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Innovation management research often underestimates the social and political nature 
of innovation processes, leading it to fail to fully explain why many innovative projects 
experience delays and/or failure. As many organizations engage in collaborative innova-
tion processes involving multiple partners, we must also recognize that such environments 
are fertile ground for actors to utilize political behavior to pursue their agendas. While 
political behavior is often dismissed as destructive, it can be a necessary and essential part 
of pushing collaborative innovation processes forward. This study explores how political 
behavior can shape spaces for collaboration. We draw on four extensive qualitative studies 
of collaborative initiatives and outline a three-stage model of shaping collaborative innova-
tion spaces. The model includes background triggers, political behaviors, and four shaping 
mechanisms. We discuss the influence of the model and the managerial implications of the 
political nature of collaborative spaces, contributing to the current debate on collaborative 
innovation spaces.

1. � Introduction

There is little doubt that innovation is more likely to 
occur ‘at the interstices’ of collaborating groups 

and organizations (Powell et al., 1996; Carlile, 2002; 
Greer and Lei, 2012; Ollila and Yström, 2016; Heil 
and Bornemann,  2018; Najafi-Tavani et al.,  2018; 
Irving et al.,  2020). However, the innovation man-
agement community is currently discussing how 
to achieve sustainable spaces for collaborative in-
novation, building upon a renewed interest among 
scholars and practitioners to explore ‘spaces’ in or-
ganization and management studies (see e.g., Clegg 
and Kornberger, 2006; Beyes and Steyaert, 2012).

In this paper, we consider space, whether physi-
cal, virtual, or cognitive, as a process shaped by con-
tinuous interaction and negotiation (Murphy, 2002) 
among collaborative parties. In relation to shaping 
space, collaborative innovation processes1 pose 
a particular challenge, as they typically involve 
less formalized organizational structures and 
practices (Ollila and Yström,  2016; Yström and 
Agogué, 2020), and power distribution among actors 
can be ambiguous, creating room for negotiation 
among partners. Diversity in opinion, values, inter-
pretations, and goals considered pivotal for collab-
orative innovation processes, can trigger political 
behavior (Tushman, 1977; Markus, 1983; Gray and 
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Wood,  1991; Eden and Huxham,  2001). As noted 
by multiple past studies, the use of political behav-
ior can differ throughout a collaboration’s lifespan. 
Contractual arrangements may appear fair, with 
well-defined roles for participating actors, but in 
practice actors strive to renegotiate the power dis-
tribution (Gray and Wood, 1991) by using political 
behavior to manipulate the collaborative agenda; or 
to ensure progress in the collaboration and reach 
the desired outcomes (Vangen and Huxham, 2003). 
While a certain amount of political behavior, such 
as moves to influence others, manage meaning, and 
control the fate of innovation over time (Thompson 
and Purdy, 2009) can be necessary for the survival 
of the collaboration, it can also be detrimental and 
lead to inflexible positions and difficulties in reach-
ing desired outcomes. Employing political behavior 
in collaborative innovation processes is thus a del-
icate balancing act with unpredictable and highly 
idiographic outcomes.

Frost and Egri  (1991) argued that politics is the 
inevitable result of self-interested competition and 
resource dependencies between actors. Given that 
an overwhelming number of inter-organizational 
arrangements fail to deliver desired outcomes 
(Sivadas and Dwyer,  2000), or end up in states of 
collaborative inertia (Huxham and Vangen,  2004), 
investigating how political behavior may play a role 
in shaping spaces for collaborative innovation is nec-
essary to contrast the illegitimate and self-serving 
perspectives on political behavior that tend to domi-
nate current research (Buchanan and Badham, 1999).

Political behavior can be understood as ‘power 
in action’ (Buchanan and Badham,  2008). Power 
exists not only on the surface of organizational 
life, but is embedded deep in organizations’ struc-
tures, values, beliefs, and practices (Frost and 
Egri, 1991; Dougherty and Hardy, 1996; Thompson 
and Purdy, 2009). Political actions manifest not only 
as daily contests and struggles in collaborations, 
but also as a means of influencing perceptions and 
the framing of events or actions (Thompson and 
Purdy, 2009). Political behavior, thus, is an unavoid-
able part of collaborative innovation spaces, where 
‘space’ is understood as a dynamic process of tempo-
rary states (physical, virtual, and cognitive), situated 
in-the-making, shaped by interaction, and manifested 
in a sense of meaning (why) and order of things (how 
and when) (de Certeau,  1984). ‘Space’ is visible 
through, for example, the value attributed to certain 
activities, the prioritization of tasks, and negotiation 
of order among partners (Nathan and Mitroff, 1991).

Following Frost and Egri  (1991) suggesting that 
innovation must be acknowledged as a social and 
political process to better understand failures or 

delays in innovation, we recognize the recursive 
relationship between human agency and context in 
innovation processes, where human action can influ-
ence structures, which in turn constrain or influence 
further human action (Giddens, 1979). The contem-
porary nature and implication of political behavior 
in shaping spaces for collaborative innovation has 
not attracted sufficient attention, and more empirical 
research is required to explicate collaborative ten-
sions (Bogers et al.,  2017; Dahlander et al.,  2021). 
This study contributes by integrating perspectives on 
political behavior and space with current knowledge 
on collaborative innovation, benefitting both prac-
titioners and the innovation management research 
community. Our inquiry is guided by the follow-
ing research question: How does political behavior 
shape spaces for collaborative innovation? We draw 
on four extensive qualitative studies on collabora-
tive innovation initiatives that illustrate how political 
behavior shapes spaces for collaborative innovation. 
Based on our analysis, we outline a three-stage model 
of shaping collaborative innovation spaces. We also 
discuss the value of acknowledging political behav-
ior and its role in creating sustainable collaborative 
innovation spaces.

2. � Conceptual background

2.1. � Collaborative innovation dynamics, 
political behavior, and shaping space

Several streams of literature relate to collabora-
tive innovation dynamics, political behavior, and 
shaping space. One stream examines the types 
of collaborations between organizations from a 
strategic point of view, such as alliances (Faems  
et al.,  2008; Adegbesan and Higgins,  2011), coop-
erative and collaborative initiatives (Hamel  
et al., 1989; Dyer and Singh, 1998; Chesbrough and 
Appleyard,  2007; Baldwin and von Hippel,  2011; 
Davis and Eisenhardt, 2011), partnerships and joint 
ventures (Hennart, 1988; Hill and Hellriegel, 1994; 
Lin and Germain,  1998; Corsi et al.,  2022), net-
works (Powell,  1990; Tidd,  1993; Provan and 
Kenis, 2008), and platforms (Ciborra, 1996; Gawer 
and Cusumano, 2002), to mention a few. The focus 
here is on how inter-organizational collaboration 
improves performance by combining respective com-
petences, increasing access to knowledge, spread-
ing risk, and enhancing flexibility (Amara,  1990; 
Nohria et al., 1992; Chesbrough, 2006; Bogers and 
West,  2012). This line of research mainly concen-
trates on the focal firm and its environment, and 
according to Phillips et al.  (2000), it provides less 
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insight into dynamics at the inter-organizational 
level. It also represents a rather static view of col-
laboration, not fully acknowledging the interaction 
between partners as constituting collaboration (Ollila 
and Yström, 2016).

A second stream focuses on collaborative dynam-
ics, acknowledging inter-organizational collabora-
tion as an unstructured organizational phenomenon 
where deciding on the purpose of joint action is 
an outcome of partnership rather than the start-
ing point (Phillips et al.,  2000). Collaboration is 
viewed as an emergent process shaping shared rules, 
norms, and structures by grappling with differences 
through negotiation and consensus-building (Gray 
and Purdy,  2018; Phillips et al.,  2000). This work 
acknowledges that while divergent ideas are often 
what makes joint work valuable, in practice, making 
those ideas converge is cumbersome and necessary 
to complete work (Vangen and Huxham,  2011). It 
can be incredibly difficult to achieve a collabora-
tive advantage by synthesizing differences (Huxham 
and Vangen,  2005; Vangen,  2017). Organizational 
representatives handle a goal paradox because both 
the congruence and diversity of the partner organi-
zations’ goals influence the success of their collab-
oration (Vangen and Huxham,  2011). Rather than 
resolving differences, representatives work with 
them (Cunliffe and Locke,  2020). Studies on the 
dynamics of collaborative innovation have addressed 
negotiating and developing collaborative relation-
ships (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994); the role of con-
flict (Hardy and Phillips, 1998); decision-making in 
networks (Elg and Johansson,  1997), relationships 
between the effects of collaboration and the nature 
of the collaborations that produce them (Hardy  
et al., 2003), and the politics of networked innovation 
(Swan and Scarbrough,  2005). Although this work 
provides valuable insights into power and influence, 
it does not explicate the use of tactics to gain power 
in inter-organizational collaboration. It is important 
to further understand the dynamics of collaborative 
innovation from a political behavior perspective.

A third stream is research on organizational pol-
itics and political behavior. Building on political 
theory and inherently being a relational theory, this 
study focuses on the power dynamics of the inter-
organizational domain (Gray and Wood, 1991). One 
strand of research highlights organizational politics 
as inevitable and an inherent organizational phenom-
enon in collaboration which should be considered as 
driving change and innovation. Phillips et al. (2000) 
argued that collaboration excludes control through 
legitimate authority (Ouchi,  1980). Collaborative 
partners are relatively autonomous and must be 
convinced to act. Accordingly, power and politics 

are critical issues in collaboration integrated into 
the continuous negotiation of roles and responsi-
bilities. Positioning and politicking exist within all 
organizational contexts (Huxham,  2003; Buchanan 
and Badham,  2008), and are pivotal for innovation 
to occur (Frost and Egri, 1991; Hislop et al., 2001). 
Studying the creation of networks for innovation, 
Hislop et al.  (2001) revealed how politics shaped 
the scope of change, influenced agenda formation 
and which people were involved in (and excluded 
from) decision-making processes, the value attached 
to bodies of knowledge, and the way meaning was 
managed. They concluded that political behavior is 
essential for the innovation process.

Another strand focuses on political behavior, 
describing definitions and uses. Morgan  (1997) 
argues that while people admit in private that much 
‘wheeling and dealing’ surrounds them at work, this 
is seldom discussed in public. This could be because 
collaboration implies working toward a common 
goal without exploiting the collaboration for per-
sonal benefit. Politics is a contested term, and there 
are multiple definitions of what constitutes political 
activity in organizations (Morgan,  1997; Buchanan 
and Badham,  1999; Butcher and Clarke,  1999; 
Pinto,  2000; Ammeter et al.,  2002). Ammeter et 
al. (2004) adopted a non-pejorative view of politics, 
characterizing politics as neither good nor bad, but 
rather as a fact of life woven into the fabric of organi-
zations. If we consider political behavior to be indi-
viduals reconciling their different interests through 
consultation and negotiation (Morgan,  1997), or 
behaviors to acquire power for use toward one’s pre-
ferred outcomes (Pfeffer, 1981), then politics is nei-
ther inadmissible nor an ‘out of frame’ activity but 
a process of working toward a common goal. This 
paper considers political behavior as the practical 
domain of power in action, worked out through the 
use of techniques and tactics of influence (Buchanan 
and Badham,  1999). We build on Vangen and 
Huxham  (2003)’s description of political behavior 
as directing others toward specific goals, imposing 
a specific understanding of an issue, engaging in 
stealthy behavior, networking and building relation-
ships with others to form alliances.

The fourth stream is research on organiza-
tional space. In organizational studies, there has 
been an urge to renew focus on space (Kornberger 
and Clegg,  2004) to further our understanding 
of organizational constructs. Work in this field 
considers space as a place for various activities. 
Collaborative innovation includes hackathons 
(Hausberg and Spaeth,  2020), open laboratories 
(Fritzsche et al.,  2020), living labs (Almirall and 
Wareham,  2011; Leminen et al.,  2012), maker 
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spaces (Mersand, 2021), and fab labs (Mortara and 
Parisot,  2018). Here, the focus is on how physi-
cal, virtual, and cognitive spaces offer places for 
various actors to jointly participate in innovation 
(Leminen et al.,  2020). It has been suggested 
that human cognition’s interaction with the envi-
ronment is the source of new knowledge. Peschl 
and Fundneider  (2012) claimed that environmen-
tal structures become part of cognitive processes 
and thereby play an important role in knowledge 
construction.

Another strand depicts ‘space as processual and 
performative, open-ended and multiple, practiced 
and of the everyday’ (Beyes and Steyaert,  2012, 
p. 47). de Certeau  (1984) suggests that space 
should be understood as a multi-valued unity 
of conflicting perspectives. Space is then a rel-
atively consolidated outcome continually being 
renegotiated, and this dynamic quality can lead 
to of transformation and appropriation. Lefebvre 
and Nicholson-Smith  (1991) argued that human 
interaction produces space. Space is neither nat-
urally given nor immutable, but rather a product 
of interrelations always in the making, never ‘a 
totally coherent and interrelated system of inter-
connections’ (Massey,  1999, p. 280), thus both 
being disrupted and being disruptive. This strand 
of research suggests that human interaction shapes 
collaborative spaces. Some individuals engage in 
what de Certeau  (1984) labels ‘tactics,’ practices 
to insinuate their own agenda into the organi-
zational space they are part of. This could imply 
political behavior, such as strategic communica-
tion, networking, and lobbying, creating impres-
sions and bending rules silently (Buchanan and 
Badham, 2008). Accordingly, political behavior (as 
any other behavior) is inherently spatial, that is, it 
has the potential to shape space through the dis-
tribution of activities, authority, functions, value, 
individuals, or groups. de Certeau  (1984) argues 
that such behavior defines who is ‘legitimate’ and 
gives sense to certain issues while marginalizing 
others. In shaping a collaborative space, political 
behavior implies a disruption of the established 
order by reconfiguring actors in the social system.

2.2. � A political perspective on the shaping 
of collaborative space

We consider inter-organizational collaboration for 
innovation as an emergent process shaping shared 
rules, norms, and structures through individu-
als’ grappling with differences through negotia-
tion and consensus-building (Phillips et al., 2000;  

Gray and Purdy,  2018). Space is considered a 
process shaped by continuous interaction and 
negotiation (Murphy,  2002) among collaborative 
parties, thus transcending the distinction between 
physical, virtual, and cognitive spaces. Moreover, 
we recognize that there is political potential inher-
ent in collaborative innovation processes which can 
be actualized in political behavior when individuals 
are interacting. Political behavior thereby becomes 
a medium in shaping collaborative spaces to change 
the order of things in a collaboration. By studying 
the shaping of space through social and political 
processes, it is possible to better understand the 
dynamics causing failures, delays, or progress in 
collaborative innovation (Frost and Egri,  1991). 
Thus, the guiding question of our inquiry is: How 
does political behavior shape spaces for collabora-
tive innovation?

3. � Methodology

3.1. � Research design

Four qualitative case studies on collaborative ini-
tiatives set in the Western European mobility and 
automotive sectors were conducted. A theoret-
ical and purposive sampling strategy was used 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007) to identify cases 
of collaborative initiatives that (1) pursued collab-
orative innovation, (2) formulated a joint purpose 
for collaboration, and (3) had expressed managerial 
challenges due to there being multiple stakeholders 
(see Table 1 for details).

3.2. � Data collection and analysis

A qualitative research approach with interviews 
and observations (see Table  2 for details) enabled 
the exploring of the complex phenomenon of orga-
nizational politics occurring in real-life settings 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner,  2007). Additionally, this 
approach enabled us to capture political dynamics in 
real time rather than retrospectively (Thompson and 
Purdy, 2009).

Open-ended interviews were adopted to enable 
the analysis of thoughts and reasoning, providing 
an understanding of political game playing. The 
interviews focused on the practice of collaboration, 
intended collaborative outcomes, examples of col-
laborative success, struggles with collaborations, 
and reflections on behaviors. While the interviews 
typically started with general questions, interview-
ees gradually opened up and shared more stories 
of collaborative dynamics. Still, reporting across 
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cases varies as interviewees were encouraged to 
only disclose what they felt comfortable with, but 
also because the extent of data collection varied. 
Interviews lasted 45–90 min, were audio-recorded, 
and transcribed verbatim. Interviewees’ names have 
been anonymized to protect their identities.

We began analysis by identifying situations in 
which collaborative dynamics changed. Then, we 
focused on utterances and uses of political behav-
ior, following the format of open and axial coding 
(Strauss and Corbin, 2008). The observational data 
available and researchers’ involvement in semi-
nars enriched the contextual understanding of each 
case and facilitated the triangulation of emerging 
insights, allowing the researchers to situate polit-
ical behavior.

Based on our analysis, we present four accounts 
of how political behavior shaped collaborative space, 
situating such behavior in preceding and proceeding 
actions and events. The accounts do not aspire to rep-
resent all political behavior in the collaborations at 
that time. Clearly, the examples are limited in scope, 
detail, and representativeness, but their value lies in 
their being descriptive and illustrative (Buchanan 
and Badham, 1999).

4. � Political behavior shaping 
collaborative space

The accounts of political behavior2 offer glimpses 
into actors’ sense making of situations. Each account 
is followed by a short reflection, explicating our 
interpretation of the collaborative space shaped by 
political behavior. Additional supporting quotes are 
provided in Appendix Tables A1–A4.

4.1. � Political behavior used to shape a 
joint purpose

4.1.1. � Background – all partners’ needs are not 
accommodated

When the initiative in Case A was set up, an aca-
demic partner and a research institute stepped up 
and took significant economic risk by becoming 
owners. The facility relied heavily on commer-
cial customers, in parallel with research interests 
that legitimized such risk-taking from the owners. 
Still, as the opening of the facility drew closer in 
2014 and the implementation of a complex busi-
ness model was put to test, the needs of the aca-
demic partner were downplayed in boardroom 
discussions. It resembled a hostage situation when 
it became clear that the owners had little to say in 

relation to the stronger commercial interests, as 
also explained by Dave, one of the owner’s repre-
sentatives: ‘I am concerned about the perception 
that research in [Case A], and also the “open” 
research, is completely directed by the short-term 
needs of the industry.’

To effectively utilize the facility for collabo-
rative research and innovative projects, academic 
researchers were dependent on equipment and 
resources that they did not have and could not 
afford to purchase with standard research grants, 
as explained by Sergio, one of the academics 
involved: ‘[Academic] Researchers are disadvan-
taged in contrast to the industrial users because 
we don’t have cars. [The industrial partners] they 
have their vehicles, but we in the worst case must 
apply for equipment like a car in our research 
budgets.’ Researchers were initially expected to 
pay the same rate as commercial customers rent-
ing the facilities. Such customers would also be 
prioritized for ‘prime time slots’, as stated by 
Gavin, the facility manager: ‘When the wheels 
start turning and we have a high booking demand, 
then it will be difficult to prioritize the research. 
[…] If I should act as a responsible operating 
manager for testing, then I should cancel the 
research or shift it to a time when there is less 
demand.’ Despite significant governmental fund-
ing for applied research being allocated to Case A 
to ensure a strong researcher presence at the facil-
ity, the conflictual setting exposes the divergent 
views held regarding the purpose and use of the 
facility among partners.

4.1.2. � Identified political behavior
The industrial partners fought to take control over 
the resources distributed through governmental 
channels: ‘The industry says “it’s our money” and 
then I say “no, it’s probably a bit of both” […] 
but as long as the researchers cannot specify what 
they intend to do research on, everything gets so 
f*ing ridiculous because they [researchers] are 
challenged by industry asking “so what are you 
going to do?” and [the researchers] say, “well, we 
don’t know yet”’ (Mark, CEO, case A). There was a 
reluctance to commit resources to invest in equip-
ment that researchers needed: ‘[Equipment] is a 
matter of priorities within the financial frame of 
[Case A] […] and right now, equipment has ended 
up at the bottom of the priority list’ (John, indus-
trial representative partner). As a result, the indus-
trial partners delayed the board from acting on 
the researchers’ needs until the situation became 
unbearable, as suggested by Dave, an owner rep-
resentative: ‘I think it has been very difficult for 
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[owner 1] to understand what is going on’ indicat-
ing a lack of transparency.

The academics, as described by Sergio, in 
turn responded by unionizing and initiating a 
researcher community group raising the concerns 
of said group: ‘The [researcher] community should 
be formally represented in the [Case A] user group. 
In that sense, getting a formal vote, if there is [vot-
ing]. This should be ensured because if only indus-
trial partners play the game, we are disadvantaged 
as researchers.’ The formation of this group helped 
secure commitments to investments in facility-
owned equipment and led to a revision of the facil-
ity’s business model. However, the collaborative 
space, years later, is still marked by the idea ‘com-
mercial first, research second’.

4.1.3. � Reflection
When the industrial partners act as if the facility 
is only for their benefit, stating that commercial 
activities should be prioritized over research, and 
take it upon themselves to define who the primary 
users are, they use political behavior to create a 
specific order and power distribution (Gray and 
Wood, 1991; Eden and Huxham, 2001) among the 
partners. This political behavior reveals a deeper 
structure embedded in values, beliefs, and practices 
(Frost and Egri, 1991; Thompson and Purdy, 2009) 
positioning commercial activities as more import-
ant than academic research. The academics 
resorted to taking a formal route to reclaim part 
of their control over the distribution of resources, 
reclaiming their stake in the collaboration. This 
account illustrates how political behavior was used 
to negotiate the intended and de facto joint purpose 
of the facility as an innovative platform. It was this 
negotiation around the joint purpose of the facility 
that shaped a collaborative space which acknowl-
edges the diverse interests and conflicting perspec-
tives of the invested parties (de Certeau, 1984). The 
negotiation informed the actors on ‘how to go on’ 
collectively.

4.2. � Political behavior used to shape 
relationships between partners

4.2.1. � Background – partners not acting as peers
Originally, Case B was initiated to break up old 
business relationships and restructure the land-
scape of the actors, building relationships as peers 
rather than buyers, suppliers, and competitors, so 
as to provide an accommodating environment for 
the innovation and maintenance of competence 
in an automotive ICT. However, the project man-
ager, Ben, said that the partners were sending 

junior officials with no decision-making mandate 
to the round table meetings (the decision body of 
the platform), which made the meetings ‘observa-
tional meetings instead of meetings where mem-
bers accomplish something together, which is not 
good at all.’ During the interviews, we noted that 
the partners, original equipment manufacturers 
(OEMs), Tier1 suppliers, and consultancy com-
panies struggled with repositioning themselves as 
well as other partners. The struggles concerned 
changes in roles, including rights and duties, when 
interacting as ‘equal’ peers. Hank, a representative 
from a Tier1 organization, said: ‘The hardware and 
software will be separated, and the software will 
be an important part and the OEMs want to have 
better control of this. Therefore, they partly want 
to develop it themselves, and have firms closely 
connected to them doing it for them. This platform 
[Case B] is part of their strategy, and they gain 
insights into the software developing firms’ poten-
tial through competition [Open Innovations] and 
Market days. We are not the target group for the 
platform.’ Alex, representing a consultancy firm, 
stated: ‘the consultancy firms are sitting there 
waiting for what the OEMs are going to say today,’ 
‘everyone is sitting there around the table as nest-
lings saying okay and looking at the OEMs.’ These 
accounts indicate that the platform failed to pro-
vide an accommodating environment, but rather 
generated a competitive and suspicious climate 
where mainly one OEM invited small consultancy 
firms to compete with established Tier1 suppliers 
for future business deals.

4.2.2. � Identified political behavior
One of the annual activities was the Open 
Innovation competition, which aimed to support 
collaboration between associated partners (Tier1 
suppliers and consultancy companies lacking an 
established role in the supply chain industry) join-
ing forces in the competition. Instead, this event 
turned out to be controlling the roles of compet-
ing suppliers. Mike, a representative of a Tier1 
organization explained: ‘we are supposed to go 
there and show our products, participate in Open 
Innovation competitions, and contribute with our 
innovations openly for the OEMs. This is not of 
interest to us.’ The competition was exploited by 
the core partners, as they had created the routine 
that only core partners could create the initiatives, 
and the remaining partners needed to wait to be 
invited. Bill, a representative of a Tier1 organiza-
tion said, ‘it is the Tier1 suppliers that get stuck. 
The OEMs obtain what they want. They want to get 
access to smaller companies, which are quick to 
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generate innovations on their platform […]. What 
do the Tier1 suppliers get? They do not even have 
control over the choice of subcontractors. In the 
worst case, they might be forced to work with sub-
contractors that are not mature enough to work in 
the automotive industry.’ Smaller consultancy firms 
did not clearly benefit from the Open Innovation 
competition activity either, but the core partners 
were not called out on their actions. This staging 
and distributing of rights for one’s own bene-
fit exemplifies political behavior restricting other 
partners from the same rights to influence and 
benefit from collaboration. Bill called the competi-
tions ‘scams’ which the ‘poor’ participants would 
eventually realize. He also said that ‘the platform 
needs to grow in size through the introduction of 
new international OEM partners…we need some 
new blood…it would put pressure on the associate 
partners.’ According to the platform’s webpage, 
some changes were eventually made to recapture 
the ambition of being an accommodating environ-
ment for innovation. The Test room, an innovation 
arena for testing and demonstrations, was launched 
to enable companies other than (without excluding) 
traditional suppliers to become involved, and no 
more Open Innovation competition were arranged. 
In January 2016, a new Tier1 supplier joined as 
a core partner, and in February 2016, one of the 
already associated partners became the fourth core 
partner. In December 2018, the board decided to 
shut down the platform.

4.2.3. � Reflections
By only allowing themselves to take initiative, the 
core partners indicated that they have all the power, 
and that the associated partners are dependent on 
them, thus positioning themselves as legitimate and 
others less noticeable (de Certeau, 1984). This polit-
ical behavior implies a deeper structure (Thompson 
and Purdy,  2009) shaping the order of partners 
(Nathan and Mitroff, 1991) which preserves tradi-
tional roles rather than supporting new roles. The 
project manager handled this by terminating the 
competition, mainly favoring the traditional roles, 
and instead launched the Test room and expanded 
the group of core partners. This account illustrates 
how political behavior was used by the core part-
ners (the OEMs) to disrupt the intended new order, 
where stakeholders would be peers, by upholding 
traditional relationships and thus remaining in 
control of the landscape of current and potential 
suppliers. It was this interaction around the posi-
tioning of the actors in relation to each other (de 
Certeau,  1984) that shaped a collaborative space 
preserving the ‘old’ network of relationships that 

was supposed to be abandoned when the collab-
oration was launched. Failure to establish new 
relations and roles could be one reason why the 
collaboration was ultimately dissolved.

4.3. � Political behavior used to shape the 
content of the collaboration

4.3.1. � Background – defining the ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’ projects in the collaborative portfolio

When the collaboration in Case C had been ongo-
ing for approximately three years, discussions on 
the focus and scope of the collaboration intensi-
fied. Many partners contemplated their motiva-
tion for continued partnership, considering past 
accomplishments and the projected direction of the 
collaboration. The scope of the collaboration was 
balancing on a delicate line between applied and 
fundamental research. The partners held different 
views, as exemplified by Steve, from an industrial 
partner: ‘Whether it is clearly stated or not, I do 
not know, but applied research has no place within 
[Case C] right now, that is my definite opinion.’ 
The primary activity of Case C was the hosting of 
a significant number of projects with several part-
ners (but not necessarily all), and this resulted in 
discussions about what were the ‘right’ kind of 
projects to be pursued within the scope of the col-
laboration. Arnold, from another industrial partner 
stated: ‘What we really want to do is ensure that 
we start the right kind of projects. But I think we 
might have different views on the projects… Some 
would clearly like more projects resulting in solu-
tions, things, or even cars, so to say. Others might 
feel that this is about research, meaning our main 
goal should be knowledge.’ Although some struc-
tures and processes have emerged for how to select 
among project ideas presented by partners, it is an 
ongoing debate that has created uncertainty regard-
ing the requirements and criteria for project selec-
tion and ultimately the content of the collaboration.

4.3.2. � Identified political behavior
This fundamental divide concerning the ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’ kinds of projects set the scene for political 
behavior according to Frank from one of the research 
partners: ‘If you look at the whole of [Case C], it is 
still sprawling, going in many different directions, 
and you may find it triggering that there are different 
agendas when you meet at the shareholders’ meeting, 
and some are only there to monitor. But there is a lot 
of politics going on.’

Several participants said that to ensure that ‘the 
right kind’ of projects were conducted in the col-
laboration, they selectively engaged in projects 
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clearly linked to their own agenda, as exempli-
fied by Lenny from one of the industrial partners: 
‘Before you throw in some money in all the inter-
esting projects, you need to think carefully about 
whether they are in line with our own strategic 
long-term plan.’ Also implied was a heavy reliance 
on partners to propose new ideas, as explained by 
Andrew from a societal partner: ‘It is not exactly an 
open brainstorming about which projects to do, it is 
completely based on initiatives from the partners.’ 
Because of this selective engagement, the partners 
were able to withhold resources (e.g., time, com-
petence, etc.) from certain projects that might be 
important to the joint agenda but not relevant to 
the partners themselves. This behavior aligned the 
project portfolio with the partner’s agenda, at the 
expense of others.

To have a project proposal approved by Case C’s 
management, partners would sometimes engage in 
informal pre-negotiations with pre-selected part-
ners, securing allies for their proposals before 
presenting them. Thus, not all partners were able 
to partake in projects as they might have liked. As 
stated by Margaret, the director of Case C: ‘Just 
because you are part of the collaboration, does 
not mean you have the right to be in every project.’ 
This meant that partners who were not ‘present’ at 
the table at the right time, did not have any sig-
nificant influence on the collaboration’s content, 
as explained by Steve: ‘All of a sudden, a project 
[proposal] might appear at a meeting and if you 
have not been part of the club from the start, then it 
can be very difficult to state at the meetings that we 
would like to join and elbow our way into this par-
ticular project.’ The backdoor negotiations were 
somewhat accepted as a common practice as the 
collaboration was dependent on the resources and 
willingness of core partners. However, Margaret, 
also used political behavior such as increasing 
the status of less central partners by giving such 
partners important formal roles to keep them com-
mitted to the joint purpose. At writing, the initiative 
remains strong due to management’s continuous 
support for continuous dialog on the content of the 
collaboration and dedication to managing partner 
relations.

4.3.3. � Reflection
The multiple perceptions of what are the ‘right’ 
kinds of projects illustrate a situated continuous 
understanding of the present and future content of 
the collaboration. The circumstances allowed cen-
tral and negotiating partners to take it upon them-
selves to define project selection criteria and assess 
what fits within the current scope, sometimes 

circumventing discussions in established manage-
ment structures, excluding potential collabora-
tors. This was, to some extent, balanced through 
actions from others to promote the interests of 
less central partners and reinforce a more equal 
power distribution (Gray and Wood, 1991; Vangen 
and Huxham,  2003). However, as partners’ inter-
ests and willingness to commit resources remain 
critical to the survival of the collaboration, such 
wheeling and dealing becomes unavoidable as part-
ners have their own interests to protect (Swan and 
Scarbrough,  2005). This account illustrates how 
political behavior was used to influence the con-
tent and scope of the collaboration to fit individual 
organizational strategies while still being relevant 
to the collective. It was the negotiation and inter-
action around the value attributed to certain activ-
ities, and the prioritization of tasks (Nathan and 
Mitroff, 1991), which shaped a collaborative space 
allowing and demanding continuous dialog regard-
ing the project portfolio, ensuring the sustained 
commitment of the partners.

4.4. � Political behavior used to shape the 
contribution of each partner in the 
collaboration

4.4.1. � Background – unease and potential conflict 
among partners due to the ambiguity of their 
contributions

According to an official report created by Case D, 
all partners contribute to activities in the living lab. 
These activities have several mutual dependencies 
among different partners. No partner had the author-
ity to tell another what they should do. However, the 
uncharted territory with various groups and tasks, 
structured or unstructured, was challenging for some 
partners. As Julia, representative of an academic 
partner explained: ‘I was totally lost in the begin-
ning. It seemed as if the others had clear tasks and 
deliverables, for example, a bus stop or a charging 
pole.’ She continued ‘we were there to contribute 
with our brand or some sort of credibility, I under-
stood this after a while.’ Mary, one of the representa-
tives from the municipality explained: ‘we delivered 
what was demanded, we built the bus stops, and we 
were good at this in the collaboration, but we didn’t 
have the ability to consider what R&D needs we 
have that we could realize and test in the living lab. 
… A lot of the possibilities that were developed in 
the collaboration we did not have a channel for uti-
lizing, not even close… we had to have this to make 
the living lab a practical testbed for us.’ Several rep-
resentatives described how they struggled to ensure 
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that value was created through collaboration. The 
Chairman of the steering group, Nick, also repre-
senting an automotive company, said: ‘Maybe it’s 
not useful to define everything 100 percent, because 
I think one part of the success in [the living lab] 
has been that we have everyone sitting around the 
table and everyone has felt that it’s their project, you 
know. Even though everyone knows that “that guy” 
has not contributed very much.’ The representative 
from the municipality, Mary, said, ‘we have heard so 
many times, “this is the way you should do it”, but 
we are collaborating [in the living lab]…we should 
be able to say what we can and want to develop.’ A 
contrasting view is that of Sandy, a representative 
from an automotive company, who said that ‘this 
collaboration is a true collaboration since we do not 
have the buyer-supplier roles…we can talk about 
other things that we normally do not talk about… it 
is not a negotiation… but of course in the long run 
we want to sell buses.’ These circumstances suggest 
that it is not clear how the partners contributed to 
the collaboration, and that some partners attempted 
to assume the authority of telling others what to do.

4.4.2. � Identified political behavior
The coordinators told us how they juggled support-
ing the organizations to establish the ideal of equality, 
while recognizing that ‘how things work’ in collab-
oration is shaped by the influence of a few organi-
zational representatives, and mainly bigger industrial 
partners. The coordinators appeared to be concerned 
by the actions of certain partners, causing difficulties 
in mediations between organizational representatives. 
In one meeting with the coordinators, Francis told us 
about the relationship between the formal agreements 
and contracts, outlining how partner organizations 
relate to one another, and the emergent (functional) 
ways of getting things done. Alex, the other coordi-
nator, commented that ‘the tough discussions happen 
outside of groups.’ The coordinators were mindful 
of the power dynamics between the various actors 
involved (industrial, academic, and public sector), 
and were alert to potential conflicts and the risk of a 
lack of initiative and momentum that could collapse 
the collaboration. The coordinators orchestrated the 
collaboration by guiding Nick, the chairman of the 
steering group. They worked meticulously to prepare 
the steering group meetings together with Nick, in 
terms of setting the agenda to influence the meet-
ing so that it provided the desired outcome. Alex 
described how she gave the chairman ‘a list of what 
he needed to say at what point,’ to secure partners’ 
engagement and commitment and maintain momen-
tum moving into the next phase of the collaboration. 
Francis explained: ‘We push…What we do is that 

when things stall, or when we see that things need to 
be done…So, there’s a situation that needs to be dealt 
with, then we talk to the people involved. We play, we 
encourage, we give tips, we flatter, and we bring in 
other people with mandates, and sometimes, as Alex 
said, we take the escalation route, even though we 
are not allowed. And we make it known that whatever 
it is, is not going very well.’ Hence, sometimes the 
coordinators had informal one-to-one pre-meetings 
to cast partners for different roles and scripted 
what remarks they should make. When observing 
de-brief meetings including with the two coordina-
tors we learned who the coordinators had a ‘quick 
word in their ear’ with. The coordinators knew that 
certain points would have a greater effect if brought 
forward by a specific partner. The main result of the 
collaboration in the living lab was implemented in 
2016. The collaboration moved on to the next phase, 
and the coordinators kept the partners interested and 
committed to a joint agenda, including expanding to 
new vehicles and geographical areas. The living lab 
collaboration is still ongoing.

4.4.3. � Reflection
When scripting actions and lines for partner represen-
tatives, the coordinators direct others toward specific 
goals and impose a specific understanding of issues, 
showing that such political behavior can be used to 
manipulate behavior toward achieving collective 
goals and a joint agenda (Vangen and Huxham, 2003). 
Giving partners a voice and addressing their issues 
balances the unevenly distributed power within the 
collaboration, creating a sense of purpose and contribu-
tion, redefining some partners’ status and orientation. 
Such political behavior also shapes the order of things 
(Thompson and Purdy, 2009), allowing for partners to 
be equal despite their contributing in different ways. 
This account illustrates how political behavior was used 
by the coordinators to influence partners’ understand-
ing of each other’s contribution and create awareness of 
the value of less central partners. It was the interaction 
and negotiation around the contributions of the partners 
that shaped a collaborative space valuing diversity and 
giving a sense of relevance to each partner’s participa-
tion (de Certeau,  1984), thus securing the long-term 
engagement and commitment of the partners.

5. � Discussion

5.1. � A model of political behavior shaping 
spaces for collaborative innovation

The analysis indicates that the shaping of collabo-
rative space was unique in each case, but that the 
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process follows three common stages: a triggering 
background, political behavior, and shaping mecha-
nisms (see Figure 1). While the accounts represent a 
limited selection, they offer a qualitative foundation 
for analytical generalization that can inform theory 
building on how political behaviors are used to shape 
collaborative spaces (de Certeau, 1984).

The four triggers of political behavior (Frost 
and Egri,  1991) in the model: (1) all partners’ 
needs are not accommodated, (2) partners not 
acting as peers, (3) defining the right and wrong 
projects in the collaborative portfolio, and (4) 
unease and potential conflict among partners 
due to the ambiguity of their contribution, can be 
related to characteristics of collaborative innova-
tion (e.g., less formalized organizational structures 
and practices) (Ollila and Yström,  2016; Yström 
and Agogué,  2020), ambiguous power distribu-
tion (Gray and Wood, 1991; Hislop et al., 2001), 
diversity in opinion, values, interpretations, and 
goals (Tushman,  1977; Markus,  1983; Gray and 
Wood,  1991; Eden and Huxham,  2001; Huxham 
and Vangen,  2004) and the negation of orders 
(Nathan and Mitroff, 1991).

The accounts show that political behaviors 
emerge as a response to the prevailing circum-
stances in the collaboration (the triggers), for better 
or worse, and are thus the result of context-specific 

actions and reactions at a particular time and place. 
It is important to note that the same political behav-
ior can result in different outcomes in different sit-
uations, prohibiting any declaration of ‘bad’ or 
‘good’ behaviors (Buchanan and Badham,  1999). 
The analysis indicates that political behavior shapes 
different dimensions of collaborative spaces through 
four shaping mechanisms: (1) shaping the purpose, 
(2) shaping the relationships, (3) shaping the con-
tent, and (4) shaping the contribution (outlined in 
Figure 1). Shaping space through social interaction 
(Lefebvre & Nicholson-Smith, 1991) implies that the 
above mechanisms are active whenever participants 
in a collaboration engage in these topics. It should 
be noted that this is not an exhaustive list of potential 
shaping mechanisms.

Moreover, the analysis indicates that the collabo-
rative space being shaped by political behavior can 
be both favorable and detrimental for collaboration. 
Three cases presented spaces supporting collabora-
tion. In case A, diverse interests were acknowledged. 
In case C, demanded continuous dialog regarding the 
project’s portfolio was encouraged. In case D, each 
partner’s participation was given a sense of relevance. 
Such collaborative spaces informed participants’ 
actions as a collective, ensuring sustained engage-
ment and commitment. In case B, political behavior 
shaped the collaborative space, preserving traditional 

Figure 1.  A model of political behavior shaping spaces for collaborative innovation. 

Collaborative
space
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relationships that hindered partners’ collaboration as 
peers. Acknowledging that human interaction creates 
space that is processual, performative, open-ended, 
and multiple (Beyes and Steyaert,  2012), leads to 
acknowledging that space, in turn, generates human 
behavior and interaction, and influences our values 
and identity. Hence, collaborative space can generate 
actions among partners that might otherwise not have 
occurred (de Certeau,  1984). This is an important 
aspect of collaborative dynamics and building toward 
a holistic understanding of the emergence and devel-
opment of collaborative innovation spaces.

The shaping of space can nuance the discussion of 
the use of political behaviors in collaborative innova-
tion processes. As previously noted, political behav-
ior can render collaboration ineffective (Huxham 
and Vangen,  2004) or disintegrate collaboration 
altogether if the situation is not properly managed. 
However, as argued by Hardy et al. (2005), political 
behavior can function as a trigger or a foundation for 
positive actions, healthy discussions, and construc-
tive debate on important topics, enforcing mutual 
commitment to joint goals and increasing the under-
standing of different motives.

This study’s main contribution rests on the crit-
ical call by Frost and Egri (1991) to consider inno-
vation as a social and political process. We propose 
a model for political behavior and how it shapes 
collaborative spaces, increasing our understand-
ing of the dynamics of collaborative innovation. 
The model contributes to and complements current 
innovation management literature by demonstrat-
ing the shaping of space for collaboration in three 
stages. This study addresses the call for more in-
depth qualitative research (Bogers et al.,  2017; 
Dahlander et al.,  2021) and extends and deepens 
previous research on the dynamics of collabora-
tive innovation (e.g., Gray and Wood,  1991; Ring 
and Van de Ven,  1994; Elg and Johansson,  1997; 
Hardy et al.,  2003; Huxham and Vangen,  2004; 
Swan and Scarbrough,  2005). By outlining four 
shaping mechanisms and the roles taken by vari-
ous representatives, this study complements studies 
focusing on the political behavior of collaboration 
managers (Vangen and Huxham,  2003; Ollila and 
Yström,  2017), and how to transition from stra-
tegic to transformational multi-actor collabora-
tion (Westerlund and Rajala,  2010; Coghlan and 
Coughlan, 2015; Yström et al., 2019).

5.2. � Managerial implications

Our study legitimizes concerns related to the char-
acteristics of collaborative innovation and how these 
can be triggers for political behavior that can be used 

by all stakeholders to influence collaborative spaces. 
This introduces a dynamic perspective on manag-
ing collaborative innovation by pointing to the need 
to see collaboration as more than what is agreed 
upon on paper. Managers should thus be aware of 
and expect political behavior to occur, and by close 
involvement and engagement, it is possible to pick up 
on early signals of such behavior. A political perspec-
tive can offer new managerial paths, both proactive 
and reactive. An example is implementing structures 
and routines promoting dialog and joint sense mak-
ing to increase transparency and distribute power.

5.3. � Limitations and further research

This study is based on four qualitative case studies, 
and there are limitations to this design. Our conclu-
sions and continued early theory building can be 
refined through longitudinal, processual studies that 
provide further insights into how power and politics 
influence the emergence of collaborative spaces. 
Specifically, such studies could focus on validat-
ing, challenging, or amending the identified shaping 
mechanisms to elaborate on the contingent nature of 
political behaviors and their outcomes. Another lim-
itation is that our theoretical perspective on space as 
processual did not specifically consider physical, vir-
tual, or cognitive spaces and how political behavior 
might be used to shape these spaces of collaborative 
innovation. Research focusing on these could pro-
vide more comprehensive and actionable knowledge 
of how political behavior shapes collaborative space.
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Table A4.  Illustrative quotes case D

Illustrative quotes

Background
Unease and po-

tential conflicts 
among partners 
due to unclar-
ity of their 
contribution

I was totally lost in the beginning. It seemed as if the others had clear tasks and deliverables for 
example a bus stop or a charging pole…we were there to contribute with our brand or some 
sort of credibility, I understood this after a while. (Julia, Academic organization)

we delivered what was demanded, we built the bus stops, and we were good at this in the col-
laboration, but we didn’t have the ability to consider what R&D needs we have that we could 
realize and test in the living lab. … A lot of the possibilities that was developed in the collabo-
ration we did not have a channel for utilizing not even close… we had to have this to make the 
living lab a reality test bed for us. (Mary, The Municipality)

a quiet indoor bus stop is that really most important for the city when we are working with electric 
busses? It should be the noise reduction in the city, the system [the new bus line with new bus stops 
and charging poles], and the work opportunities that this generates. (Mary, The Municipality)

Maybe it’s not useful to define everything 100 per cent, because I think one part of the success in 
[the living lab] has been that we have everyone sitting around the table and everyone has felt that 
it’s their project, you know. Even though everyone knows that that guy hasn’t actually contributed 
very much. (Nick, The Chairman of the steering group and representing an automotive company)

We work with different time spans. We need time to make e.g., noise studies, but the results are 
needed now. (Mary, The City)

Sometimes e.g., when working with the indoor bus stop a lot of people in the collaboration had 
ideas of how it should look like and function, but the landowner and the estate where it was 
supposed to be built was not even invited to the discussions. (Mary, The Municipality)

It has taken almost all my time to have meetings internally with the various parts of the city 
to inform them on what is going on and try to find out their interest and need. (Carl, The 
Municipality)

it didn’t make sense as there was so much that was confusing…it is so complex…it still doesn’t 
make sense…it’s just a bus’. (Julia, Academic organization)

we have heard so many times ‘this is the way you should do it’, but we are collaborating [in 
the living lab]…we should be able to say what we can and want to develop. (Mary, The 
Municipality)

this collaboration is true collaboration since we do not have the buyer–supplier roles…we can 
talk about other things that we normally do not talk about… it is not a negotiation… but of 
course in the long run we want to sell busses. (Sandy, Automotive company)

Political behavior
•	 setting the 

agenda
•	 informal 

one-to-one 
pre-meetings

•	 script other’s 
remarks

•	 cast partners 
for different 
roles

the tough discussions happen outside of groups. (Louise, coordinator)
I sent him [the chairman] an e-mail with a list of what he needed to say at what point (Louise, 

coordinator)
We push…What we do is that when things stall, or when we see that things need to be done…So, 

there’s a situation that needs to be dealt with, then we talk to the people involved. We play, we 
encourage, we give tips, we flatter, and we bring in other people with mandates, and some-
times, like Louise said, we take the escalation route, even though we are not allowed. And we 
make it known that whatever it is in’t going very well. (Francis, coordinator)

Notes from a short meeting between the coordinators:
I talked to Steven about prioritizing to come to the steering group meetings and spoke to Andrew 

about what he needs to say. (Alex, coordinator)
I had an exchange about the results report with Pierre. (Francis, coordinator)
the director of partner X looked uncomfortable in the meeting, again they want to that take on 

projects, but they don’t carry them through…but the two partners X and Y have to stay in for 
political reasons. The region has given them so much money. (Alex, coordinator)

Alex and I had prepared that meeting [with partners about expanding the scope] with what 
needed to be done when because we wanted to monitor the meeting…then Alex and I came up 
on our own with the idea to have a reconciliation meeting with the steering group which we 
called impact assessment to have a material for the upcoming [regular] steering group meeting. 
(Francis, coordinator)

and we used this to call the coordinators from the partners to a set of meetings… (Alex, 
coordinator)

we talked to Ann so she would be prepared to talk to the communication group. Already from 
the beginning decided to break out the issue on the brand and communication from the partner 
meeting and said they are not going to deal with this it will be the communication group. There 
reason is that this question is too hard to discuss among the people being coordinators for 
partners, this group would load the question about brand and communication with more than it 
needs to include making it hard… (Alex, coordinator)

Specifically partner Z would make us drown…the others we probably could handle. (Francis, 
coordinator)
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