welsh Government, although participatory and supportive of both 

partnerships, did not formally recognise either in any policy instruments as being 

vehicles to address the issue of ensuring that the skills offer of training providers was 

meeting the needs of regional employers. However, in 2014 this changed, with a top 
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down the policy push from Welsh Government, which had an impact on the direction 

of both the RLPSW&CW and NWEAB’s E&SP and saw, at the request of and funded 

by the Welsh Government, the establishment of the third partnership in South East 

Wales, the LSKIP.  

 

Published in January 2014, the policy statement on skills, focused exclusively on post-

19 skills interventions and clearly set out the Welsh Government’s priorities for this 

agenda. The whole system approach sought to provide the “skills needed for 

employment (i.e. for those individuals looking for work) as well as those skills that are 

needed to enhance someone’s employment and support businesses (i.e. the skills of 

the workforce)”. (WG, 2014c, p.2). The follow up document, the ‘Skills Implementation 

Plan’, was published in July 2014 and provided the three RSPs in Wales with a clear 

remit for activities and tasked each region to develop a Regional Employment & Skills 

Plan by March 2015.  At the time of writing, each Regional Skills Partnership is now 

required to produce an annual plan and each one receives funding directly from the 

Welsh Government and has similar operational structures. The establishment and the 

impact of the work of the RLPSW&CW to date has been recognised by the Welsh 

Government as ‘transformational’ and has provided a sound evidence base of the 

‘added value’ that such regional partnerships can have. This provided a sound basis 

for the establishment of the NWEAB and the E&SP and the importance that the Welsh 

Government is now attributing to such partnerships, as cited in the National Policy 

Skills Statement published in January 2014. The focus of the RSPs by now is being 

shaped and directed by Welsh Government policy, moving towards a more uniformed 

and prescribed model of activity. 
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4.3 Research Findings 

 
To support the case study, key documentation relating to both partnerships was 

analysed, and interviews with key participants were also conducted.  

 

Central to the research findings were the views of key participants about collaboration. 

A total of 32 interviews were conducted between August 2011 - August 2013 (15 of 

these were originally interviewed in 2011 and associated with the RLPSW&CW who 

were re-interviewed two years later to gauge whether their opinion on the key themes 

had changed and 2 interviews were undertaken with NWEAB participants in 2013).  

 

Documentation was read by one researcher (this was due to limited availability of 

resources) and the data extraction form was structured. Several key documents were 

reviewed for the documentary analysis– these are listed below. They were selected 

on the basis that they provided an evidence base which captured the development of 

the respective partnerships since their inception. 

 

Regional Learning Partnership South Wales & Central Wales 

 the original and revised RLP Vision, Mission Statement, Remit and Objectives 

(2008); 

 the business plan submitted to the Welsh European Funding Office for the 

allocation of European Structural Funding (2008); 

 an independent baseline, mid-term and final evaluations undertaken by SQW 

consultants from November 2011 – 2014 which provides some independent 

evaluation of the activities and impact of the RLP (2012, 2013, 2014). 
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North Wales Economic Ambitions Board  

 North Wales Economic Ambitions Board Constitution (2012a); 

 North Wales Economic Ambitions Board Strategy (2012b); 

 Regional Collaboration Fund application to the Welsh Government (2012). 

 

The main themes emerging from the interviews were identified, compared and 

grouped into the 6 key themes identified in the literature review, which are listed in 

Table 6.  

 

Table 6.  Theme Numbers and Areas 

Theme Number Theme Area 

One Defining Collaboration 

Two Motivational Factors to Collaborate 

Three Benefits of Collaboration 

Four Barriers to Collaboration 

Five Measuring Outcomes of Collaboration 

Six Skills required to Collaborate 

 

 

4.3.1 Defining Collaboration 

 
This section focuses on the respondents’ perceptions of collaboration both within their 

own organisations and externally. The response from P7 was that: 

“collaboration is when you work with others to achieve an end that you probably 
could not achieve as well on your own, so there has to be a purpose to 
collaboration by identifying what your objectives are and then see who you 
would work with best to achieve them”.  

 

P7 further commented that “if you want to achieve an organisational change then you 

have to do that by engaging different parts of the organisation that can affect that 

change and engaging with the RLP is one way of doing that”.  
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An issue that was typically highlighted by respondents was the difficulty they 

encountered in defining collaboration, suggesting that it was very dependent on the 

role / position of the actor in the process. P14 observed that:  

 
“whilst there is an understanding that in order to make collaboration work there 
is a need to demonstrate attributes of transparency and clarity, together with 
the requirement of taking into account organisational / individual stances, the 
challenge is presented to those who are involved from the decision makers 
perspective whether from a policy standpoint to truly demonstrate such 
characteristics, as ultimately the decision is a political one with Ministerial 
endorsement founded very much on the advice / guidance of key civil servants. 
There is a requirement to be very clear about the trust factor, as this is crucial 
for collaboration and true partnership”.  

 

P8 observed that the main purpose of collaboration was “interacting with sectors in 

partnership activities to drive quality initiatives, to achieve efficiency savings to achieve 

the best possible outcomes for the particular sector” with the recognition that 

organisations such as local authorities have to be more an enabler / facilitator as 

opposed to a direct deliverer or provider of services. A further viewpoint on what local 

government ‘brings to the table’ in a collaboration activity was presented by P9 stating 

that: 

“we might be collaborating across different sectors, we might be collaborating 
across specialisms and as an organisation we bring in specialisms. We may 
have no knowledge of the specialisms. So, collaboration means that we are 
working bringing our skills and our expertise to a setting which has a much 
wider skills base”. 

 

Typically, respondents found it challenging to define collaboration internally and further 

recognised that often it is more difficult in comparison to external collaboration. The 

participants identified a spectrum of functions that defines internal collaboration within 

an organisation. This was demonstrated by the P3 who stated that “my definition of 

collaboration internally would be from intense periods of working with colleagues to 

keeping them up to date with what's going on so there are different scales of it”.  
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4.3.2 Motivational Factors to Collaborate 

 
The original vision of the RLPSW&CW in 2008 was to create “a region where equality 

of opportunity and access to high quality learning opportunities are guaranteed’. The 

document was revised in June 2012 following one of the recommendations of the mid-

term evaluation to create: 

“a region where equality of opportunity and access to appropriate high-quality 
learning and skills opportunities are delivered consistently and efficiently for the 
benefit of the regional economy and for promoting active citizenship, as a result 
of Regional Learning Partnership intervention” (p.1). 

 

The partnership’s revised vision statement (June 2012) provided further details on how 

this will be achieved: 

“over time and with further development, the Partnership will influence the 
restructuring and commissioning of provision of publicly funded training and 
education across South West Wales underpinned by social justice principles 
for the benefit of the learner. 

 

Listed below are the objectives of the RLPSW&CW, revised in 2012: 

 Brings together training and learning providers across the education and 
regeneration arenas to improve outcomes for young people and adults; 

 Works to remove duplication of provision and provide seamless pathways to 
training and ultimately employment; 

 Transforms the way learners and potential learners access learning opportunities; 

 Increases the skills levels of the employed and the unemployed in the region for 
the benefit of the economy; 

 Provides a single reference point of relevant information and data to enable a 
suitable response to the region’s skills needs;  

 Creates a forum to address the region’s current and future skills challenges at all 
levels (level 1 – level 8); 

 Ensures that there is capacity to influence and provide a regional response to 
Welsh Government policy and initiatives”. 

The partnership’s strategic aims were as follows: 

“Focussing on all age learning from 14 years upwards, the Regional Learning 
Partnership South West Wales will achieve its vision by: 

 Bringing together the necessary intelligence to respond to and to inform future skills 
needs and growth opportunities, with a focus on high quality including innovation 
and entrepreneurship, across the South West Wales region (i.e. for the benefit of 
the training provider, the employer and the learner); 
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 Supporting employer engagement practitioners to improve service alignment and 
to avoid duplication of activity in their relationship with employers; 

 Coordinating regional solutions to address employability issues for the existing and 
future workforce of South West Wales; 

 Ensuring that there is appropriate opportunity for progression at all levels including 
informal learning through to Higher Education; 

 Facilitating joint working between providers and agencies in order to optimise the 
utilisation of resources the impact of provision and the outcomes for learners in 
basic and higher-level skills (from Level 1 to Level 8) (resources = financial, 
infrastructure and human); 

 Ensuring close linkages with local partnerships including Local Service Boards and 
local regeneration partnerships and local learning networks and  

 Maximising European and other grant funding in the area of skills for the South 
West Wales region. 

 
The remit for the partnership is to ensure publicly funded learning providers and 
associated organisations work collaboratively, effectively and efficiently to meet the 
demand needs of learners, the regional economy and society in South West Wales”. 
 
(RLP Revised Vision Document, 2012, pp.1-2). 
The vision of the NWEAB was to “establish North Wales as a confident and outward 

looking region with a diverse and high value economy, providing a range of quality, 

sustainable employment opportunities for its people” (NWEAB Constitution, 2012, 

p.1). The aims of the Board were as follows:  

 

 “Identify areas where there is added value from joint working and enhances 
collaboration. 

 To maximise the impact of available resources in Economic Development by 
working collectively at a strategic level. 

 Promote a change in Culture and Attitude with a greater emphasis on shared 
values and mutual trust in relation to collaborative Economic Development. 

 To work collectively as Six Local Authorities to provide North Wales with a strong 
and influential voice in terms of Economic Development”.  

 
(NWEAB Constitution, 2012, p.1).  
 

The aims of the NWEAB were supported by a strategy entitled, ‘Economic Ambition: 

A Strategy for Change’. The document detailed the priorities for the region with respect 

to improving the “productivity, competitiveness and growth of the North Wales 

economy’ (NWEAB Strategy, 2012, p.2). Collaboration is considered pivotal to 
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achieving these aims as it is this model of working in "areas of strong mutual interest 

offers the greatest opportunity for successful economic development” (NWEAB 

Strategy, 2012, p.1). 

 

Five work streams were established to implement the above with one focusing on 

employment and skills. The priority for this agenda was to ‘improve skills levels 

throughout the workforce particularly in those sectors where skill deficits are acute’ 

(NWEAB Strategy, 2012, p.6) with a recognition that the strategic issue were to 

‘upgrade the skills base, reduce inactivity and tackle youth unemployment’ (NWEAB 

Strategy, 2012, p.7)  

 

What are the key motivational factors for organisations to collaborate? One of the 

biggest motivations identified by many of those interviewed was the expectation that 

there would be efficiency savings and being able to get more value for resources. P8 

stated that “this is in contrast to when organisations have sufficient resources to deliver 

the services that they wish to deliver. An example is the planning service where we’ve 

got specialisms that we don’t utilise fully and by working together maybe we can get 

better efficiency savings by sharing expertise”. Efficiency savings was identified by the 

respondents as a key driver. P8 stated “we’ve not got as much money as we had, so 

we’ve got to use that money to best effect. That’s one big driving force that says - do 

we have to deliver a particular service? If we have to do it, can we do it in a different 

way? Can we do it in way where we work with other people and we share those 

efficiency savings? Everything that we do we have to look at. Can we do it better and 

that’s because we’re driven by money and there isn’t going to be much money in the 

system for the foreseeable future”.  
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A further challenge is the motivation for organisations and their employees to 

collaborate. Failure to force the issue without establishing trust and transparency and 

a reputation for being candid rapidly introduce barriers to collaborating. P11 suggested 

that the RLP has demonstrated that if trust is developed in a partnership together with 

the required commitment, then there can be achievements. Collaborating for effect 

was identified as a further challenge - partnerships that are formed& purely and simply 

to get as much resources without really knowing what the benefits are. This has been 

evidenced across both the region and at a national level.  

 

One interesting observation was provided by P14 in that there is a mis-match between 

the financial and the citizen focused drivers for collaboration. They further noted that 

there is an expectation by the Welsh Government for further and higher education to 

collaborate; however, this is part of the corporate requirement of each Institution and 

is essential to their survival. Therefore, there has to be a constant review as to whether 

a collaborative activity is actually a beneficial move for the future of any Institution. 

P14 further noted that in theory “to prescribe this way of working is rational and can 

be but for the benefit of the learners, whereas in practice the arguments of shared 

resources and better-quality provision for the learners is not a logical path to follow”.  

 

An observation was made by P7 of valuing the input of partners and the need to 

recognise, together with there being clarity as to why organisations wish to work 

together. Other factors included a policy push from both the Welsh Government and 

the UK Government viewing the benefits of collaboration as driving efficiencies and 

service improvements. If the policy drive is to collaborate then in the words of P2, 

‘you’d be mad to ignore it’. However, this may be against the grain of what is practically 
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the favourable ‘option’. The theoretical perspective needs to be supported by practical 

instruments, such as feasibility and options appraisals. P2 further commented that: 

“policy drivers can sometimes be to the detriment of the organisational goals, 
or to the detriment of the learner, because you might take a decision to 
collaborate on something because that’s what people are telling you to do but 
in fact what you are doing is completely wrong for the learner. Put 
organisational goals aside and it’s not always easy”.  

 

Respondents identified advantages of working collaboratively, particularly regarding 

outcomes. P8 stated that: 

“the RLP is an attempt to transform learning from cradle to grave really and it’s 
a concept that’s been well established but you’ve got Higher Education, Further 
Education, Local Authority education, various others and what we’re all trying 
to do is bring our services together to give a better outcome for the learner and 
I think perhaps education has in the past been very fragmented and maybe the 
opportunities for everybody to take advantage of the system haven’t been there. 
So, I would think that perhaps the RLP will maybe oiling the wheels of the 
various structures that exist”.  

 

When re-interviewed, P8 stated that: 

“more topical than ever, it’s about saving money. I think there is an acceptance 
that the capacity of organisations is being challenged on certain functions e.g. 
education regionalisation, city regions. I think the resource allocation is more 
crucial in the next three years and local government is going to have real budget 
pressures and that means that collaboration is going to come up the agenda 
again. The only problem with that is that with the announcement of structural 
reform means that there is no need to collaborate now as the structural reform 
will sort that out, but I think different services will need different structures”. 

 

P8 further stated that: 

“four or five years ago collaboration was more of a luxury and now it is becoming 
essential – budget cuts mean that there will be fewer people, that means that 
expertise will be lost and if you do not work with others, services are not going 
to be viable”.  

 

Further motivational factors were recognised by respondents which included: 

 better service to customers; 
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 better and richer professional networks for staff and new and different business 

opportunities; 

 exchange of information, knowledge and skills; 

 the improved outcomes from ownership of the issue and problem - This is 

particularly important when establishing partnerships and gaining mutual trust and 

respect. The investment in that work in the early days can stand a partnership in 

good stead when things get difficult.  

 

A common response amongst respondents was ‘adding value’ for the learner. Many 

noted that historically organisations within the field of education, skills and 

regeneration worked independently and that a key organisational driver was very 

much about ‘survival of the fittest’.  

 

P5 commented that:  

“there is a need to make sure that the service and what their sector delivers is 
not overlooked or marginalised. Certain partner organisations of the RLP do 
very little direct delivery of skills/learning provision. Unless effective 
partnerships are formed with those who are direct deliverers (or recipients) of 
learning, the services that those former organisations deliver could be viewed 
as more of a hindrance, or at least not be considered as an organisation to 
collaborate with”.  

 

They further noted that some organisations do not need motivational drivers to 

improve collaboration and the RLPSW&CW is one such improvement opportunity. 

When re-interviewed, they stated that “the driver is now around merging organisations 

which is beyond collaboration. More people would perceive it to be more of a necessity 

now. There is a feeling that we have gone beyond collaboration – we are being told 

what we need to do much more, it is not a discussion. If you still want to have sources 

of funding, you have to do what’s on offer”.  
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Staff development was identified as a further motivational factor for collaborative 

working as it provides staff with the opportunity to acquire knowledge of how other 

sectors operate, thus creating empathy for the challenges that other organisations face 

and also the potential for more seamless public services. P9 stated that “the 

collaborative experience gives people the opportunity to lead from the side and not 

always from the front which is very important for an authority.  We have for some years 

trying to get more for less resources; it’s through this partnership approach that that is 

and has been achievable”.  

 

For collaboration to work, P14 stated that: 

“it requires two things to work properly, both of which the RLP has. One is 
personalities, individuals and teams who believe that collaboration is the way 
forward and actually work in an open and transparent to try and achieve that 
and who are aware of the barriers and the issues and the other personalities 
that may be impacting on that collaboration moving forward. Whether it’s 
perceived or real and alongside a certain level of leverage applied from policy, 
from funders. Levers and drivers, carrot and stick. But, not only hard that will 
drive and take that forward and if that can be done with a level of agreement, 
and openness and transparency then you have the best of both worlds”.  

 

When re-interviewed, P3 stated that “the drivers should be the same in terms of service 

improvement and efficiencies. The recent budget settlement for local government 

means that the time taken for shared services to be developed and deliver efficiencies 

is perceived as a negative. Collaboration has been mooted as the answer to things 

and there has been an awakening for organisations that it is not the ‘silver bullet’. From 

a Welsh Government perspective, they will say keep working together. There is some 

scepticism that the easiest way to address the budget challenge is for that to happen 

by individual counties which is a shame because if they were a bit more radical and 

looked at a real way of delivering shared services, they could save money. I don’t think 

there is that willingness or political commitment to it at a local level”.  
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P9 recognised that working together with external partners can lead to improved 

outcomes for customers, citing health and social services as examples. However, it 

was noted that when collaborative service provision does not work out it “becomes 

more cumbersome for the customer. You’ve got collaboration really as a token form 

so you might have a structure, but the collaboration is not there”. When re-interviewed, 

P4 stated, “it’s must do collaboration as we cannot do it all anymore”.  

 

A common response to the challenges of collaboration centred on personal 

relationships, personalities and individuals guarding their ‘territory’. One respondent 

stated, “I think that successful collaboration is about positive relationships and I think 

that a lot of collaboration will flourish where people get on with one another and that 

fosters improved collaboration because trust is built”. One noteworthy comment 

concerned the recognition of staff input when collaborating in relation to their position. 

P7 stated that “at a more operational level there are a group of people who are the 

implementers who often get overlooked in terms of praise and support and reward for 

their endeavours and sometimes may misunderstand the motivation of why the 

organisation is collaborating”.  

 

4.3.3 Benefits of Collaboration 

 
P4 stated that: 

“it has to be a better service for the region’s learners and stakeholders. Very 
often in terms of collaboration it is about sharing of good practice and 
sometimes it will be challenging the providers through learning about good 
practice from others. It should be around the reduction of duplication whether 
across a geographic or a subject area. It has to be something where each 
partner that is collaboration finds that there is some mutual benefit”. 

 

When re-interviewed, P4 stated that: 
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“Careers Wales continues to benefit from the investment that it made of the 
early days of the RLP. The organisation is now a recognised voice around the 
table because we’ve invested significantly in the early days so the benefits that 
we get from being a member of the partnership of having access to the 
opportunity to being on the inside track with key partners in the region”. 

 

P14 noted that the concepts driven by the RLP could not have been realised by one 

organisation necessarily. The benefit should always be about improving things for 

learners. They further stated that: 

“for example, if you are working with voluntary sector partners they would have 
a much better connection with people residing in disadvantaged communities 
than any other organisation could ever hope to achieve by parachuting into that 
community, so people who work in a community enterprise or a Communities 
First region as their daily work and particularly those who come from and have 
formed a grass roots operation are ideal partners to engage with those 
community members”. Interesting is the observation made by the Local 
Government Head of Service who was interviewed stating that the real benefit 
of collaboration is ‘competitive advantage’.  

 

P3 stated that: 

“I think collaboration affords organisations the opportunity to learn from each 
other, to share good practice and there has to be a recognition that sometimes 
there are some losses as well, but certainly the benefits of collaboration can 
ultimately the sum of the whole is greater than all the parts that come together 
in a collaboration”.  
 

There was recognition amongst the respondents that instant results cannot be 

achieved via collaboration. Partners are involved as they want to make a difference to 

the learner. The pathway however, stated P5 “is incredibly frustrating, not knowing 

when the end of the journey might be or is and not seeing any difference but actually. 

The other side of this is that we cannot not be there so we are committed to trying as 

well”. The respondent further noted that it is difficult to see the benefits of collaboration 

for the third sector as “we are a minor player in relation to the learning agenda and so 

the collaboration tends not to be focused on us”.  
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A common response to this theme was making cashable efficiencies. The theory of 

sharing services is that fewer human resources are required thus delivering a more 

seamless service. On this subject P9 commented that “in public service terms we don’t 

focus enough on how the general public get their services. I think we’re more 

traditionally structured, that this is what you’re going to get, this is the money I’ve got 

and this is what you’re going to get. We’re all professional experts whereas in fact I 

think that the world has changed. Its more about what actually do people want, what 

people expect and how do we get the bigger picture services. By maximising the 

resources available to local communities and removing unhelpful competition between 

organisations that takes finance away from the provision of services”. 

 

The responses relating to the benefits of working collaboratively can be grouped into 

a number of different areas. These are listed below: 

Innovation development and staff development - There can be significant benefits in 

terms of learning from approaches in other organisations, and different ways of 

approaching tasks/problems; 

Shared cost and improved performance - It does widen the scope and access of 

information and networks; 

Range of services delivered to the customer – P6 stated that “if it was us on its own 

and I think about the other partners who deliver locally, I would never have enough 

resource or money available to meet customer needs if I was working in isolation or in 

a silo. I think it is better, its better customer service and value for money and for the 

tax payer in terms of what they invest in the public sector”; 

Economies of scales – there was a recognition from some of the respondents that 

entering into collaboration does not mean that everybody will benefit to equal measure. 
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This in itself presents a challenge. P5 stated that “there are practical advantages like 

the ability to draw down external funding through working together collectively and if 

you’re collaborating you get more perspective on issues or you know how to solve 

them”. An issue which was highlighted was that some service areas do not lend 

themselves easily to collaboration. There may be a small service area that does not 

work extensively with other organisations and thus could be a distraction from service 

delivery. P9 stated, “I think we’ve got to get away from saying that collaboration is the 

answer to every single ill. I think what we need to do is to say where will collaboration 

have maximum benefits and I think it’s usually where there are multi-agencies in the 

field. I think by working together you get improved services for customers and also 

where there are specialism and where you can save money”. 

Shared resources and wider networks - Small organisations rely on the opportunities 

through getting other people who have the expertise where they can add value and 

better outcomes. 

 

The area of joint appointments was raised as a potential benefit. P8 noted that: 

“shared Chief Executive Officers (CEO) is a good one, people say you will save 
an awful amount of money if share CEOs, but can you? I mean I’ve stopped 
and thought, one shared CEO between 2 local authorities – salary £150,000 
per annum with an organisational budget of probably £750 million. Does the 
CEO go in on a Monday and Wednesday to one organisation? What actual 
benefits would come from just a single shared CEO I question... it’s just a red 
herring for what is the real issue and that is how do you get the whole 
organisation working better with neighbours with other providers?” 

 

Many respondents argued that real change through the RLP is starting to be realised, 

but there is a way to go. P5 further argued that “in some way it’s the partners playing 

lip service to the RLP and they forget about the third sector a little bit, but I think there 
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are huge opportunities in the future for us. The partnership has now matured and it’s 

about realising those changes”.   

 

Respondents recognised that via the RLP better relationships between organisations 

and a shared culture of working had been established. P4 stated that, “there is more 

trust between a number of organisations which has made the sharing of ideas a less 

challenging process. It has enabled greater strategic thinking but local delivery has 

still been maintained”. What was evident from the review of the RLP’s documentation 

was the significant changes that have continued to have an impact on the partnership’s 

‘direction of travel’. Noteworthy are the institutional changes within the Further and 

Higher Education sector, for example the merger of Gorseinon and Swansea Colleges 

and the establishment of a Dual Sector University structure incorporating the 

University of Wales Trinity Saint David (which has merged with Swansea Metropolitan 

University), Coleg Sir Gar and Coleg Ceredigion.  

 

As a result of the eligibility of certain counties within Wales being included within the 

European Structural Fund Convergence programme, the county of Powys whilst 

demonstrating interest to join the partnership were originally unable to be considered. 

However, developments in early 2012 with the implementation of the Regional 

Integrated School Improvement Programme via the regional education consortium for 

South West and Mid Wales (ERW – Education Regional Working) which covers the 

counties of Ceredigion, Powys, Pembrokeshire, Carmarthenshire, Swansea and 

Neath Port Talbot particularly with the consortium adopting the RLSO as their key data 

collection and intelligence tool, strengthened the case for the geographical coverage 
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of both partnerships to mirror one another. In August 2012, Powys as a county via the 

local authority confirmed their wish to become a full member of the RLP.  

 

A further ‘spin off’ which is noteworthy is the involvement of the partnership in the 

development of a Regional Economic Regeneration Strategy for South West Wales 

which would harness the economic development priorities and challenges of the 

region. Commissioned jointly by the region’s Local Authorities, the former South West 

Wales Economic Forum, the South West Wales Tourism Partnership and the RLP, the 

partnership emphasised the importance of skills as a central thread to the 

development of such a strategy. This preceded the launch of the Swansea Bay City 

Region (SBCR) in August 2013. The RLP has the remit of facilitating the development 

of the skills strand of the said city region.  

 

Over and above the practical gains that have been made, respondents were 

impressed by the energy / engagement levels that have been sustained when all too 

often their experience is that partnership activities can reach a point where they are 

no longer seen as exciting/relevant and collapse as a result. The RLP seems to have 

a stronger and broader based support and a more engaged core of interested parties. 

Economies of scale and efficiencies can be practically demonstrated as a result of 

exposure to better practice in areas, but flexible enough to apply to a local context. P9 

stated “improved outcomes from a redesign of services, rather than restructuring”.  

 

The structure and delivery of European Funded programmes led by the Welsh 

Government in the 2007-2013 period created sectoral / regional initiatives which often 

incorporated a wider range of stakeholders and consequently introduced stringent 
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compliance regulations, particularly with respect to procuring goods and services. P5 

observed that this had driven:  

“a wedge between organisations that need to be working together and may 
result in generic approaches with significant duplication of effort between 
contractors working in parallel with no requirement to work together”. 
 

Contrastingly, a wide range of good working relationships are being built up across 

organisations that would not normally work together. It is still difficult however to see 

real cultural change taking place. P11 stated that “sectors still seem to recoil to what 

they know best and this appears to be getting worse not better. The partnership 

approach adopted as part of the Objective One European Programme mandated a 

multi-sector approach – more recent experience seems to suggest the opposite is now 

the case. The Welsh Government has encouraged collaboration, but has not formally 

enforced it”.  

 

Respondents stated that they have been able to influence policy and thus gain a better 

profile for their area of working, challenging traditional approaches to engagement and 

introducing organisational ‘spin off’ opportunities which have ultimately resulted in 

changing employees’ skill sets. 

 

As detailed in chapter Three, the objectives of the RLPSW&CW were revised in 2014, 

which reflect a more focused programme of activity for the partnership. An 

independent baseline evaluation on the RLPSW&CW undertaken by SQW Consulting 

in March 2012 stated that “the specific arguments underpinning the intervention, both 

explicitly and inferred from discussions with RLP partners and staff, were: 

 the need for collaborative working to improve effectiveness and efficiencies of 
public service delivery across the region; 
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 the need to reduce duplication and institutional boundaries impacting on the learner 
experience – the evidence for this was ‘cited by partners iin the initial regional 
Workshop’ according to the ESF Business Plan; 

 the lack of joined-up local intelligence on learner needs and outcomes” (pp.8-9).  
 

More specifically, it further stated that “the RLP was identified as a means of ‘testing’ 

public service collaboration across the education and regeneration agenda, with both 

individuals across the region and providers identified as potential beneficiaries” (p.9). 

The mid-term evaluation referenced a number of recommendations, which included 

the partnership’s relationship with Welsh Government stating “developing links with 

the Welsh Government and securing commitment of the Welsh Government should 

be a priority...whilst the Welsh Government have been aware of the RLP’s work, real 

traction with the centre has not yet been achieved” and its longer term sustainability 

with respect to the need for “the RLP’s Strategy Group should lead a formal options 

review for the post-2013 RLP, considering its functions and form, and how this will be 

resourced” (p.7). 

 

A theme that was evident from the interviews was the idea that collaboration is here 

to stay. What focused strongly was the need for it to be ‘fit for purpose’ with one 

respondent stating, “it’s got to be the right answer and not the answer”. Some 

suggested that it seems to be a prolonged prequel to a reorganisation of public 

services in Wales. Whilst it can result in positive working relationships and 

development of new approaches, it is also confusing and difficult to see ‘who is boss’ 

with the continually shifting sands of why it is being done. There is clearly a belief that 

there are some difficult choices to be made on the horizon with more joint working 

between the organisations on the agenda. To some extent, collaboration is becoming 

a byword.   
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There is a need to consider the political dynamic to the collaboration agenda and the 

question as to whether local members, for example fully appreciate that collaboration 

is part of their agenda as well as understanding the level of local / regional debate. 

There are considerable implications if engaging with members on this subject is an 

afterthought. Its implementation however needs to be pragmatic in its adoption. P10 

stated: 

“I think we need to realistically assess if there is a better outcome, there is a 
need to collaborate. If there isn’t a better outcome don’t worry about doing it 
and I think maybe we’re still on that journey at the moment, because some 
people think we’ve got to collaborate on everything and people get nervous if 
we don’t collaborate we are going to be punished. Others don’t want to 
collaborate at all and I think it’s about being more open and it’s about the culture 
drive to change it to be more open and we can actually honestly assess where 
it become second nature like everything else. At the moment, it’s a bit of a tool 
for a bolt on in some people’s minds. Perhaps in this future one-day people may 
say that can we do it with others?” 

 

A viewpoint that came through strongly with respondents was the message of ‘do it 

successfully or you will be re-organised’ with P8 stating that “if you are able not to bury 

your head in the sand and put yourself out there and want to co-construct with the 

Welsh Government then this will stand organisations in good stead”. The difficulty 

noted by a number of respondents was when organisations are faced with operational 

matters such as protecting employees’ jobs. Whilst part of this is inevitable there is a 

need to prepare staff with the skills to operate which gives them the best opportunities, 

certainly in terms of possible reorganisation. Is collaboration only embraced however 

as a result of a political drive? P10 highlighted that “collaboration as a way of working 

for the future operation of the organisation will continue to be the way we work while 

there is the political will, which will no doubt change back to competition at some 

stage”. P3 stated that: 

“I think collaboration is a, becoming a bit of a byword, it’s just I think the 
organisation will become more engaged in joint working make some difficult 
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choices where and I think there might need to be more of a shift. I don’t believe 
that the councillors and backbench members in the local authorities really 
appreciate or understand that collaboration is part of their agenda as well and 
the sort of local regional debate has not been fully understood by them”. 

 

Building on this factor was the ability in developing and maintaining relationships. The 

RLP has enabled some of its partners to enter ‘new territory’ and acquire knowledge. 

For example, collectively identifying mechanisms to address the region’s skills needs 

and access to ‘fit for purpose’ training. P6 stated that:  

“we could not do what we do without collaboration. In terms of the RLP, I think 
it’s around making sure that we are aware of what is happening with others so 
that we don’t duplicate, we add value, we find a gap that we are more able to 
meet then that’s what we would do. Its recognising that others could do things 
better than we can. But also, because we are very small and we cover wider 
than the RLP area sometimes we have to say to people that things that we are 
doing in other regions could bring to this region”.  

 

 

4.3.4 Barriers to Collaboration 

 
The responses to the questions grouped in this theme were consistent with those in 

the literature, which included: collaboration occurs in organisations at very different 

levels, strategic collaboration is critical to the successful outcome of any new initiative; 

support and confidence is crucial to ensure that staff are engaged in the process; and 

communicating and disseminating key messages within an organisation.  

P5 stated that: 

“smaller organisations within the partnership feel that they do not have a voice 
and feel overpowered and perhaps been dominated into a way of working that 
they would not choose. It is important therefore to respect the autonomy of 
people who work in different organisations to what size, power or resource that 
organisation has you’ve gone into a partnership because together you can 
achieve a better result than if you were doing that on your own, therefore you 
need them just as much as they need you with your resource that you can put 
into it”.   
 

 



151 
 

This viewpoint does question how the third sector is viewed by other sectors in the 

collaborative process and to what extent their input is valued and recognised. P7 

stated that “coming from a University is the belief that smaller organisations can feel 

that they do not have a voice and feel overpowered and perhaps been dominated into 

a way of working that they wouldn’t choose”. Indeed, this can be supported by an 

observation made by P6 who stated that ‘it is a challenge to get respect for a small 

organisation – equal partners, regardless of size”.   

 

Culture was presented by many of the respondents as a barrier. A number of the 

respondents suggested that some organisations within the partnership were open and 

non-defensive, others displayed opposite attributes. Further comments were made 

about staff within organisations feeling that as a result of working collaboratively that 

their position is under threat and they do not want to work differently as they ‘know 

best’. The challenge is how to eliminate this. P5 stated “if we could break that culture 

down, if the people that come into new jobs are wise to what collaboration is about 

and one day I think it will be as natural as delivering services in a more traditional way. 

Sharp end delivery is different from somebody sitting around and making theory of it”. 

The respondent further noted a combined number of challenges which included: 

frustration over the time that it takes to makes things happen, further noting that their 

organisation cannot afford not to be there. This is supported by P6 stating that 

“sometimes in partnerships you can go at the pace of the slowest which is a barrier. 

There can be a danger of blandness and lack of innovation and risk. You are again 

trying to accommodate everybody. My organisation has to be members of a number 

of partnerships and sub-groups etc. It’s a strain very clearly on an organisation and 
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weigh this up with the risk of ‘loosing out’; and the debate over the local versus regional 

collaboration agenda. Issues become very different and thus so do the responses”. 

 

A further challenge is whether organisations embrace collaborative working in a 

voluntary capacity or feel duty bound as a result of the strong policy directives from 

the Welsh Government and legislative measures on collaborative working being 

proposed by the National Assembly for Wales (NAW). P3 stated that:  

“my organisation collaborates around a regional board so it’s put a governance 
structure in place which is a voluntary one; there is no statutory duty on the 
authorities to collaborate. In terms of drivers for collaboration that the Welsh 
Government is encouraging and actually threatening with its new legislative 
competencies to force local authorities to collaborate. The organisation 
collaborates by organising meetings, through events and through specific 
projects. And the organisation actually supports that collaboration, it facilitates 
it”.  

 

“We have to collaborate to survive” was the response from most of the interviewees. 

Others felt that it is a strong feature of how organisations must operate particularly 

with the growth of the RLP, recognising that some partner organisations have 

spearheaded and facilitated collaboration. Conversely, P5 stated that “organisations 

are not ready to change. There is no clear driver for them to change. Organisations 

rely on others for core funding and therefore having to collaborate with them”. There 

was a belief that organisations are coerced ‘‘from above with certain things”, however 

there does need to be an element of this and sometimes this is the only way. They 

further stated that “maybe the problem is that we coerce in the wrong places and we 

don’t get the buy in the right places. Maybe how we use the collaboration is something 

to be seen”. With respect to responding to policy directives, P16 stated that “it has 

helped with the establishment of the RLP, with respect to the work of the NWEAB, with 

respect to establishing an Employment and Skills element”.  



153 
 

A common thread amongst many of the respondents was questioning whether their 

organisation was the most suitable to deliver a particular service. A further 

consideration was that external funding streams accessed by organisations for 

education, skills and regeneration related activities often promote competition and not 

collaboration. P5 questioned the appropriateness of whether certain organisations are 

best placed to deliver services stating that “there is the existence of vested 

interest...inter-agency rivalry has not gone away – perhaps just underground”.  

 

When re-interviewed, P3 stated that: 

“there are additional barriers because there is the uncertainty with the 
publication of outcome of the Williams Commission review of public services. 
The phrase ‘its polluting regional collaboration’ has been used – making people 
wait to find out what the conclusion is rather than being committed to 
collaboration. Traditional barriers are more evident – organisations are 
uncertain about own futures. The collaboration agenda is becoming secondary 
– public sector organisations have grown tired of it as it takes too long. There 
is the argument that they should have taken it more seriously before now and 
been a bit more ambitious. There is a definite sense that we have tried 
collaboration and now there is a need for the Welsh Government to tell us what 
it looks like and we’ll follow that”.  
 

This was echoed by P11 who when re-interviewed stated that: 

“if it is about public service reform, does the reform get lost in the process. Does 
the process become the main driver? What is collaboration driven by? When 
the RLP was first mooted, it was a response to access European Funding, and 
the structure evolved which continued for some years and this was followed by 
a policy driver by the Welsh Government on it approach to the skills and 
employment agenda. It needs test and challenge, but where does this come 
from? The severity of the public sector cuts are so big, collaboration is now 
essential. The way that the Welsh Government reacts to this is essential. The 
RLP was responding to the Welsh Government agenda when it was first 
established, and this remains. There is however a lack of clarity about what the 
imperative is”.  

 

There was a feeling amongst some respondents that whilst there are clear benefits to 

collaboration, there is a lack of understanding by national organisations such as the 
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Welsh Government and Estyn as to how this works on a practical level. This suggests 

that such organisations advocate collaborative working without a clear understanding 

or rationale. A major responsibility falls upon organisations such as local government 

to lead partnerships as an add-on to the day-job, with additional work pressures 

resulting. 

 

Some criticism was pointed at the Welsh Government with one respondent noting “a 

lack of joined-up policy from Welsh Government and politicians who are not able to 

work in partnership themselves”. The respondent further commented on the inability 

of public sector organisations to be adaptable. P8 noted that:  

“the problem is that public sector Institutions are not necessarily flexible, are 
they? So, once you start something, it can take you a long time before you can 
turn around and say that isn’t working and we need to put something else in 
place. We are also getting very risk averse so nobody will put their hand up and 
say that this is not the right way of doing it because it’s seen as a sign of failure 
and the media are onto us immediately”. 
 

There is a belief that the ‘collaboration overhead’, that is the time spent on it, is not 

fully appreciated/recognised by those who demand/encourage it. P2 stated that:  

“sometimes collaboration isn’t the answer. If we were really strongly against it, 
we wouldn’t do it. From a shared services perspective, if we weren’t getting any 
benefits from it, we’d walk away from it. We wouldn’t want to be seen that we 
were ignoring policy, sometimes people see policy as political correctness and 
having to explain why you are not going down this route. Its yes and no, it 
depends what we are collaborating on. I don’t think you should be afraid to say 
no”.  

 

Respondents clearly felt that there is an increased pressure to collaborate, with a risk 

that organisations end up collaborating for ‘collaboration’s sake”’, and ‘playing the 

game’. The approach also raises uncertainty as to the effects that collaboration is 

intended to achieve, i.e. reorganisation. The underlying driver focuses on efficiencies 

- improved solutions may not always be cheaper however. P9 stated that “to a certain 
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extent depending on which Minister you are talking to and for what purpose others are 

talking to you about collaboration. Certain sectors within the RLP have had the ability 

to work with the Welsh Government, particularly within the education sector to ‘co-

construct’ partnerships”. There was a further recognition that there is a need to engage 

with the relevant political networks and ‘take the politicians with you’ to ensure that the 

collaborative process is successful.  

 

Convincing others of the benefits of collaboration was a further barrier identified by 

many of those interviewed including the conflict between organisational priorities and 

the wider agenda. Supplementary to this is the ability of partner organisations to 

resource attendance at meetings together with proving the ‘added value’ that partner 

activities have made.  

 

P7 stated that: 

“people are suspicious that collaboration means that it is going to be followed 
swiftly by cutting resources and jobs because there are concerns about 
duplication of service delivery. However, there is a need to be clear about the 
distinction between this and complementary services. The fear of collaboration 
causes difficulty in terms of getting to this stage. With respect to the learner 
there are concerns about blurring organisational identity, for example about 
which Institution the learner is actually studying with”.  

 

A further barrier cited by respondents was time. P4 stated that “this approach is 

resource intensive. There’s always the risk, too, that even good ‘ambassadors’ fail to 

complete the loop and feed-back effectively into our organisation”. Respondents also 

emphasised the need not to underestimate this factor. It can be quite a trajectory from 

the delivery of the ‘day job’ and often people do not see the benefits, so it is not 

necessarily a quick fix and often organisations are under pressure to deliver their core 

functions and collaboration could be seen as a distraction from that. 
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When re-interviewed, P5 stated that “there are emerging new versions of traditional 

barriers e.g. trust. Where we might want to collaborate, and be a respected partner 

with a local authority, when it comes to an organisation’s priorities – reducing budgets 

for example, the priority will be for the organisation to keep jobs. There is a new 

concept to partnership when it comes to the current landscape with respect to funding 

cuts. It can jeopardise collaboration – once relationships are gone, it takes a long time 

to re-establish them”. This was re-iterated by P1 who suggested that “the same 

barriers exist, but in a new dimension. There are fewer bodies with a vested interest, 

but more camps are created. Whether it is because we are more experienced in 

collaboration the new barriers appear”.  

 

Given that collaboration is so strongly advocated by the Welsh Government in the 

delivery of Welsh public services, how do organisations address the issue of 

competition? Do all organisations wholeheartedly embrace collaboration? The view of 

P2 stated that:  

“what we can’t afford to have is internal competition. So, with a diminishing pool 
for instance of school leavers what you don’t want is a highly proactive 
individual in one sector chasing an individual and the same with the other. So, 
from a client perspective it’s equating it, from a client perspective in terms of 
the experience within the college to equate it, but you do that by sharing good 
practice. So, I’d say to sum up definitely collaboration internally is sharing good 
practice to ensure an equality of experience for our learner”.  

 

To support this sector’s viewpoint, P1 recognised that there is an art to collaboration 

rather than it being based on a scientific methodology. There is a need to consider the 

wider environment from the perspective of the learner, rather than an organisation’s 

goals. A view presented by P10 was that “the public sector operates in a target 

setting/evidence based culture that encourages organisations to compete against 

each other”.  
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In relation to the extent to which individuals felt they were being coerced to collaborate, 

varying responses were received from the respondents. P3 stated that “the statements 

that the current Minister for Social Justice & Local Government, Carl Seargant AM has 

made around forcing collaboration, ultimately is about coercion, and I think that yes, 

some organisations will feel that”. This contrasts with the viewpoint of P1 who noted 

that previously their organisation had moved into collaboration for survival, but now it 

provides added value for the learner.  

 

Contrastingly with respect to the viewpoint of the Welsh Government, P14 commented 

that: 

“the Civil Service was designed as a command / control structure. It is not 
designed for collaboration; it’s designed for a person at the top of hierarchy to 
tell people to pass the message down and expect for things to happen and that 
makes collaboration much more difficult’.  

 

On a practical level, this can be illustrated by an observation made by P8 stating that: 

“I think in Welsh Government you get a policy official who says this will be a 
good idea and suddenly we have to do. Another good example is we have to 
work in different collaboration groups. Well has anybody questioned why? No, 
it’s just, oh, that’s a good idea. Try and configure everything on health 
boundaries, that’s okay for health, it might not work for education, it might not 
work for regeneration, but suddenly we all have to fit one particular model. And 
that’s another thing; fitting with one model doesn’t always work either. We don’t 
seem to learn from that – do we?”. 

 
 

Regardless of what sector interviewees represented, a clear message was that 

collaboration theoretically presumes equal representation and control. Practically 

however, the result of the research is that this is not the case. There are issues of 

vested organisational interest and Institutions prioritising their own credibility and 

operational preservation. Additionally, what respondents suggested further 
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complicates matters is when collaboration is undertaken on a voluntary, consensual 

basis and there is a lack of governance structure.  

 

Some respondents also raised the issue of ownership with respect to problems that 

seek collective resolution. When a collaborative initiative is undertaken, and is 

terminated early, who is responsible then and how do you try and work back from this? 

From a policy perspective, collaboration is prescribed as the model for public service 

delivery, but when it fails to address the matter in hand, what is the alternative?  

 

Crucial to the collaboration process is the ability of organisations to identify resources 

and clarity about what they want to gain from working collaboratively. A lack of vision 

can be a key barrier, where an organisation or the people involved in the collaboration 

have the inability to see the ultimate benefit. Resistance to change is a further factor 

with collaboration often being perceived as part of a change programme. Practical 

obstacles can include ICT infrastructure which present challenges for organisations 

wishing to develop platforms for shared service delivery. A lack of a formal governance 

structure is a further barrier, identified by a number of the respondents. When re-

interviewed, P11 stated that:  

“the major issue with collaboration is governance and the lack of formal 
reporting structures. The collaboration agenda has forced people – there has 
to be an aim as it is expensive. Having regional European Funded projects 
means more efficiently administered projects, but you still need local 
administration which is more costly”.  

 

Some of the interviewees suggested that informal collaboration makes partnerships 

ill-equipped to deal with conflict whereas formal governance ensures that legal 

contracts define rights and remedies and thus helps to avoid misunderstandings.  
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4.3.5 Measuring Outcomes of Collaboration 

 
Respondents felt that it can be very difficult to measure the outcomes of a network or 

a collaborative partnership. As has previously been highlighted, ownership of those 

outcomes is complex. The overall impact is something that is wider than any one 

organisation and it is a long-term measure as the impact is not immediate. The other 

fundamental question is how do you measure impact of collaborative working? 

Respondents suggested that it was easier to see the strategic impact of collaborative 

working. However, that in itself is challenging in the public sector’s current climate with 

respect to influencing organisations that are working to their own strategic plans, 

tighter budgets, and responding to other external pressures. What respondents 

highlighted was it is not so easy to measure financial and organisational impact i.e. 

‘on the ground’. This provides a further barrier when selling the benefits of 

collaboration and why organisations should engage.  

 

What is crucial is understanding the rationale for the intervention of collaboration. 

Often it is responding to a policy push and in this context from the Welsh Government 

viewing the benefits of collaboration as driving efficiencies and service improvements. 

If the policy drive is to collaborate then in the words of one P2, ‘you’d be mad to ignore 

it’. However, this may be against the grain of what is practically the favourable ‘option’. 

The theoretical perspective needs to be supported by practical instruments, such as 

feasibility and options appraisals. This provides further disconnect in the outcome 

setting process when there is a lack of clarity about why an activity is being 

undertaken.  

 

P11 suggested that it depended on the activity and noted that: 
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“If it was a project funded by ESF, there are very clear outcomes which can be 
monitored, but that’s quite different to impact, because what you are looking at 
perhaps is a change in policymaking, change in the views of individuals within 
the direct beneficiary group so they are all very difficult things to measure’. The 
real test is whether the projects developed using this approach are delivering 
their outcomes. Respondents indicated that it is still too early to say, but the 
process of developing and delivering the schemes has encouraged a level of 
working together that was not seen on previous European funded programmes. 
It is also requiring leaps of faith, e.g. procurement of the Regional Essential 
Skills project that is pushing boundaries, but is perhaps at the extreme end of 
how far collaboration, and trust, can be pushed”. 

 

P13 advised that their organisation reviews every partnership that they are involved 

in. The time invested in these partnerships and what the outcome is, is analysed. As 

a result, the organisation has had to make some challenging decisions in relation to 

attendance at certain partnership tables. In some instances, respondents’ experiences 

of collaboration indicated that they were told what to measure. This can be highlighted 

by a statement made by P5 stating that the only outcomes that the organisations 

measure are the ones that “we are told to measure, for example by a commissioning 

body / funding body”.  

 

Contrastingly P1 suggested that the focus of target setting is on generating income, 

stating that “annual targets are a measure of collaborative activity; likewise measuring 

outcomes focuses on the financial savings that have been realised”. P6 stated that:  

“with respect to measuring outcomes / impact - we don’t do it very well. We 
have so many different types of collaborative activity – we may have 
Memorandums of Understandings with organisations, we have contractual 
obligations, we share staff with other organisations. Its formalised collaboration 
– that’s quite easy to measure. In terms of the RLP, it is very difficult to measure 
whether there is added value to our organisation; you then flip it over and ask 
what it the risk of us not being involved?  What are the tools of measuring the 
outcomes?” 
 

P14 stated that: 
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“you would want to measure the impact of collaboration more than the 
outcomes. If you’ve got an organisational network that as a result of agreement 
with partners set itself tasks, then you can measure the outcome of those tasks. 
The problem with collaboration, and outcomes a bit like the RLP to a great 
extent co-ordinates other divisions policies, I don’t own those outcomes, so I 
can’t claim them. It can be very difficult to measure the outcomes of a network 
or a collaborative partnership. You have to use process indicators because you 
see to the process, but the outcomes are elsewhere. On the other hand, the 
overall impact is something that is wider than any 1 provider, so you can lay 
some claim to impact”. 

 

The RLP’s final evaluation recognised the significant evolution of the strategic and 

policy context within which the partnership had operated from 2010 – 2013. Notably 

was the policy push from the Welsh Government with respect to the regional skills 

agenda.  The report’s 10 recommendations make reference for the RLP intervention 

to continue, the need to undertake a review of the partnership’s “capability and 

capacity to respond fully, robustly and expertly, to the breaking agendas already in 

play” (SQW, 2014, p.6) and how it can better evidence the impact / outcome of its 

activity. 

 

What is evident from the responses is the ownership of collaboration – that is, who 

owns the process, the outcome and who is acting on whose behalf? There is a need 

to be able to claim the success when there is a better service delivered by a 

collaborative effort than a single organisation. It is more challenging to claim success 

in collaboration so people do not do it. There was recognition amongst the 

interviewees that joint objectives cannot be achieved by organisations working 

independently. One example of this is delivering excellent customer service. P4 stated 

of their organisation that it: 

“can’t solve the economic inactivity issues of South West Wales on its own. I 
need local employers and I need job opportunities and work experience 
opportunities for us to be able to move some of our customers into. I need the 
support of training providers to bridge the skills gap. I have to be a key player 
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around that partnership table. Hence the number of partnerships that I am 
involved in”. 

 

Practically however, organisations and their employees can claim to ‘buy into’ and 

participate in collaborative activities, but what often is difficult to determine is how a 

successful outcome can genuinely be shared between those who have contributed or 

whether it is as a result of a few dominant partners.  

 

Interviewees highlighted the use of traditional, well established tools of evaluation from 

critical friend review, external project evaluation and self-evaluation at one end to 

participant (training) evaluations and social media statistics at the other. There is an 

expectation from the Welsh Government that the benefit of joint working can be 

evidenced. 

 

With respect to externally funded initiatives, there are outcomes to be satisfied which 

are captured via independent commissioned evaluations. There is a view however that 

such systems are not sophisticated. This is an area which can be strengthened. The 

challenge is the flexibility of public sector organisations to evaluate methods of 

working. P9 noted that:  

“once you start something, it can take you a long time before you can turn 
around and say that isn’t working and something else and also we are getting 
very risk averse so nobody will put their hand up and say that this is not the 
right way of doing it because it’s seen as a sign of failure”. 
 

The data that they produce provides opportunities for organisations ‘to replan and 

refocus and in some cases to restructure’. But what about evaluation for non-funded 

driven collaboration?  There is a need to be sharper in the collection and use of data, 

discarding data which is not being utilising for planning.  Certainly, the biggest scenario 
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that has been influenced through collaborative working is self-evaluation. P3 stated 

that “for some of the projects, the outcome / measures can be quite not too onerous 

quite light in terms of whether it’s an SLA or having some sort of dissemination event. 

But I think that this is going to change and the impact of the financial efficiencies for 

example is going too measured and there is going to be an expectation because of 

the cost. What about staff time and so on and sometimes ‘pump prime’ collaboration 

there is an expectation that we will need to measure impact and outcomes”. 

 

 

4.3.6 Skills required to Collaborate 

P11 stated that: 

“most organisations are designed to meet particular needs and internal / 
external communications are designed to meet the agendas the organisations 
are set up to deal with. Local Authorities are set up to govern a local patch for 
a particular set of policy priorities. Collaboration raises all manner of questions 
about political accountability, who reports to who, where does the buck stop? A 
level of pragmatism and diplomacy is required, but there is a level of discomfort 
palpable when real sacrifices of services / personnel have to be made as part 
of the collaboration agenda. There is a risk of this becoming an industry of its 
own and adding a layer of back-office work”. 

 

A general comment was that organisations need to experience a culture change 

including employees some of whom have been in the organisation for a significant 

time. P1 commented that: 

“there are two factors here – historically FE Institutions are encouraged not to 
collaborate because it is a competitive environment and some staff members 
saying I’ve seen it all before – why bother? The second factor is, staff members 
thinking that if they get involved its more work for them and some people see it 
as more work because they don’t see the benefit of the win-win situation we’re 
in”. 

 

A number of respondents noted that some of their staff were not fully competent to 

collaborate as they had moved into new collaborative roles and did not have previous 

experience of this. There was a feeling of the need to have an ‘internal analysis of the 
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external world’ via the introduction of review mechanisms seeking ‘customer insight’, 

‘employer insight’ and ‘partnership insight’. Others felt that their organisations were 

reasonably equipped, highlighting that staff had the particular skills set required to 

collaborate.  In contrast, however, P1 commented, “so once you’ve done that and 

you’ve got people on board, some people will fall by the way side and you literally have 

to say that they aren’t up to it. You can see that internally. The situation isn’t perfect 

by any means. There are some people in here, dare I say who can’t actually 

collaborate internally”. 

 

P8 stated that “a common thread is beginning to emerge with joint working where for 

example service officers may see the value in collaborating, however others may not 

recognise those benefits and may challenge it. I think that a lot of people are very 

traditional in their outlook and are very focused on their own organisation”. Many 

respondents felt that a number of organisations, including those that are partners of 

the RLP are not armed practically to collaborate. There is a view that they see 

collaboration as the role of a particular person, usually at a senior level in an 

organisation to engage in the collaboration process and perceive it as paying lip 

service. 

 

Leadership was identified by many respondents as a prime ‘blocker’. P1 stated that:  

“the willingness to work collaboratively is set by leadership. It is not always 
possible to do this as sometimes it can offer incentives and then other times 
you question the benefit / threat to long term sustainability. The scale of 
operation has an impact on how effective collaboration can be. If an 
organisation operates on a regional basis then the bigger picture can be 
viewed, however the smaller the organisation the more risk is perceived. 
Building collaboration into the new structures of public sector organisations 
provides a better forum for decision making. Collaboration to some extent has 
been retro fitted into existing organisational structures”.  
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There is a need for organisations to have a clear position on collaboration. It is a 

change management programme which involves engaging with stakeholders and the 

leadership is the visioning and taking people with you, rather than forcing everybody 

to collaborate. The development of staff to be able to lead effectively ‘from the side as 

well as from the front’ is essential in this process. When re-interviewed, P3 stated that: 

“partners of the RLP are more experienced, the problem is that they will be the 
usual suspects and what we are lacking is the corporate buy in to joint working. 
Organisations feel under threat as they have to make decisions about 
‘delayering’ staff structures. It’s a case of a cultural issue that collaboration is a 
nice thing to do, and is not seen as a core function. Do we have a collaborative 
practitioner workforce – more people have been trained, supported and 
developed, but it’s not widespread enough. The first response of organisations 
is not, can we solve problems collectively? There is a balance in terms of how 
an organisation strategically collaborates and then more from an operational 
perspective of how this is delivered on a day to day basis. There is a quite a 
distinct skill set for both elements”.  

 

P9 noted that “it is hard work – it takes a lot of personal, social and technical skills. 

The key to it is effective leadership.  We need to look at how they are being trained 

and how their personal development needs are being met. This agenda is not going 

away, whether we do it ourselves or whether it is imposed on us through 

reorganisation”. Feedback from the respondents suggested that if the purpose and the 

want to collaborate is not understood or embraced from the ‘top down’ and 

disseminated within an organisation, then this lack of leadership is a fundamental 

barrier to the process. There was a suggestion that there is a failure amongst 

organisational leaders to understand or embrace the concept of collaborative 

leadership – that is where everyone is on an equal footing working together to try and 

address a problem, start something new or to manage a joint initiative.   Further to this 

was the recognition that the challenge is about balancing leadership in hierarchies and 

networks, particularly when there is representation from many organisations where the 

scale and operation varies significantly. 
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P8 stated that “the need to equip the work force with the skills to collaborate, especially 

senior management. Collaboration is seen as part of an ‘add-on’ to somebody’s job. 

There is a lot about leadership and culture that needs to be disseminated in an 

organisation. The private sector and the FE / HE sector are looking to local authorities 

for leadership”. 

 

 

The findings of the research suggest that many of those interviewed were aware of 

the adoption of good practice models. Participants recognised that the Welsh 

Government had adopted collaboration as it’s means for implementing public sector 

reform and compelled those organisations involved in the design and delivery of 

services to work in this way. They further acknowledged that there were a number of 

examples of collaborative partnerships across Wales in a number of different sectors 

and that lessons learnt from these could be applied widely.  

 

P11 stated that there is a “tendency is to push for similar partnership models to those 

used under programmes such as Objective 1 that tend to assume a positive outcome 

for all partners. Where this has been possible under the European Structural Fund 

Convergence Programme you can see collaborations taking place. What is less 

obvious is where someone around the table stands to lose out. We have yet to see 

this in practice, and that will be the real test of partnership”. 

 

A general observation from many was that learning how to collaborate is merely 

learning from experience whether it is working towards an agreed objective or 

responding to a policy directive or tendering opportunity. P8 stated that “I don’t sit in 

the office with a book saying that this is a collaborative model and I will follow it. If you 
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said that there is a particular name to a collaborative model, then I wouldn’t know any 

different”.  P5 suggested that “no academic principles are applied to collaboration”. 

 

A number of key skills sets to collaborate more effectively were identified. These are 

summarised below:  

Communication - staff development to disseminate the benefits of collaboration to 

ensure a more acquired knowledge and a cultural acceptance of this way of working 

is essential. Promoting key messages of what the organisation is aiming to achieve 

via working collaboratively is crucial such as eliminating unnecessary competition and 

ensuring that officers are equipped with sufficient interpersonal skills to deliver this 

agenda.  Parallel to this is a wider sectoral awareness and understanding, with the 

identification of ambassadors who have key specialisms. Effective communications 

and good strategic links within organisations are essential so that they can respond 

confidently to external requests and make the most of the opportunities that 

collaboration can offer; 

Processes – When re-interviewed, the P10 commentated that “there is a need to 

develop systems locally rather than prescribed by the Welsh Government. This is a 

challenge when organisations do not take the lead. There is the organisational 

capacity, however there has to be an appreciation that people have day jobs. There is 

no guidance to develop this. Processes develop organically rather than being given a 

strategic direction by the Welsh Government, for example”;  

People Skills - Local government traditionally operates through professions for 

example planning and social work. Officers learn the technical tools of trade, but this 

does not necessarily provide individuals with the ‘people skills’. The inability to relate 
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to people and the lack of managerial skills are key barriers to progressing collaboration 

internally within an organisation. P8 stated that: 

“you only have to look through an organisation, yes, they are very good at their 
job, but they can’t see bigger pictures and that holds us back big time. You can 
undertake professional courses about collaboration, but I think it’s still a big 
learning curve. You can see it in any organisation that people embrace 
collaboration naturally and are good people performers and they’ve got 
managerial technique so I think that’s our big deficiency”. 
 

P14 stated that:  

“most of us don’t have the skills for collaboration and I’m not sure that there’s 
something despite courses and all of the other things that can easily be taught. 
In my mind people, can learn to be more collaborative, they can learn the theory 
of it, but on the whole people either have the road to Damascus moment, they 
either have that innate ability to see that and will to collaborate and desire to 
link with others”.  
 

 

P9 commented that “organisational structures in the public sector do not allow for 

flexibility. All organisations have their own agenda and the political process is confused 

as there is no clarity in terms of accountability and a new form of governance is 

required. Wales is only a small country! Governance of collaboration is informal and 

voluntary. Organisations can become parochial when answerable to their own 

reporting structures. You can spend a lot of time building up relationships with people”. 

 

The challenge is how to overcome this particularly when organisational silos exist with 

officers demonstrating traits of not being concerned about how their work impacts on 

larger organisational performance / decisions. It is important to ensure organisational 

‘buy in’ to collaboration and that this is firmly embedded into the culture and the 

‘mindset’ of the staff. There is also a need to challenge what organisations are doing 

– can it be done better / differently? In times when human resources are stretched in 
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organisations, how do you get more out of an individual who is already at full capacity? 

When re-interviewed, P7 stated that: 

“people within the RLP are more experienced in collaboration. There is a need 
to recognise the autonomy of organisation as people will not come with trust. 
Organisations can create a culture where collaboration is recognised and is 
rewarded and that gives people confidence to do this. If you collaborate in the 
feeling that you are being disloyal to your own organisation because you are 
collaborating with a competitor than you will not be confident in that 
collaboration. It’s about leaders of organisations creating a culture of 
collaboration and acknowledgement that it is important that there is a genuine 
commitment to this”.  
 

Measuring and Evaluating Collaboration – With respect to the cost and benefits of 

collaboration, one of the respondents stated that “there is a vulnerability to the out 

dated but still nonetheless held view in business that if you can’t measure it then it’s 

probably not worth doing”. Effective use of data and good quality self-evaluation 

processes are crucial tools which have the ability to influence the way that 

organisations and individuals view the work of the partnership and the collaboration 

agenda that it wishes to drive forward.  

 

An observation from P12 was that it is very time intensive to attend all of the ‘meetings’ 

prior to the collaborative activity actually happening stating that “skills come from good 

recruitment in the first instance, so it is not so much the skills but more of the time to 

invest at the front end”. The Welsh Government Official stated that “collaboration, I 

think it’s the only way forward. England is going the wrong way...competition, 

competition. It uses up resources, rather than opening up resources. My organisation 

needs leadership to be more positive about collaboration and to identify skills within it 

and use it appropriately rather than trying to force everybody to collaborate”.  
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4.4 Conclusion 

 
The key messages from the research undertaken have provided the means to elicit a 

practical perspective on the application of collaboration as a method to deliver public 

services and to determine the factors required for effective collaboration. Table 7. 

provides a summary of the findings as linked to the themes identified from the literature 

review.  

 

Table 7.  Summary of Findings Linked to the Key Literature Review 

Themes 

Theme Number Theme Area Key Findings 

One Defining Collaboration This is dependent upon the position 

of both the actor and organisation in 

the collaboration process.  

Participants found it more 

challenging in defining collaboration 

within their own organisations in 

comparison to external collaboration 

with other organisations. 

Different sectors have different roles 

in the collaborative process.  

Two Motivational Factors to 

Collaborate 

Participants considered efficiency 

savings to be a motivational factor 

for organisations to collaborate.  

There was an expectation by the 

Welsh Government for 

organisations to collaborate with 

respect to the delivery in the policy 

area of skills.  

Participants felt that collaboration 

was a ‘nice to have’, but it now more 

essential than ever due to limited 

financial resources and there being 

no other alternative mechanism 

being advocated by the Welsh 
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Government for public service 

reform.  

 

Three Benefits of Collaboration The RLP has benefited learners in a 

way that individual organisations 

could not have achieved.  

The strategic influence that 

collaborative activities can have 

such as the work of the Regional 

Learning Partnership, which 

individual organisations would not 

have been part of or have been able 

to achieve or influence.  

Four Barriers to Collaboration Smaller organisations consider they 

do not have a voice in a collaborative 

endeavour where larger 

organisations are considered to 

have more power and influence.  

Given that collaboration is a key 

policy directive for public sector 

reform, the findings question 

whether organisations feel coerced 

into collaborating and consider that it 

is something they have to do to 

ensure future funding allocations / 

strategic influence in shaping future 

policy decisions.  

Conflict between strategic objectives 

of a collaborative activity and 

individual organisational goals. Lack 

of a formal governance structure of 

the collaboration process – clarity of 

purpose of the activity, lack of 

reporting structures and ownership 

of the process.  

Five Measuring Outcomes of 

Collaboration 

Ownership of the outcomes of a 

collaborative activity are complex. 

Challenging to measure the impact 

of a collaborative activity as often it 

takes time to realise this.  

Outcomes are only measured when 

it is a requirement of an 

organisation’s performance review 
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or as part of an external funders 

terms and conditions of the award.  

Six Skills required to 

Collaborate 

Some participants considered that 

some organisations’ workforce is not 

equipped with the skillset to work 

collaboratively having worked in 

more traditional roles with limited 

experience in this area. Others 

considered that the workforce of the 

RLP’s partner organisations were 

well equipped with the skillsets to 

collaborate.  

Leadership was identified as a key 

skillset to facilitate a collaborative 

activity. 

 

To enable a detailed analysis of the research findings and to meet the study’s aims, it 

was considered appropriate to focus on a selection of themes which would contribute 

to the body of knowledge in the area of collaboration and address existing gaps in the 

literature. In reviewing the findings and the themes that emerged, there were a number 

that could be discounted for the purpose of detailed analysis and it was considered 

that the findings of a number of themes could provide the opportunity to explore in 

further detail, specifically themes 4, 5 & 6. With respect to themes 1,2 & 3, it was 

considered that these were sufficiently covered in the existing literature. From the 

remaining three themes, three key areas in particular were considered to offer data 

rich sources to explore and analyse in chapter Five the factors required for effective 

collaboration. These are detailed below:  

Leadership – how collaboration challenges traditional leadership and what success 

looks like. Is a single organisation’s experience, technical knowledge and employee 

input replaced by collective experience, expertise that resides in collaborative 

partnerships and networks of collaborative associates, it is the latter two areas that 

are outside a Leader’s direct control; 
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Governance of the collaboration process – who owns the collaborative activity when 

there is no formal governance structure? How is success / failure shared and what 

mechanisms are in place to ensure that this is equitable?; 

Measuring outcomes – How can the outcome of a collaborative activity be measured 

with respect to impact, particularly when so many are long term? It is often challenging 

to measure the financial benefits in comparison to other areas such as information 

exchange, good practice and strategic influence. Is it only the softer outcomes of 

collaboration that can be measured and evidenced? 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction  

 
This study sought to identify the elements that practitioners feel is required for effective 

collaboration. The research findings identified that the three crucial elements were 

leadership, governance of the collaboration process and measuring outcomes. This was 

within the context of public sector services in Wales and in the policy area of skills. 

Limitations were identified in the existing evidence base about the practical application 

of collaboration, particularly in the field of public services in Wales. This chapter analyses 

the research findings within the context of the existing literature. 

 

5.2 Review of Research Findings 

 
The existing literature puts forward collaboration as a model for the delivery of public 

sector reform in Wales which fits with the new public governance. This is typified by a 

shift in the public domain from hierarchies, characterised by vertical, bureaucratic 

centrally controlled structures to the introduction of networks as a governance 

structure which are associated with horizontal structures and involving a greater 

number of organisations, termed the ‘hollowing’ out of the state (Rhodes, 2000).  

 

This research has found that in the view of the participants, there are three essential 

factors on which successful collaboration is dependent. These are - leadership, 

governance of the collaboration process and measuring of outcomes. In essence, the 

study has addressed what O’Flynn (2009) has described as the role of academics, which 

is to cast a critical eye over the rhetoric of collaboration. The literature abounds with 

examples of the benefits of collaboration with the overriding assumption that these 
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arrangements are a good thing (Smith et al, 2006). The study provides an examination 

of this in practice.  

 

As is evident in the literature, collaboration has been identified as a model of 

addressing policy problems where single organisations have failed (Bryson et al, 2006; 

Hambleton and Howard, 2013; Mischen, 2015, Cristofoli et al, 2015). Furthermore, 

public policy literature over the last two decades has documented that there has been 

an international shift in public service organisations from hierarchies towards networks 

as an effective policy response to ‘wicked problems’ (Ferlie et al, 2011). This viewpoint 

is further supported by Ansell and Torfing (2015) who state that: 

“although hierarchies and markets continue to play a crucial role in regulating 
society and the economy and delivering public and private services, 
collaborative forms of governance are proliferating, fuelled by institutional 
complexity and political fragmentation and driven by the recognition that no 
single actor has the knowledge or resources to solve complex societal 
problems” (p.315). 

 

This study provides new evidence of the operation of collaboration in practice and 

highlights the elements from those involved in the process feel determine its success. 

This has been an important point for Welsh public services, particularly those designed 

and delivered by local government, which have witnessed a shift from central control 

and delivery to one of collaboration (Fudge, 2006). This study offers a richer 

understanding of collaboration as it highlights a practitioner’s perspective and adds to 

the body of empirical evidence, which the literature suggests is latent in this area 

(Warburton et al, 2008; Williams, 2010a). 

 

In much of the existing research, collaboration is presented as an approach for 

government to provide more joined up solutions to address multiple complex social 
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problems that individual organisations are unable to solve (Keast and Brown, 2005; 

Reich, 2000). The evidence presented in this study adds to existing research in that 

whilst collaborative working can be a mechanism to tackle public policy issues, its 

limitations must be considered in that it is not a ‘panacea for all ills’ (Gray, 1989; White, 

2001).  

 

Collaboration has been key to Welsh Government policy for over a decade, which 

provides a rationale for a review of the policy in practice. It has been further suggested 

that its application has been challenged by managerial changes and there has been 

calls for more empirical studies of inter-organisational collaboration to understand the 

need of the factors that determine successful collaborative initiatives (Warburton et al, 

2008).  

 

The key findings of this study highlight the importance of leadership, governance of 

the collaborative process and measuring outcomes and explores: 

 what kind of leadership style facilitates collaborative working?; 

 who owns the collaborative activity when there is no formal governance structure?; 

 how is success / failure shared and what mechanisms are in place to ensure that 

these are equitable?;  

 how can the outcome of a collaborative activity be measured with respect to 

impact, particularly when so many are long term? 

 

These process issues, from a practitioner’s perspective, are critical for effective 

collaboration. Existing evidence in Wales in this area has focused on areas which 

include: multi-sector partnership (Entwistle, 2006; Bristow et al, 2008); the role of 
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public sector officials in partnerships; and the governance of Welsh public sector 

services (Martin et al, 2014). From a wider public sector context, studies have included 

a focus on collaboration governance and leadership for collaboration (Lowndes and 

Sullivan, 2004 & Sullivan et al, 2012). This thesis contributes to the collaboration 

discourse by identifying from a practitioner’s perspective the elements on which 

successful collaboration is felt to be dependent. 

 

5.3 Analysis and Evaluation  

 
Prior research on collaboration has focused heavily on the policy areas of health and 

social care (Hudson, 1999a and b; Jones et al, 2004; Glasby et al, 2010). This study 

complements this understanding by providing information that more attention needs 

to be focused on other policy areas - with respect to this research it is the skills agenda. 

Furthermore, the study has found that practitioners involved in collaborative activities 

need to be appropriately supported to be equipped with the necessary competencies 

to implement this successfully. It further contributes to strengthening the evidence 

based practice in the area of skills within a Welsh context. 

  

Leadership for collaboration activities requires a broader range of skills than is 

associated with traditional leadership traits. This is a clear shift away from the manner 

in which many organisations have historically operated, but this is somewhat in its 

infancy, particularly within Welsh public services. The literature evidences that this is 

an ongoing issue with respect to the delivery of public sector services, with the 

“traditional ‘lone warrior’ at the apex of the organization have, to a large extent, has 

been supplanted by a model of distributed leadership across all levels of public services 

delivery, on the basis the latter better fits the pluralistic public services context” (Currie 
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et al, 2011, p.243). Evidence from research undertaken by Dickinson and Sullivan 

(2014) on the 21st century public sector workforce “suggests that there is a need for a 

new kind of public sector leader to respond to the changing context, in which 

leadership beyond boundaries and beyond spans of authority will become important. 

Rather than focusing on individuals we will need to think about forms of distributed or 

dispersed leadership” (p.12). 

 

The model developed from this study highlights that for any collaborative activity to be 

successful, the governance process must be clear. This is with respect to decision 

making, understanding responsibility, purpose, roles and clarifying leadership, dealing 

with power and influence, together with the growth, development and the focus of the 

collaborative activity. There are significant challenges to this aspect of collaboration at 

many levels. 

 

The third factor identified as important was around measuring outcomes. Whilst it is 

well documented that for any collaborative activity to be successful, there is a need to 

specify outcomes from the outset of collaborative activity, what proves to be 

challenging is evidencing the outcome of the activity as it takes time to see the impact 

and calculate the efficiency savings. Further challenges are encountered in agreeing 

a set of outcomes, which are often conflicting (Perrin 2002; Baker and Kilgour, 2011). 

 

Chapter Two presented three academic frameworks and considered the key factors that 

determined the shape of a collaboration and explored the level of its application. The 

first was Gray’s (1989) which is a conceptual three-phase model involving problem 

setting (identifying key stakeholders and issues), direction setting (identifying and 
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sharing future collaborative interpretations; appreciating a sense of common purpose) 

and implementation (institutionalizing the shared meanings that emerge as the domain 

develops). Whilst the rhetoric of this framework presents collaboration as a cyclical 

process that places the stakeholder at the heart of the model, there is an assumption 

that there is an equality of power amongst participating individuals / organisations. Its 

application to date has been limited to the Tourism sector, therefore questioning its 

application in other sectors. 

 

The second academic framework presented is Jones et al’s (2004) adoption of 

Hudson’s model of collaboration in the health service in Wales. Hudson’s framework 

consists of ‘ten stages of collaborative endeavour’. Jones et al (2004) note that 

Hudson (1999) suggests that the ‘stages’ should be termed ‘components’, due to their 

non-sequential formatting. There are merits with this framework as it relates to the 

application of a rhetoric model in a Welsh public sector practitioner context and many 

of the findings of the data are similar to those identified in this thesis, notably 

highlighting the factors that need to be considered when developing the collaborative 

arrangements with respect to the governance process. Jones et al’s (2004) model 

does not identify leadership as one of its stages of undertaking collaborative activities. 

There is also a latency in relation to the need to define outcomes and an identification 

of the appropriate mechanism to measure their achievement.  

 

The third framework presented in the literature review was Huxham’s (1993) notion of 

collaborative advantage, presented as model by Huxham and Vangen in 2005. The 

term focuses on the “advantage which might be gained from collaboration and making 

the obvious contrast to competitive advantage it raises the profile of collaborative 
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advantage giving it legitimacy and status” (p.602). The approach is beneficial from a 

practitioner perspective as empirical evidence has been collated to explore the issues 

relating to collaborative activities. Sydow (2006, p.605) suggests that the framework 

“provides fresh insights by presenting new concepts such as partnership fatigue, 

collaborative inertia and collaborative thuggery and by putting older ones such as 

leadership and identity into new perspectives”. Essentially, the framework recognises 

from a practical viewpoint the challenges surrounding the collaboration process 

providing practitioners with a shared sense that they are not the only ones 

experiencing this.  

 

The proposed new approach to collaboration derived from the findings of this study 

builds upon Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) model of collaborative advantage. Of the 

three models of collaboration presented in chapter Two, the approach of Huxham and 

Vangen’s model is similar to the findings of this study in that it draws on the 

perspectives of practitioners. Figure 6. highlights the connection and overlap between 

the two approaches.  
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Figure 6. Collaborative Approach Building on Huxham and Vangen’s 

Model  

 

Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) model of collaborative advantage presents a number of 

themes generated via practitioners. This study has built upon the model in that it has 

generated further themes recognised by practitioners that are considered to be crucial 

for effective collaborative activity. There are a number of overlaps with respect to what 

both Huxham and Vangen’s model and this study have identified driven by 

practitioners in the area of governance, with the latter highlighting some of the themes 

associated with the overarching governance of the collaboration process and the study 

corroborating this. Huxham and Vangen’s model however does not explicitly identify 

leadership as a theme generated by practitioners; however, it is with respect to a policy 

leadership 

measuring 

outcomes 

governance 
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generated theme. The findings of this study however hav identified this factor as 

crucial skillset to ensure effective collaboration. Huxham and Vangen’s model does 

not highlight the outcomes of a collaborative activity, whereas this study has 

recognised the need to measure the outcomes of such activities with respect to 

determining its impact.   

 

Similar issues emerged from the findings of this study which are summarised in Table 

8. 

Table 8. Huxham and Vangen Model Themes and Thesis Themes 

The two columns aim to summarise the similarities of the themes generated via 

practitioners of the research undertaken by Huxham and Vangen to develop their 

model of Collaborative Advantage and this thesis’ findings with respect to the themes 

raised by the participants.   

Huxham and Vangen Model - Themes 

Raised by Practitioner 

Thesis Findings – Themes Raised by 

Participants 

Common Aims (that managers often 

cannot agree on) 

Clarity is required as to why 

organisations are collaborating and who 

owns the process 

Power Sharing (that often cannot be 

achieved) 

The scale and size of an organisation will 

determine the level of influence in a 

collaborative partnership 

Trust (that is difficult to develop given the 

omnipresent opportunism) 

Trust is essential to gaining momentum 

early on in any collaborative endeavour 

Partnership Fatigue (that results not 

least from a lack of clarity and 

accountability) 

Ownership of the governance structure 

and clarity on what this looks like is 

essential in driving collaborative 

activities 

Leadership (that is not always in the 

hands of members and continually has to 

meet dilemmas and difficulties) 

Leadership – a critical factor for 

successful collaboration 
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The remainder of the section will now focus on each of the three areas in more detail: 

leadership, governance of the collaborative process and measuring outcomes. 

 

5.3.1 Leadership 

The majority of this study’s participants felt that leadership was central to successful 

collaboration. As is well documented in the literature, the last three decades have 

experienced a growth from government to governance as a vehicle for modernisation 

of public services (Currie el al, 2011; Hambleton and Howard, 2013) which has 

witnessed a shift in leadership style from a vertical, hierarchical to one which is more 

distributed. This study provides further evidence to support this in that traditional styles 

of leadership associated with individual organisations were felt to be not ‘fit for 

purpose’ for collaborative practices.  

 

Participants felt that leadership is crucial for collaboration and that it requires a specific 

skill set, with a recognition that this way of working for the design and delivery of Welsh 

public services is not going away. In 2016, the Welsh Government published the result 

of a three-year evaluation of the European Social Fund Local Service Board and 

Priority Delivery Project, the aim of which was to support projects across local 

authorities in Wales designed to improve outcomes for citizens in a wide range of 

policy areas such as health and social care, employment, transport, environment, and 

housing. The evaluation’s analysis suggested “that strong leadership, providing the 

authority and credibility to engage and galvanise partners, is crucial to facilitate 

learning within and between local areas and transfer knowledge about collaboration 

to the Welsh Government” (Downe, 2016). The published report further stated that 

“senior strategic leadership of regional collaboration is essential – and that this is most 
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effective when combined with other, complementary types of leadership at different 

levels (i.e. distributed leadership)” (Downe and Hayden, 2016, p.7). This is also the 

experience of the evolution of the RSP model in Wales in that the origin of the first 

partnership was a bottom up regional approach to addressing the post 16 skills 

agenda, the learning from which led to the establishment of a further two in Wales and 

the model which has been adopted by the Welsh Government.  

 

In Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) framework of collaborative advantage, leadership is 

identified as a policy-generated theme of collaboration, identifying in practice that “much 

of what is done by those who take a lead in moving collaboration forward may be said to 

be fundamentally within the spirit of collaboration. However, the same people are also 

engaged within activities, that, on the face of it, are much less collaborative. Many of 

them are adept at manipulating agendas and playing the politics” (p.57). The findings of 

this study were similar in that from an external perspective, organisations may appear to 

be willing to collaborate, whilst internally they are positioning themselves against their 

competitors and engaging in the process with significant vested interests. Given that 

collaboration is and continues to be the Welsh Government’s preferred model to 

implement public sector reform the respondents felt that there was no choice but to 

engage in the process for fear of losing the ability to influence policy and lose funding. 

One of the interviewees stated that “the willingness to work collaboratively is set by 

leadership. It is not always possible to do this as sometimes it can offer incentives and 

then other times you question the benefit / threat to long term sustainability”. The 

research also highlighted that introducing collaboration as way of working into an 

organisation was a change management programme with the role of leader not only 

‘visioning’ the benefits to staff, but also to ensure that they are developed to lead 
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effectively “from the side as well as from the front”. The findings further identified a 

failure amongst some organisational leaders to understand or embrace the concept of 

collaborative leadership. The existing literature supports this finding and recognises 

that there is a need to develop public sector leadership. This is outlined in the Williams 

Commission report on Public Service Governance (2014, p.2) in that “the key facets 

of leadership in the future will require far greater focus on the necessary strategic skills 

combining visioning, acting as a catalyst and influencing through skills of business 

intelligence and partnering”. P8 stated: 

“unless you have the driver / objective of why you want to collaborate and the 
leadership of setting the agenda, the practical implementation of the 
collaboration agenda does fall by the wayside”. 

 

Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) model recognises that there is an equal importance of 

structures and processes in leading agendas as well as those who participate in the 

collaborative activity. The findings of this study aligns to this in that the challenge of 

collaboration is about balancing leadership in hierarchies and networks, particularly 

when there is representation from a number of organisations, where the scale and 

operation varies significantly. This finding is further supported by the literature with 

Purdy (2012) acknowledging that “the growing use of collaborative methods of 

governance raises concerns about the relative power of participants in such processes 

and the potential for exclusion or domination of some parties” (p.409) and Whitehead 

(2007) presenting the strong belief that partnerships facilitate more effective forms of 

participation than traditional forms of government. He recognises the ‘added value’ 

that this way of working brings and the need to utilise governance as a means to 

address the ‘hidden’ aspects of partnerships such as power struggles. Within the 

context of public sector services in Wales, collaboration will remain, however one P3 

stated that it: 
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“needs test and challenge, but where does this comes from? The severity of 
the public sector cuts are so big, collaboration is now essential. The way that 
the Welsh Government reacts to this is essential. The RLP was responding to 
the Welsh Government agenda when it was first established, and this remains. 
There is however a lack of clarity about what the imperative is”.  

 

The findings support existing research undertaken by Thomspson and Perry (2006) who 

share the importance in the premise in that traditional leaders have a narrow range of 

expertise. Hambelton and Howard (2013, p.49) also recognise that the implications of 

the shift from government to governance for local political leadership are significant. They 

note that “just as approaches to governing has evolved, so too have approaches to 

leadership in general and local leadership in particular. Changes in society and culture 

are constantly reshaping the meaning and nature of leadership, and theories of 

leadership are, not surprisingly, evolving and developing”.  

 

This study’s findings highlighted leadership as a prime ‘blocker’ in the collaborative 

process, citing that if it is not driven from the top, organisational ownership is 

challenged. An interesting observation to complement this was, for staff to lead 

effectively it was important that within an organisation this was at both a vertical and 

a horizontal level – this is in relation to having the ability to influence within their own 

organisations where structures are traditional and formal and also across respective 

sectors and organisations where governance structures are informal and more holistic. 

This stage is about recognising and nurturing ‘reticulists’ (those who are skilled at 

developing and exploiting networks), and securing the commitment to engage in the 

process of front line staff (Jones et al, 2004). With respect to leadership style in the 

context of a collaborative activity, research undertaken by Cristofoli et al (2015) 

suggests that “network managers in a well-established and integrated network should 
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adopt a more flexible and informal style of governance by neglecting formalization and 

relying on the relationships between people” (p.512).  

 

The findings of this study adds further evidence to the literature that new forms of 

leadership are required to deliver public services that cut across traditional 

organisational boundaries. Ferlie et al’s (2011) work retheorises the literature on 

leadership of public networks in the area of health policy. They found a relatively 

benign ‘post bureaucratic’ leadership style with high engagement from health 

professionals drawn into managerial roles. The findings of this study have similar 

findings with P9 stating that: 

“existing organisational structures are not fit for purpose to collaborate. There 
needs to be some forward thinking leaders to take forward collaboration 
practically for the longer term. Collaboration will be challenged to move services 
on particularly with budget cutbacks and how we maintain the momentum and 
keep this at the forefront. You cannot ask people to work harder, but to work 
differently. Real facilitators to enable collaboration and innovation”.  

 

Currie et al (2011) highlight in a networked arrangement the distribution of leadership 

does not mean an equal spread of leadership among all parties. There is the 

suggestion that power and influence may remain with certain participants in a network.  

Organisations who have established governance structures have formal vertical 

hierarchies and are led by one individual. Collaborative activities are characterised by 

a common willingness to work together informally often with no established legal 

governance arrangements. There was a feeling amongst the respondents that the 

leadership of a collaborative endeavour should not replicate how individual 

organisations operate i.e. that the largest participating organisation / sector that has 
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more political influence and access to greater financial and human resources directs 

how a collaborative partnership should operate. As P16 stated:  

“building collaboration into the new structures of public sector organisations 
provides a better forum for decision making…Collaboration to some extent has 
been retro fitted into existing organisational structures”.  

 

5.3.2 Governance of the Collaboration Process 

This study has reviewed collaboration in practice and the second factor identified by 

this study in ensuring its effective execution is the governance of the process. For the 

purpose of this thesis, governance includes the following aspects: the legal status of 

a collaboration; the purpose of collaborating; reporting and monitoring processes; 

human and financial resources; decision-making and; risk and performance (Bingham, 

2010; Huxham and Vangen, 2005; Ansell and Gash, 2008). Participants found that 

difficulty is encountered practically with respect to identifying the lines of accountability 

caused by a lack of formal governance structures. The impact that poor governance 

can cause includes issues such as failing to resolve conflict. This was the view of many 

of the study’s participants, with P8 stating that “the major issue with collaboration is 

governance and the lack of formal reporting structures. The collaboration agenda has 

forced people – there has to be an aim as it is expensive...If it’s a prelude for 

redesigning a service, where does which body report to?”. 

 

This study has reviewed practice in two RSPs as an evidence base across Wales. 

One of the collaborations has been in place for over 8 years with the other more in its 

infancy.  
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A review of the views and perceptions of over 16 people determined key elements 

about collaboration in practice. There was a view from a number of the study’s 

respondents that often collaborative activity is an add-on to their ‘day job’ and that 

working collaboratively is time intensive and is often a distraction to delivering this. It 

has further highlighted that those individuals who do not see the benefits of working 

collaboratively are traditional in their outlook and do not see beyond their own 

organisation. The literature presents a viewpoint of the need to recognise realism and 

aspiration in collaborative activities (Booth, 1988; Ranade and Hudson, 2003; 

Bingham, 2006; Dickinson and Sullivan, 2014).  

 

There was a further view from the participant that there is an acceptance that the 

capacity of organisations is being challenged on certain functions. P3 questioned 

whether there was a collaborative practitioner workforce within public sector services 

in Wales, recognising that more people have been trained, supported and developed, 

but this is not widespread enough. This factor recognises the importance of the 

establishment of an appropriate culture if collaborative activity is to be successful.  

 

Participants questioned whether as a result of external factors including depleting 

budgets and proposed public sector reorganisation that collaboration is merely 

implemented on the surface, with competition underneath. An interesting perspective 

is that rhetorically there is an assumption that collaboration is about equal 

representation and control. This review of collaboration in practice has evidenced that 

within the process there is vested organisational interest, resistance to change and 

decisions about who is best placed to deliver services. Many of the respondents 

shared this view, with P5 stating that:  
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“smaller organisations within the partnership feel that they do not have a voice 
and feel overpowered and perhaps been dominated into a way of working that 
they would not choose. It is important therefore to respect the autonomy of 
people who work in different organisations to what size, power or resource that 
organisation has you’ve gone into a partnership because together you can 
achieve a better result than if you were doing that on your own, therefore you 
need them just as much as they need you with your resource that you can put 
into it”. 

 

The findings raise the issue about politics and power within a collaborative 

arrangement with the suggestion that larger organisations have the potential ability to 

dominate and influence the agenda for their own gain and that smaller organisations 

have less choice about whether they wish to be involved in such an arrangement as 

working independently their gains would be more limited. Is there a question about 

horizontal power in a collaborative arrangement whereby the representation of a 

larger, more dominant sector in comparison to a smaller sector has greater influence 

over decision making?  

 

Collaboration is allied to a networked governance structure which, suggests Borzel 

(2011) provides “a conceptual lens to describe a situation in which ‘the state’, that is, 

the British government, was no longer able to produce effective public policies without 

relying on the resources of other, predominantly non-state, actors” (p.51) against a 

backdrop of strong tradition of functional, siloed and sectoral working. This study’s 

findings identified that respondents felt an increased pressure to collaborate, with a 

risk that organisations end up collaborating for ‘collaboration’s sake’, and ‘playing the 

game’ with uncertainty as to the outcome that collaboration is intended to achieve. P7 

stated that: 

“there is a conflict between collaboration and organisational autonomy. There 
is a delicate tension between being seen to be collaborating and self-interest of 
institutions. The existing structures mitigate against collaboration”. 
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What governance changes do organisations need to adapt to work collaboratively? 

Keast and Brown (2006) reference the historical changes and shifts in models of how 

the public sector has worked. They question what the required changes are for the 

government and community sector to successfully implement new networked service 

delivery arrangements and note that the alignment of policy and resource allocation 

has been problematic. A failure to shift fully to new methods of governance, 

measurement and evaluation that collaborative partnership models of operation are 

based upon is posited as one of the key challenges. This statement however is not 

empirically supported.  

 

Ranade and Hudson (2003) argue that that if collaboration is widely regarded as the 

way for public services to be designed and delivered, finding a legitimate basis for 

collaboration may still be difficult as organisations are compromised by their priorities 

i.e. to deliver their core business targets and participate in inter-organisational 

partnerships. The reason why organisations collaborate and its meaning is not often 

clear (Hudson, 2002; O’Flynn, 2009). Work undertaken by Thompson et al (2009) 

states that the “lack of consensus among scholars on the meaning of collaboration 

makes it difficult to compare findings across studies and to know whether what is 

measured is really collaboration (p.25). They further recognise the difficulties that this 

presents for practitioners as “differing governance standards across organizations 

often have the ironic effect of straining already tenuous collaborative efforts” (p.25). 

Currie et al (2011) suggest that organisational objectives are frequently set by 

stakeholders external to networks and specifically by policymakers.  
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The findings are similar in that they suggest that engaging in the collaboration process 

was not a choice by many of the respondents and their organisations, rather that they 

felt pushed into it. Many of the participants in this study identified the benefits of 

working this way, but there was a view that this is not the initial response of 

organisations when addressing strategic or operational issues. The instinct of many 

was to ‘go it alone’, but they felt that collaborative activities were secondary when it 

meant prioritising the delivery of organisational targets.   

 

This study’s findings recognised that issues cannot really be solved with organisations 

working independently, and in order to eliminate duplication of activity there is an 

expectation to work collaboratively. P8 stated that “the collaboration agenda has 

forced people – there has to be an aim as it is expensive”. Some considered that there 

was little option to choosing an alternative way of working with one respondent stating 

that “you’d be mad to ignore it”, given the growing momentum of this policy directive, 

particularly with reference to the skills agenda in recent years. Much of the literature 

supports this (Huxham and Vangen, 2000; Beecham, 2006; Williams, 2014), 

particularly in the context of Welsh public service delivery. Since devolution, 

collaboration has been the “defining theme of Welsh public sector management...In 

part this reflects a principled choice in favour of co-operation rather than competition 

in service provision” (Williams, 2014, p.21). It has been the policy to collaborate, with 

the Williams review of Public Service Delivery and Governance within Wales (2014) 

indicating that this will continue to be the preferred model of working, however there 

is little evidence of the practice, hence the need for this study.  
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Designing and delivering public services collaboratively challenges the view of silo 

working practices within public sector agencies and seeks to realign the way that 

public services are traditionally delivered to make them reflect people’s needs, rather 

than bureaucratic structures. For this model of working to be successful, effective 

governance structures need to be put in place. Rhodes’ (2000) work is prominent in 

the literature on what is described as the ‘hollowing out of the state’, arguing that if a 

move from government to governance, which is typified by a shift from front line 

bureaucracy to more fragmented forms of service delivery, has the potential to 

challenge the effective delivery of public services, then this may result in what 

Broussine (2003) describes as a ‘joined up mess’.  

 

Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) framework identifies the practitioner-themes of working 

processes and accountability as key to implementing collaborative activities, that is 

the need to have a clear rationale as to why organisations collaborate - explicitly, 

effective governance. P1 stated that:  

“unless you have the driver / objective of why you want to collaborate the 
practical implementation of the collaboration agenda does fall by the wayside”.  

 

The research findings validates this by indicating that individuals are suspicious of 

collaboration in that it suggests a reduction in resources and potential job losses. With 

respect to the skills agenda, there are concerns about blurring organisational identity 

and the potential impact of this for service users, P2 stated that: 

“people are suspicious that collaboration means that it is going to be followed 
swiftly by cutting resources and jobs because there are concerns about 
duplication of service delivery. However, there is a need to be clear about the 
distinction between this and complementary services. The fear of collaboration 
causes difficulty in terms of getting to this stage. With respect to the learner 
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there are concerns about blurring organisational identity, for example about 
which Institution the learner is actually studying with”. 

 

There is limited evidence with respect to highlighting the practical challenges and 

barriers to working collaboratively. The findings of this study suggest that often partner 

organisations are challenged to resource attendance at meetings and also being able 

to claim success in the outcome of the collaborative activity. P11 stated that: 

“we can’t evidence whether certain collaborative outcomes are as a result of 
the RLP. In other ways, there is room for greater collaboration between 
partners. The new wave of European funding will be interesting to see this 
panning out further”.  

 

Effective governance arrangements in a collaborative partnership would remedy this 

issue, and it often relies on an organisation being a lead body. A common thread 

amongst many of the respondents was questioning whether their organisation was the 

most suitable to lead on the delivery of a particular service or activity. Applying for 

external funding was cited as an example with issues raised such as whether 

respective organisations or sectors had the necessary infrastructure and resources to 

support any new activity. P8 stated that organisations have: 

“prescriptive barriers – procurement, legal, financial – serious barriers. If we are 
to take collaboration seriously, we need to overcome these barriers” . 

 

This study has found that in the view of the participants a diverse skillset is needed to 

collaborate. P3 stated that: 

“more work should be done to ensure that officers have the skills to develop the 
relationships across sectors and regions – this is an area that needs to be 
developed. There is a need to equip the work force, especially senior 
management. Collaboration is seen as part of an ‘add-on’ of somebody’s job”.  

 

This is supported in the literature by research undertaken by Hatmaker (2015) on 

collaborative networks suggesting that there needs to be investment not only in the 
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softer skills required to undertake collaboration but also in the more technical skills 

necessary for knowledge management. How is this process then facilitated? Fenwick 

and McMillan (2005) make an interesting point about organisational learning in that: 

 “the questions of how organisations learn, what they learn, and how they fail 
to learn remain problematic when applied to the public sector. The paradox is 
that the learning process in public organisations is both more complex and more 
simple than government and others suggest…The assumption that 
collaboration and partnership are necessarily positive indicators of performance 
provides an escape route for organisations to set up the formal mechanisms for 
inter-organisational learning without taking to heart the spirit and culture of real 
improvement” (p.54). 
 

Gugu and Dal Molin (2016) identified that, “participants in partnerships with a high 

level of diversity, however, provided a much more refined and complex view of the 

collaborative governance dimensions” (p.257). Research undertaken by Guarneros-

Meza et al (2014) on boundary spanners in Local Public Service Partnerships 

analyses the role of senior civil servants finding that they “add value by acting as 

coaches who bring new ideas and help to build trust among local agencies and as 

advocates through being an important channel of communication between 

partnerships and national government” (p.1). Highlighted in their analysis is the need 

for boundary spanners to have a diverse skillset, including the “dexterity required to 

move in and across both the vertical and horizontal dimensions of collaboration…the 

need to be able to be ‘network champions’ who act as advocates…and ‘vision keepers’ 

by using their position in government to encourage local public service leaders to work 

together” (p.17). 

 

Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) framework identifies the establishment of common aims 

as one of the practitioner-generated themes of a collaborative activity. Respondents 

felt that unless there was clarity of purpose for the collaboration then it was difficult to 
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encourage organisational ‘buy in’. P5 stated that there is a need to have a “clear focus 

and governance to enable us to respond to the needs of the community it makes better 

sense with respect to joint working”. P11 stated that there is a need to gain:  

“a better understanding of what is required. Partners of the RLP are more 
experienced, the problem is that they will be the usual suspects and what we 
are lacking is the corporate buy in to joint working. Organisations feel under 
threat as they have to make decisions about ‘delayering’ staff structures”. 

 

The study builds upon this by highlighting that there is a need to determine from the 

outset a joint understanding about the basis for collaboration, particularly from 

policymakers in order to eliminate feelings of coercion of collaboration amongst those 

who are responsible for its implementation. The findings indicated that many of the 

respondents’ organisations had historically worked independently and that a key 

organisational driver was very much about ‘survival of the fittest’ with collaboration 

being an alien way of working. It appears evident that an individual organisation’s 

survival compromises its ability and desire to collaborate.  

 

Trust is clearly important. Participants felt that without trust there would be little traction 

for collaborative working. It was recognised that investment in this area in the early 

days of establishing a partnership can pay dividends further on in the process, 

particularly in resolving areas of conflict (Webb, 1991; Huxham and Vangen; 2000, 

Thompson et al, 2009). This is a view shared by third sector organisations who 

participated in the research in that they would be unable to deliver their services 

without collaborating, due to issues of capacity and expertise. Smaller organisations 

within the partnership felt that they did not have a voice and felt overpowered and 

driven by the collaboration agenda set by the Welsh Government, which is not a way 

of working that some would have chosen. The viewpoint from some of the participants 
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from smaller organisations was that when working collaboratively, there is a need to 

respect the autonomy of people who work in different organisations regardless of their 

size, powerbase or resource. In Wales, collaboration is pushed, but the findings could 

suggest that it is not likely to work as people feel they have to do it. P7 stated that: 

“it should be the generosity of partners to share resource and expertise. People 
within the partnership are more experienced in collaboration. There is a need 
to recognise the autonomy of organisation as people will not come with trust. 
Leaders of Institutions need to create a culture where collaboration is 
recognised and is rewarded and that gives people confidence to do this. If you 
collaborate in the feeling that you are being disloyal to your own organisation 
because you are collaborating with a competitor then you won’t be confident in 
that collaboration”.  

 

The study’s findings raised several questions which focused on the ownership of 

problems and how to seek a collective resolution. One of the participants stated that if 

collaboration is a: 

“prelude for redesigning a service, where does that body report to? With public 
service reorganisation, collaboration has been a means to facilitate this 
transition. The issue with collaboration projects is how do you agree in a big 
geography who leads, who misses out, but when the organisation is bigger, the 
layers will form”. 

 

The literature explores how transparent the governance structures are in a 

collaborative activity (Broussine, 2003), but rarely questions how effective it is 

(McGuire, 2006). This study has found that collaboration is happening on the surface, 

but beneath that is competition, with organisational survival being a key driver. One of 

the participants highlighted that “collaboration as a way of working for the future 

operation of the organisation will continue to be the way we work while there is the 

political will, which will no doubt change back to competition at some stage”. There are 

factors which need to be considered which will affect the pace at which collaborative 

working can be realised. Practically it would be advisable to proceed incrementally, 

with the focus on a long term goal, which is where strong governance structures 
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strengthen the process. A further consideration from the findings was that external 

funding streams accessed by organisations for education, skills and regeneration 

related activities can often promote competition and not collaboration. P5 highlighted 

this issue questioning the appropriateness of whether certain organisations are best 

placed to deliver services stating that “there is the existence of vested interest...inter-

agency rivalry has not gone away – perhaps just underground”. From a policy 

perspective, collaboration is prescribed as the model for public service delivery in 

Wales, but what has not been fully addressed is the matter in hand. What is the 

alternative? This study has recognised that there is a need to develop appropriate 

ways to collaborate at a local level, rather than the Welsh Government prescribing 

different models of working. Sullivan and Skelcher (2003) claim that, “collaboration is 

now central to the way in which public policy is made, managed and delivered 

throughout the world. Globally, partnership is the new language of public governance” 

(p. 1). 

 

Formal governance structures in any collaborative activity is critical. There has been 

a growing literature on governance theory, which indicates the changes in public 

service delivery models (Painter, 1998; Moon, 1999; Rhodes, 2000; Taylor, 2003; Hill 

and Lynn, 2005). What can be evidenced from this study is that when governance is 

informal and voluntary, collaborative partnerships can only proceed so far. However, 

participants of this study had a very strong viewpoint that unless their organisations 

engaged in the collaborative process they would ‘lose out’ with respect to influence 

and allocation of resources for their given sector as this has been the model selected 

by the Welsh Government for public service design and delivery. P8 stated that: 

“there is a challenge that if you don’t collaborate, there is another model which 
you must work to from a Welsh Government perspective”. 
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Organisational structures within the public sector are not flexible. There are blurred 

lines of accountability and conflicting agendas. Collaboration requires formal 

governance structures, regardless of the makeup of the partnership. P10 commented 

that: 

“all organisations have their own agenda and the political process is confused 
as there is no clarity in terms of accountability and a new form of governance is 
required. Wales is only a small country! Organisations can become parochial 
when answerable to their own reporting structures. You can spend a lot of time 
building up relationships with people”.  

 

This viewpoint delivers a useful insight, particularly from a Welsh context into the need 

to establish a formal governance structure to manage a collaborative activity. 

 

5.3.3 Measuring Outcomes 

The third factor, identified in this study on which effective collaboration is dependent 

upon is measuring the outcomes of a collaborative partnership. As has previously 

been highlighted, ownership of those outcomes is complex (Boyne and Law, 2005). 

On the one hand the study suggests that it is easier to see the strategic benefit of 

collaborative working, in that organisations working independently cannot solve 

complex problems in service design and delivery. On the other hand, however, the 

findings suggested that this in itself is challenging particularly in the current climate of 

the public sector in relation to influencing organisations that are working to their own 

strategic plans, tighter budgets, and responding to other external pressures. The data 

gathered in this study suggested that practitioners feel that it is not easy to measure 

the financial and organisational impact of collaborative activities. P11 stated that: 

“how do you realise the benefits of collaboration from a financial resources 
perspective? If collaboration is creating a more complicated system than 
previously – questions need to be asked”.  
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This is significant in justifying the adoption of a collaborative approach in the 

development and delivery of public services and its legacy. This evidence base is 

pivotal for politicians and policymakers alike to continue the advocacy of collaborative 

working and for public sector bodies to tangibly measure the effectiveness of their 

delivery. Building on this, the findings suggested that this is often about responding to 

governmental policy directives without questioning the practical implications and 

whether this is the best option. This study identified similar findings with P8 stating 

that: 

“the challenge from a policy perspective is that there is a strong need to 
collaborate without being provided with the tools. I don’t know if the Welsh 
Government know how these are delivered on the ground when you are looking 
at large organisations with individual systems. There is more cross border 
working – what it doesn’t do in the short term is to save money, in fact it may 
cost more. That is the challenge that you face at a local level – how you pick 
your way through this. What has happened, local authorities have started to 
work it out for themselves and developed their own systems to implement 
collaboration. There is no direct evidence from the Welsh Government on this”. 

 

This finding raises questions about the alignment of organisational systems to 

efficiently establish the collation of outcome metrics of the collaboration process. 

Given that this policy area is being driven by the Welsh Government, should there not 

be frameworks provided for collaborative activities to work to? The existing evidence 

(Dickinson and Sullivan, 2014) offers the view that much of what has been written 

about collaboration treats it as a rationalist and instrumental tool to bring about 

particular ends; more often than not, improved service-user outcomes or reduced 

inequalities, for example in health, employment, or education. Yet the evidence to 

support a clear link between collaboration and these types of outcomes is weak at best, 

compounded by the evaluative challenges researchers face in assessing performance, 

including the challenge of defining collaboration. Nevertheless, collaboration continues 

to be seen as a crucial activity for those involved in delivering public services in the 
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current fiscal context, and individuals and organisations still invest considerable time 

and resources in collaborative activities (Sullivan et al, 2013).   

 

This is perhaps all the more surprising given the accounts, albeit limited, illustrating 

the difficulties associated with collaborative practices and working arrangements 

(Glasby and Dickinson 2008). Expanding this point was a further finding from the study 

which suggested that some policy areas do not lend themselves easily to 

collaboration. There may be a small service that does not work extensively with other 

organisations and thus can be a distraction from service delivery such as planning and 

environmental health.  

 

The study identified the challenge with what should be the tools of measuring 

outcomes. P5 stated:  

“with respect to measuring outcomes / impact - we don’t do it very well. We 
have so many different types of collaborative activity – we may have 
Memorandums of Understandings with organisations, we have contractual 
obligations, we share staff with other organisations. In formalised collaboration 
– that’s quite easy to measure. In terms of the RLP, it is very difficult to measure 
whether there is added value to our organisation; you then flip it over and ask 
what it the risk of us not being involved?  What are the tools of measuring the 
outcomes?” 

 

The issue of whether outcomes can be practically measured in collaborative working 

arrangements is challenged by the findings in that organisations and their employees 

can claim to ‘buy into’ and participate in collaborative activities, but what is often 

difficult to determine is how a successful outcome can genuinely be shared between 

those who have contributed or whether it is because of a few dominant partners. 

Research undertaken by Boyne and Law (2005) references that the Government is 

committed to using targets as a strategy to improve public services, and is increasingly 
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shifting the focus of these targets away from inputs and processes towards results or 

outcomes. They further cite examples to include Best Value, public service 

agreements for central departments and local authorities and local area agreements. 

An integral part of such results-orientated reforms is the complex task of defining the 

desired outcomes and specifying robust performance indicators to measure them. 

 

To a certain degree, the research’s conclusions reinforce a viewpoint from existing 

research in that outcomes and the legacy of collaboration is output and not outcome 

driven i.e. it is concerned with results, rather than impact for the longer term (Page, 

2004). It should be about testing the rhetoric practically in the development and design 

of public sector services and evaluating the outcomes of these activities (Bate and 

Robert, 2002). Current research seems to validate the view that very little empirical 

work has been done on measuring the outcomes of collaboration and that politics in 

the past has failed because of the lack of partners’ arrangements to be able to 

demonstrate improved outcomes (Dickinson and Sullivan, 2014; Williams, 2014).  

 

A key finding from this study is that practitioners felt that collaborative working is 

undermined when organisations do not come together to agree on a set of shared 

outcomes. This finding supports existing evidence that much recent academic and 

policy debate has focused on the delivery of public services in networked settings, 

and intra-organizational co-ordination remains a critical issue (Pollitt and Bouckaert 

2004), and is a longstanding theme in organisational theory and public administration 

(Andrews et al, 2012). The evaluation of the European Social Fund Local Service 

Board and Priority Delivery Project further identified that “overall, the evidence 

suggests that systems, processes and collaborative working arrangements have been 
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put in place, and these are important intermediate steps to delivering better outcomes. 

However, it was difficult to assess whether these changes have led to improved 

outcomes for service users” (Downe, 2016). 

 

The focus on outcomes is not as evident in Huxham and Vangen’s (2005) framework, 

but identifies the need as to what determines success as a policy-generated theme. 

Within the literature there is a shortage of recognition of the need to define outcomes 

and an identification of the appropriate mechanism to measure their achievement 

(Langton et al, 2003; Hardy et al, 2003; Boyne and Law, 2005; O’Flynn, 2009). 

 

Nylen (2007) questions how the effectiveness of collaboration arrangements can be 

assessed in terms of resource requirement versus outcome potential. A critique by 

Powell of a book written by Sullivan and Skelcher (2003) highlights that it is not clear 

whether individual and organisational capacities for collaboration are similar in all 

situations, or whether they differ between different partnership types. Powell (2003) 

further comments on the noticeable absence of results in the form of evidence about 

whether collaboration works in achieving better outcomes. Existing multi-partnership 

initiatives which they describe are evaluated utilising a tick-box framework. Kreuter et 

al (2000) examine possible reasons why published literature on community-based 

coalition strategies offer only marginal evidence that such approaches lead to health 

status/health systems change. One explanation that is provided is that it is difficult to 

evaluate and demonstrate a cause-and-effect relationship. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

 
This section has has identified three key elements that practitioners feel are required 

for effective collaboration - leadership, governance of the collaboration process and 

measuring outcomes. What is apparent is the divergence between the policy rationale 

and the public sector investment in the collaboration process and the absence of any 

evaluation framework for its implementation. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 
This final chapter presents the conclusion of the research of this study before 

presenting its contribution to knowledge. The study’s findings are then explored and 

new insights offered with an emphasis on the practice of collaboration. The limitations 

of the study are then presented from the viewpoint of its design and implementation. 

The chapter ends with a focus on the limitations and implications of areas for further 

research for public service practitioners utilising collaboration as a mechanism for the 

design and delivery of services.  

 

6.2 Key findings  

 
The aim of the thesis was to identify the elements that practitioners felt were required 

for effective collaboration set within the context of Skills Partnerships in Wales. 

Existing research has confirmed that collaboration as a key policy driver to deliver 

Welsh public services will remain (Williams, 2014; Welsh Government; 2017b) and is 

heavily focused on the rhetoric of its benefits and considerations of the process. There 

is an absence of a strong evidence base of the benefits of collaboration to indicate that 

it is a sustainable model of working for the longer term. The model of collaboration 

proposed in this study builds on existing approaches and provides key elements which 

need to be considered by policymakers and practitioners in the context of public sector 

services in Wales. The three elements presented in this study are not driven by theory; 

rather they emerged from the case study findings. They provide practical guidance, 

highlighting the challenges for practitioners to be mindful of when undertaking 

collaborative activity.  
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The existing evidence base is limited on the evaluation of a collaborative approach and 

lessons learnt from this (Sullivan and Williams, 2007). There is focus within the existing 

literature on some areas of policy, most notably health and social care, but its wider 

application is limited. Bingham and O’Leary (2006) suggest that there is little explicit 

discussion about how collaboration plays out at different points in the policy process. 

Collaboration, they argue is likely to take a different form and have different outcomes 

upstream in the process (identifying a policy problem and identifying possible 

approaches to solving it) compared to midstream in the policy process (identifying 

public preferences among possible choices, choosing among the possible 

approaches, and implementing policy). In spite of what is often reported about the 

benefits of collaboration in theoretical and policy debates, the reality is that it has only 

offered a partial solution to challenges faced by the public sector within Wales. Entwistle 

states that “in place of sometimes a general and vague encouragement to collaborate, 

the Welsh Government might prioritise the good management and support of what it 

takes to be the most important collaborations” (2014, p.10). 

 

On the one hand, Welsh public policy discourse over the last decade or so has witnessed 

the advocacy by the Welsh Government of collaboration as the model to address the 

growing complexities of public sector services over competition / marketisation of 

services. Whilst collaboration has been embraced rhetorically in a number of policy 

domains, as evidenced in this thesis, some commentators would argue that it has been 

policy led. The gap between process and results has grown significantly over this period 

in that whilst collaboration has been advocated as the way in which public services in 

Wales should be designed and delivered and has been adopted across a significant 

number of policy areas, the evidence of the impact of this way of working is rather limited. 
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Whilst the study confirms the theoretical merits of collaboration and is captured 

extensively in the literature, what is latent is research which captures the views of 

practitioners’ in what elements are required for effective collaboration and in particular 

a focus on Welsh public services, which has been the aim of this study. 

 

During the course of writing this thesis, the focus of the case study - RSPs in Wales has 

moved from one where it has grown organically from the bottom up, to one where the 

model has been embraced by the Welsh Government’s Department for Education and 

Skills as the preferred approach to delivering and responding to the post 19 skills agenda 

in Wales. It could be suggested that this is due to the success of the original partnership’s 

work. However, evidencing the impact of this continues to be a challenge for all of three 

established RSPs. Whilst this thesis has focused on a specific area of policy relevant to 

Wales, it has highlighted a number of issues which require further research in relation to 

the practical execution of collaboration as a model for the design and delivery of public 

sector services.  

 

6.3 Research Implications for Policy and Practice 

 
This section focuses on the implications of this research for policy and practice. The key 

finding from this study is that practitioners need to fully consider the factors of 

leadership, governance of the collaborative process and measuring outcomes in 

undertaking effective collaborative activity.  

 

Practically, collaboration remains to be the advocated model for the Welsh Government 

to drive transformational change in the redesign and delivery of public services, but the 

approach with respect to how to collaborate since its introduction in 2004 is evidently 
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changing, with a recognition that working in this way has not achieved the original 

ambition of significant change and efficiencies. What is clear is that the level of 

expectation is higher with respect to the ability of governments to deal with multifaceted 

issues (Dickinson and Sullivan, 2014). At a Wales level, Mehmet (2015) states that:  

“Wales has been talking about collaboration for years and there have been 
some successes, but it is yet to deliver transformational financial savings. There 
are many reasons, but fundamentally we haven’t truly embraced it because we 
haven’t been prepared to give up our spheres of control and because we 
haven’t had to. Perhaps collaboration was pushed too early – at a time when 
we all knew there were enormous efficiencies that could be made instead 
(2009-2013) and Welsh Government was protecting local government budgets 
from serious cuts. But our appetite for collaboration and other transformational 
approaches is now changing”. 

 

The introduction in September 2014 of a new Ministerial post, Minister for Public 

Service in the NAW, provided an indication of the priority of the Welsh Government to 

delivering its ambitious public service reform agenda. The role focused on leading the 

implementation of the recommendations of the Williams Commission, with a significant 

emphasis on Local Government, with collaboration as the one of the mechanisms by 

which this will be delivered. To support this, a Public Services Leadership Panel was 

established in early 2015 whose role included encouraging and supporting innovative 

collaboration within and between service sectors, focusing specifically on creating 

more effective services. This provides further evidence of the Welsh Government’s 

commitment to collaboration.  

 

One of the main themes of the Public Services Leadership Panel included the 

development of leadership capacity (Welsh Government, 2015). In November 2015, a 

Wales Public Services Summit was convened with the theme of Leadership and 

Change, with this as a key driver in the ambition of the Welsh Government to create a 

‘One Welsh Public Service’ culture. At this event, the Minister for Public Services at 



209 
 

the time, Leighton Andrews AM stated that “perhaps one of the most important things 

we can do as public sector leaders is to let go, open and admit and that we don’t 

individually have all the answers. Ending the myth that strong leadership is unbending 

leadership. Accepting that none of us gets everything right all of the time…our own 

organisations…are not always the uncompromised objective delivers of absolute 

virtue that we would like them to be” (Leighton Andrews AM, 2015). 

 

A Local Government Reform White Paper was published at the end of January 2017 

setting out how councils will deliver some of their key services. The consultation period 

for the document will be for three months and it presents several proposals on 

mandatory regional working. The Local Government Minister, Mark Drakeford AM 

stated that: 

“this White Paper is not about change for change’s sake. Our councils are 
working against a backdrop of extraordinary austerity and some services are 
facing a great deal of pressure. Local government reform is essential if we’re to 
make these services stronger and more resilient to cope with the demands of 
the future. The new regional arrangements will bring councils together to work 
more effectively in the interests of people and their communities” (Welsh 
Government, 2017b).    
 

The Welsh Local Government Association’s response to this was that: 

“The new White Paper builds on the constructive discussions that have 
occurred across local government since the autumn about Mark Drakeford’s 
proposals to continue local government’s progress around collaboration and 
regionalization” (WLGA, 2017). 

 

Research undertaken by Downe (2016) aligns with a number of the findings of this 

thesis suggesting that looking forward: 

“it will be important to learn the lessons from how councils have collaborated to 
date. Our research on regional collaborative working concluded that there are 
a number of factors which help to facilitate effective collaboration including: 
 

 Leadership (by both senior managers and politicians); 
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 Setting up clear governance arrangements; 

 Setting ambitious, realistic and measurable outcomes”. 
 

This thesis demonstrates that the Welsh policy direction for the delivery of public services 

via collaboration has a number of challenges. It could be argued that policy has come 

first and there is a gap in the evidence base of how to collaborate. Examples of 

collaborative activity to date within the public sector have evidenced that the Welsh 

Government’s view of collaboration is as an end rather than a means, irrespective of the 

consideration of the costs and benefits, focusing more on the process rather than the 

outcomes (Williams, 2014). There is a visible need to address the latter areas in order to 

advise future performance of public sector organisations. Whilst the literature highlights 

a number of examples of its application as a model of working in the areas of health and 

social care, there is a latency in other policy domains such as skills. There is a need to 

understand collaboration in relation to specific sectors – it is not easy to draw 

knowledge from just one policy area. There are a number of differences between the 

two sectors that will make collaboration different. The health and social care sector 

has a long history of collaboration and lends itself well to do this where there has not 

been the culture of competition for financial resources and patient numbers. 

Organisations have been encouraged to work closely with one another for shared 

outcomes. Conversely, the skills sector has always operated in a competitive rather 

than a collaborative environment for both funding and student numbers. In recent 

years, the sector’s policy direction in Wales has been driven down this route. 

 

There is a range of future research opportunities to identify what other disciplines have 

learnt to develop higher order theory for collaborative management, encompassing the 

public sector (Bingham and O’Leary, 2006). The participants’ responses indicated that 
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the adopted approach for collaborative activity was based on a common-sense approach 

often piloted as much of the activity had never been undertaken. Within a Welsh context 

this has significant policy implications from both a service improvement and public 

innovation perspective, as this continues to be the advocated model of working, however 

practitioners have not been equipped with sufficient tools to effectively undertake this 

process.  

 

The remainder of this section provides a detailed diagnosis of each of these themes. 

The collaboration is challenged with respect to leadership, as a consequence of how 

public sector organisations have operated historically in more hierarchical, traditional 

settings. The study found that traditional leadership styles limit the range of expertise 

and for this reason, many organisations are ill equipped to participate effectively in the 

process with the end result being ineffective partnerships. Collaborative working 

introduces different ways of working, leadership styles, governance structures, and 

different conflict management strategies amongst many other factors. How a leader 

deals with issues in one organisation is a stark contrast to how it is addressed on a 

collaborative basis. There are practical leadership aspects which must be realised 

when engaging in collaborative activity and it is important to improve the 

understanding of this within the Welsh public service domain, in what Brookes and 

Grint (2010) term as a ‘new public leadership challenge’. This highlights the need for 

leaders to have flexible skillsets in the development and delivery of public sector 

services. This has inferences with respect to the emergence of integrative leadership. 

With the unprecedented challenges that the public service currently and certainly 

within the next decade will experience, calling for radical change and innovation is a 

policy priority. Local Government has experienced significant cuts over the last five 
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years, and this is set to continue, which will have a number of ‘tough decisions’ to be 

made on what services will continue and what others will no longer be available. As 

Parker (2016) states: 

“…this is not just a story about paying more and getting less in return. Behind 
the scenes, 2016 will see most councils plugging away at long-term 
transformation plans that will change the way services are delivered…Despite 
pressure on preventive spending, councils are continuing to invest huge 
amounts of energy in their relationship with the NHS. This will be the year when 
Greater Manchester and London implement forms of healthcare devolution, 
moving money from acute hospitals into local schemes that keep people fit and 
healthy. Some councils are taking inspiration from the government’s troubled 
families programme, despite big concerns about claims of its success, and 
combining all of their social care, housing and community services into a single 
“department for deprivation”, focusing scarce resources on solving the 
problems…Finally, councils will simply stop doing things. Parks green spaces 
and street lighting are high up the list of services that are at risk, closely followed 
by the remaining smaller libraries”. 
 

What also needs to be considered is whether existing governance and funding 

arrangements are fit for purpose to support collaborative activities. Evidence would 

suggest that currently this is not the case, rather that existing arrangements reinforce 

silos and disincentives for joint working (Williams, 2014). The research corroborates 

the findings of the Williams review in that public sector leaders should not only be able 

to manage an individual organisation, but be adaptive to change and be confident in 

dealing with complex issues, cross sectorally and across boundaries. Leadership for 

collaboration introduces a new way of addressing public issues and increasingly 

challenges the adoption of the more traditional approach, which could be described as 

vertical and top-down. “Institutional pride can override collaboration and actively 

handicap delivery than enable it…the Williams Commission report…stated the 

complexity of these challenges requires adaptive leaders. Those who can deal with 

uncertainty and ambiguity and are able to deal with issues where there is often no 

simple management solution” (Leighton Andrews AM, 2015). 
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This research provides evidence to suggest that when there is no established formal 

governance framework in place, there is an absence of a driver for collaboration. Given 

the changing environment of the Welsh public service moving to one which seeks to 

be more agile and leaner, the tension is exacerbated between individual organisations’ 

need for their own survival and the need to engage in the collaboration process. On 

these grounds, it can be argued that the absence of any formal governance makes 

collaborating challenging as there are no formal accountability mechanisms in place. 

By comparison, individual organisations have established performance management 

systems regulated by inspection and audit, both internally and externally. This 

presents difficulties in measuring the impact of collaborative activities. Whilst it is well 

intentioned by partnerships to establish visions, set targets and internal review 

mechanisms, the lack of independent review mechanisms to assess performance 

does have implications for how good practice and improvements can be identified. 

This has current and future implications for collaborative practice, which by now, 

particularly within Wales is widespread. It has been evidenced that working 

collaboratively is a means to addressing complex policy issues and will continue to be 

a key policy driver for Welsh Government. On this basis, therefore it could be argued 

that there is a need to establish independent monitoring and review mechanisms to 

audit collaborative activities, but also to share good practice.   

 

The study’s research highlights that for collaboration to succeed and ultimately to 

improve public service design and delivery, there needs to be organisational ‘buy in’, 

by both leaders and also the people who work in organisations. It only requires one or 

two ‘blockers’ in the system for joint working to fail. The reality is that there will always 

be conflicting agendas and competing interests, but evidence borne from the research 
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suggests that there is a need to collectively negotiate shared purpose from the outset 

of any collaborative working arrangement. This is supported in the literature by 

Guarneros-Meza et al (2014). Their study of Welsh Government representatives 

(WGR) appointed to work with local public service partnerships in order to assist them 

to tackle wicked issues indicated that “the impact…upon the partnerships’ 

achievements often depends on the match between the needs of the local public 

service partnership and the WGR’s personality, skillset, expertise…” (p.17). 

 

There is a need to consider how collaborative activity can be measured with respect 

to impact, particularly over the longer term. The research appears to validate the view 

that softer outcomes of collaboration can be measured and evidenced, however 

harder outcomes are more challenging. As highlighted earlier in the section, 

improvement in public service performance is currently externally measured via 

different sectoral arrangements, for example, Further Education via Estyn, and Higher 

Education via the Quality Assurance Agency. Accountability therefore in the 

collaboration process is challenging in comparison to marketisation and competitive 

models of working.  

 

Establishing a clear mechanism to officially determine outcomes in any collaborative 

working arrangement, set against providers’ / partners’ expectations with clear 

accountable mechanisms in place is essential. There is a clear disparity currently 

within Welsh policy between the desire for collaborative practice to be adopted to solve 

multifaceted issues and a clear framework where longer term outcomes can be 

measured, lines of accountability be established and verified. The research supports 

the view that the outcomes of the collaborative process are compromised, making it 
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challenging for organisations to co-ordinate activities effectively when they are not 

clear from the outset. This is particularly relevant when responding to policy directives 

that beyond the headlines do not provide detailed clarity on what the desired outcomes 

are, rather prescriptive guidance which focuses on process and types of collaboration. 

Often is the case that the Welsh Government provides generic guidelines which are 

open to misinterpretation.  

 

The literature suggests that the evidence to date on how to do collaboration within the 

Welsh context has had little impact on service standards or on attaining outcomes, 

with substantial resources invested to support the process more than the results have 

been able to justify (Williams, 2014). The findings indicated that there is a need to 

carefully consider when collaboration is the appropriate model of working, rather than 

being determined by the emphasis on policy. There is a need to gather a greater body 

of evidence to be able to credibly measure the impact of this Welsh model of service 

design and delivery. This is a significant policy implication given the continued 

emphasis by the Welsh Government that this will remain as the main model to 

transform and improve public services. The collaboration dividend has created a 

greater gap in rhetoric and reality across a number of service areas, which could in 

part be due to the lack of hard evidence in the outcome and impact of joint working.  

 

6.4 Contribution to Knowledge and Literature 

 
The research has enabled an exploration of practitioners’ viewpoints of collaboration 

within the Welsh context, with a focus on the policy area of skills. Whilst this has been 

a key policy driver for the Welsh Government for well over a decade, few collaboration 

scholars have undertaken extensive evidence-based studies on what are elements 
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required for effective collaboration from a practitioners’ perspective, with existing 

research focusing on the policy areas of health and social care with a focus on England 

(Kenkre et al, 2013; Wyatt & Wallace, 2011), but not broadly in other areas such as 

skills. This research has therefore added a further tier to this body of research by 

adding a new evidence base about Wales in the policy area of skills and presents the 

opportunity to undertake further research from the perspective of the practitioner.  

 

Whilst there is a significant field of knowledge and a broad body of literature on the 

theory of collaboration there is limited practitioner-led research in the policy area of 

skills. With collaboration continuing to be the driver for public sector reform in Wales, 

the research has provided a strong evidence base for Welsh Government from a 

practitioner perspective for the considerations required to shape future policy in this 

area, contributing further to knowledge at this devolved level. It has opened up the 

debate particularly for the need to consider the key elements required for effective 

public sector collaboration and how this is acted upon by policymakers and 

practitioners alike. Whilst collaboration has been presented as a solution for reforming 

public services the evidence base of its success is negligible and highly questionable. 

With no alternative mechanism being offered by the Welsh Government to achieve 

this, their commitment to this approach remains. Hence the further need to build on 

the findings of this research. El Ansari et al (2001) suggest that what is needed to 

support the collaboration agenda is “evidence of its effectiveness. However, the nature 

of the evidence to assess the effectiveness is less clear” (p.215) – in essence, the 

study has contributed to this. 

 

This study has contributed new and unique evidence to the discussion surrounding  
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evidencing the practical impact of collaboration as a means of delivering public services 

and greatly enhances the understanding of issues which need to be considered to 

determine positive results. It is the first study of its kind to focus on the Regional Skills 

Partnership model within Wales. It further proposes a number of considerations that can 

be adopted by Welsh policymakers and practitioners alike when undertaking 

collaborative activities, with the aim of supporting public sector organisations to 

become more informed practically, and what they need to be mindful of in the process. 

Rather than telling practitioners how to collaborate, the model focuses on those three 

elements practitioners identified as the most likely to determine a successful 

collaborative activity. To date, the academic literature has focused on collaborative 

models of working, more extensively on social care and health with a latency of the 

research focusing on skills. To enable collaboration to be implemented successfully, 

there is a need for further research in the areas of leadership, governance of the 

collaboration process and measuring outcomes, which this study has highlighted as 

impacting on the delivery of collaborative activity. 

 

It became evident during the course of this study that there are significant gaps with 

respect to the rhetoric of collaboration and its application in practice in a Welsh public 

service context. What is also significant is the shift with respect to the Welsh skills agenda 

from one where the establishment of RSPs began as a bottom up approach to 

responding collectively to the skills agenda in one region in Wales to one which is top 

down, directed by the Welsh Government across Wales, which has been the experience 

of the establishment of the newest partnership in South East Wales. Noteworthy from 

the research is the focus, and evident over-focus on the merits of collaborative 

arrangements and the emphasis on process and allocation of resources to support this. 
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In contrast, is the lack of focus on areas of formal governance and setting and measuring 

the outcome of the collaborative effort. The study has shown what can be achieved 

through the study of collaboration within a particular policy domain, but is limited to the 

area of skills and a qualitative examination of only two of the three established RSPs in 

Wales. There is opportunity for further research in this area with respect to the delivery 

of the Welsh Government’s Skills Implementation Plan and the role of the three 

partnerships, the impact of these experiences and the outcomes achieved.  

 

This research has indicated ways in which this study might be enhanced by further 

research, and the possibility that other partnerships might be appropriate for similar 

study. It is the case that a wider range of samples is needed to enhance the findings and 

strengthen the interpretations that can be made about the elements that determine 

successful collaboration in the Welsh public service, particularly in other policy domains. 

This thesis is an important step forward in this process.  

 

The study contributes to the knowledge on the need to measure outcomes of the 

collaborative process. Whilst the literature recognises the need for the public sector to 

make progress towards outcomes (WAO, 2010) and its ineffectiveness in specifying 

outcomes (Stewart and Stewart, 2004), methods of doing this with respect to 

collaborative activities are not prominent. Whilst there are established techniques such 

as Results Based Accountability, there are challenges regarding its application with 

respect to tackling complex policy issues. The research does not analyse how 

collaboration as a model of working aligns with the concept of the whole government 

agenda as a means to improve the effectiveness of public sector service delivery 

(O’Flynn, 2009). The literature highlights that there are challenges about the practical 
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implementation of collaboration and it focuses more on the examples of the 

collaboration in the public sector, rather than its impact and outcomes. This study 

centres on the elements that make the practical implementation of collaboration 

successful, focusing specifically on leadership; governance and measuring outcomes. 

There is opportunity to explore this further.  

 

Whist the thesis has touched upon the importance of formal governance in the 

collaborative process, there is a lack of understanding in the literature of how to 

analyse networked governance. Cited within the literature has been the shift from a 

traditional form of hierarchical governance to one of more horizontal control, which is 

owned by a series of related organisations and actors, rather than one organisation. 

There is further opportunity to explore this in more detail. 

 

The majority of those interviewed were practitioners rather than policymakers. There is 

an opportunity to undertake further study on the role of policymakers in the whole 

process. This research did not focus on the role of the citizen in the design and delivery 

of RSPs and the literature on collaborative public management practice does not 

address or even mention the citizen (Bingham and O’Leary, 2006). There is a wealth 

of opportunity for further research, particularly in the context of increasing expectations 

by citizens on the quality of public services and the decreasing public sector purse.  

 

This study was initiated from a practitioner’s perspective to identify the required 

competencies to facilitate and effectively deliver collaborative initiatives and the 

challenges surrounding this. The research strategy continued with this approach, with 
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the practitioner as the main focus therefore further contributing to the knowledge of 

practice-led research.  

 

To summarise, the contribution of this study to the theoretical debate is that the 

existing literature is rich in advocating collaboration as a mechanism to address 

complex public policy issues. There is however an absence of practitioner-led 

research to identify what are the required practitioner skillsets and elements to ensure 

effective collaboration, which this study, within a Welsh context has aimed to do.  

 

From a practical perspective, the study has contributed to the policy debate on the 

continuation by the Welsh Government to focus on collaboration as the mechanism 

for public sector reform and provided a strong evidence base of the need to focus on 

the practitioner perspective and the associated competencies to ensure its effective 

delivery. By conducting the first Welsh practitioner focused research study on 

collaboration as a driver to implement policy in the area of skills, the findings can be 

used to undertake further research in other policy areas in Wales.  

 

6.5 Limitations of the Research  

 
The study has offered an evaluative perspective on collaboration as a model of service 

design and delivery of public services in Wales, and focused on the policy domain of 

skills, through the use of a case study. There were a number of similarities between the 

partnerships in this study, including the governance and the focus of the activity which 

centered on the skills agenda for those aged over 16. The findings however suggested 

that there were a number of differences, the main one focusing on the motivation of 

collaboration. The Regional Learning Partnership – South West & Central Wales was the 
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original skills partnership which was established from a ‘grass routes’ basis driven by a 

collective ‘want’ from public and voluntary sector bodies to ensure that the regional 

training and education ‘offer’ for those aged over 16 was ‘fit for purpose’ to meet the skills 

requirement of employers. In contrast, the NWEAB was a response to an emerging 

agenda driven by the Welsh Government in the establishment of City region 

partnerships. As a direct consequence of this methodology, the study encountered 

several limitations, which are detailed below.  

 

Firstly, time constraints limited the aims and scope of this thesis as from the outset of the 

research, only one Regional Skills Partnership existed in Wales, with a second being 

established during the course of study and a third towards the concluding period and as 

such only two of the three partnerships were included in the case study. It is also 

recognised that the introduction of this additional dataset and consideration of the 

inclusion of other data collection methods could have increased the scope and depth 

of the research findings. It would be beneficial to collect additional data from the third 

partnership and compare the operation and influence of the other two partnerships with 

respect to the collaboration agenda. This could be further explored within the context of 

determining whether there is an identifiable cycle of sequence to the development of 

collaborations in the public sector. 

 

Secondly, due to limited availability only two interviews were conducted with the 

NWEAB, out of the smaller sample of the six individuals that were approached. In 

comparison to the number of interviews conducted with the RLPSW&CW, this gave a 

more limited perspective on the activities of the NWEAB. However similar themes did 
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emerge from these interviews as from the interviews with the participants from the 

RLPSW&CW, which provided the researcher with confidence. This together with the 

fact that a second round of interviews were conducted with the participants from the 

RLPSW&CW enabled themes to be revisited and a depth and richness to the data 

collected. Nonetheless, this is still recognised as a limitation. 

 

Thirdly, the findings of the thesis were influenced by the fact that it was the early stage 

of the RSPs in Wales during which the Welsh Government’s post 16 Skills Policy was 

being developed, and the third partnership in South East Wales was being established. 

Consequently, there is no evidence about whether partnerships have been successful. 

 

Fourthly, the sample interviewed for this study included representatives from higher and 

further education, local government, central government, the voluntary sector and sector 

membership bodies. However, there was no political or private sector representation. 

This would have provided a further perspective for the research. Further it was only the 

important factors from the participants’ viewpoints that impacted on the collaboration 

process which were considered. Due to the limited experience of the researcher in 

conducting research the scope and depth of discussions from the interviews may be 

more rudimentary in comparison to experienced researchers. 

 

Fifthly, data was only gathered on one policy area and therefore it is questionable if 

the research’s findings is transferable to other policy areas.  
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Sixthly there were limitations with the selection and implementation of the data 

collection method i.e. semi-structured interviews. Research undertaken by 

Denscombe’s (2007) research identifies that key determinants such as how people 

perceive the interviewer, termed ‘the interviewer effect’ has an impact on how much 

information they are willing to share. Given that the researcher worked for one of the 

partnerships (RLPSW&CW), there was a stronger likelihood of participants being more 

open in comparison to when conducting interviews with participants from the NWEAB.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 

 
This chapter concludes the thesis. In unprecedented times of uncertainty of the future 

shape of public services within Wales, collaboration remains the advocated model of 

service design and delivery and will be the mechanism to drive public sector reform. 

However, the availability of the evidence to demonstrate how this way of working has 

improved public services is restricted, which raises the question as to whether 

collaboration has worked? On the face of it, the response could be no, it has not. Yet, 

the Welsh Government is continuing to favour this way of working and has not even 

scoped or considered any alternatives in a time when the agenda of austerity 

continues to gather pace, with no indication that this will subside in the medium term. 

This is also evident in the Governments of the other devolved nations – Scotland and 

Northern Ireland, with England focusing more on the models of choice and 

competition.  

 

At the time of writing this thesis, local government reorganisation is still at the forefront 

of the Welsh political agenda with the shift towards more regional responsibilities of 
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public services. There are existing arrangements of joint working which can built on, 

but unless issues of leadership, ownership of the governance process and measuring 

outcomes are addressed in a practitioner context, this could be even more challenging 

than it currently is. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 has 

established statutory PSBs which will replace the voluntary LSBs in each local 

authority area. This therefore has provided Welsh Government with a mandate to 

enforce collaborative working. The key factors which this thesis has identified for 

effective collaboration in one policy area, based on voluntary partnerships may 

therefore be different for a statutory partnership. Is this the direction that Wales is 

heading?  

 

The contribution to knowledge enabled by this research has increased our awareness 

of the factors which practitioners consider enables successful collaborative activities. 

This study has also suggested opportunities of supplementary research which it is 

hoped will further advance the field and provide greater insights into how effective 

collaboration facilitates public sector reform in the future. Collaboration is not a ‘quick 

fix’ solution to improved services if key issues are not resolved and given due 

consideration at a practical level. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A  Interview Questions 

 

1. With respect to your organisation, how would you define collaboration internally 

and externally? 

2. What do you consider are the key motivational factors for collaborating? 

3. What do you consider are the real benefits of collaboration? 

4. How does your organisation collaborate? 

5. What are the key barriers to delivering / developing relationships with respect to 

the context of the above? 

6. Given the current policy context do you feel 'coerced’ in your organisation 

collaborating with others? 

7. What are the advantages from an organisational perspective in contrast to 

working independently? 

8. What do you consider to be the key challenges practically to collaborating? 

9. With respect to delivering collaborative activities, do you measure outcome / 

impact and if so, how? 

10. Do you consider your organisation is practically equipped with the skills to 

collaborate? If not, why? 

11. Have you applied any particular models of collaboration in practice? 

12. Can you demonstrate any real changes that have been realised in working in this 

way? 

13. What evaluation mechanisms have you developed to capture the above? 

14. How do you see collaboration as a way of working for the future operation of your 

organisation? 

15. What skills does your organisation require to collaborate more effectively? 
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