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Successful collaboration between multiple 
stakeholders is likely to be a critical factor in the 
planning, setup, development and sustained 
operation of smart local energy systems (SLES). 
True SLES are complex projects combining social, 
technical, financial, legal, and other elements. The 
necessary expertise and capacity to meet these 
demands effectively is highly unlikely to be held 
in any single organisation. So, organisations must 
work together. This report aims to provide practical 
guidance on how they can do that successfully, based 
on a review of evidence on what works in multi-
stakeholder collaboration across a range of sectors. 

There have been many reviews of collaboration 
between organisations within the same sector, such 
as between businesses of different types, and within 
the public sector, such as between health and other 
social services providers. 

There remains is a gap in our knowledge about 
what works for collaboration between multiple 
stakeholders of diverse cross sectoral types, including 
non-profits, for-profits and the community, relevant 
to the SLES configurations and contexts. Cross 
sector, multiple stakeholders’ collaborations need to 
consider the pitfalls and challenges as well as what 
works and the contexts, mechanisms and mediating 
factors that can influence the final outcomes. 

A rapid realist review is a systematic review that 
considers the context-mechanisms-outcome 
configuration in a theory of change model, but is 
undertaken at pace, to a policy relevant timescale. 
We sought to achieve “rapidity” by reviewing and 
synthesising the systematic review literature on 
multisectoral, multi stakeholder collaborations. 

Like previous reviews we did not find comparative 
research that could determine the strength of the 
evidence linking actions to outcomes on a causal 
pathway, but by creating logic models of the 
collaboration programme theory we devise strategies 
as to what should work and give practical guidance 
on how organisations can work together when trying 
to achieve similar aims under similar circumstances. 

Nine reviews met the inclusion criteria. Five were 
reviews of collaborations between health and other 
sector organisations, three were of public private 
partnership (PPP) collaborations. And one review 
was about collaborations between universities and 
business for product development. 

Mechanisms and strategies to activate and support 
collaboration, and that underpinned successful 
collaboration were: 

•	 Mutual advantage or gain (five reviews): there 
had to be a problem to solve and there had to 
be more to gain from working together than 
any single organisation could achieve. Strategies 
to activate mutual advantage and mutual gain 
could include the help of a kind of “broker” who 
activated this mechanism by mediating between 
mutual interests. Also, mutual advantage and gain 
could be reinforced by regular updates against 
agreed milestones of success, demonstrating the 
continued success and value of collaboration as 
well as identifying risks and mitigations to the 
project early on.

Executive summary
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•	 Communication (five reviews): communication 
was critical to the successful operation of the 
collaboration, and a breakdown in communication 
was often cited as a reason for collaboration 
failure. Co-location, proximity, and face-to-
face meetings and learning together though 
joint training sessions were strategies used to 
enable communication. Strategies to enable 
communication for collaboration included working 
together to articulate a shared vision and a clear 
statement of aims, and developing a shared 
understanding of success that could be measured 
throughout the lifespan of the collaboration 
through milestones and performance indicators.

•	 Trust (five reviews): strategies to balance 
differences in power, resources and interests were 
found in stating goals and formalising them into 
agreements, sharing skills and knowledge and 
resources in shared meetings in diverse ways, 
sharing time and financial resources through 
pooled budgets and face-to-face meetings. 
Being clear about the roles and responsibilities of 
members in clear and transparent procedures for 
decision making and accountability ensured that 
skills and knowledge of members were utilised 
effectively and that members felt empowered to 
participate and their contribution valued.

•	 Legitimacy (two reviews): equitable funding 
and resourcing, staff, equipment and time 
were important supports to resolving tensions 
around fair sharing of risks and resources. A lack 
of equitable funding and resource sharing was 
identified as a common barrier to collaboration. 
Outreach activities had the potential for greater 
inclusion and participation for a diversity 
of membership and representation of the 
community. Decision making procedures that 
were transparent and responsive to change could 
resolve tensions through the legitimacy of process, 
ensuring that everyone feels that they get a “fair 
hearing” if not their desired outcome every time.

•	 Leadership (two reviews): one strategy to support 
leadership could be through a neutral convener. 
Another, or additional strategy would be to 
consider nominating a dedicated management 
team.

We identified several clusters of contexts that could 
influence the success or failure of collaborations:

•	 Political contexts, such as the regulatory 
environment and national policies that were 
aligned with local priorities, windows of 
opportunity for policy change

•	 Economic contexts of the available financial 
resources both within the collaboration and locally

•	 Social contexts were around the relationships 
and type and quality of interactions of the 
collaboration members. Social contexts also 
include local capacity and infrastructure

•	 Cultural contexts included the professional 
histories, cultures and ethos of the agencies 
involved. 

•	 Demographic characteristics of the members were 
around the skills and capabilities of the members, 
the diversity of membership in the collaborations 
and the diversity of communities that were 
represented in the collaboration. 

Conclusions
Tensions between aims and goals and organisational 
values are to be expected where differences in 
perspectives and purpose offer the advantages of 
collaboration, and it a breakdown in communication 
was often cited as a reason for collaboration 
failure. Resolving disagreements by preventing 
misunderstandings and being realistic and 
open about divergent goals needs clear and fair 
processes, spaces and means for open and honest 
communication of aims and goals, and ways to 
measure progress against these. This suggests that 
collaboration itself is an ongoing process rather than 
a single state or entity.
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Collaboration for SLES
Successful collaboration between multiple 
stakeholders is likely to be a critical factor in the 
planning, setup, development and sustained 
operation of smart local energy systems (SLES). 
True SLES are complex projects combining social, 
technical, financial, legal, and other elements. The 
necessary expertise and capacity to meet these 
demands effectively is highly unlikely to be held 
in any single organisation. So, organisations must 
work together. This report aims to provide practical 
guidance on how they can do that successfully, based 
on a review of evidence on what works in multi-
stakeholder collaboration across a range of sectors.

Members of SLES collaborations could include 
Distribution Network Operators (DNOs)/energy 
suppliers, universities and community interest groups 
(Gupta 2020), as well as social landlords, small and 
large investors, social enterprises, and commercial 
enterprises. Other important actors involved in the 
energy systems collaboration could be the prosumer, 
who is both a producer and consumer of electricity; 
the initiator who sets in motion the idea of the SLES 
and the consumer, and who may or may not be 
directly involved in the collaboration itself but has an 
interest in the SLES as the beneficiary or user of an 
energy commodity or service (Gjorgievski, Cundeva 
and Georghiou 2021). 

Figure 1: Members of an energy community. 
(The initiator may be in any of these sectors) from 
Gjorgievski, Cundeva and Georghiou 2021

Background
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In addition to the diversity of collaboration members 
and the contexts in which they form, the motivation 
to collaborate can also vary according to sector. 
Not-for-profit social or community enterprise 
participation can have a primary interest in reducing 
energy inequalities, increasing local decision making 
and democratic participation. For profit organisations 
may seek to increase local market demand, enhance 
their reputation and their social legitimacy. 

Multiple stakeholder collaborations for SLES 
may include stakeholder involvement as “energy 
citizenship”, where the local public is engaged 
in participatory and democratic energy systems 
(Devine-Wright 2007) and stakeholder involvement 
goes far beyond merely providing information about 
SLES to the local community. Prosumers, who are 
both consumers and producers of energy, will be 
active participants in this local energy community 
(São José, Faria and Vale 2021).

 In the UK there is a mix of public, private and third-
sector actors in energy businesses working towards 
a transition to decarbonisation, decentralisation, 
digitalisation, and democratisation of energy 
(Gonzales et al 2020). The current state of SLES 
shows variation in stages of development towards a 
smarter and more local energy sector. Increased civic 
engagement in developing and planning for local 
services fits with a broader UK agenda to devolve 
power from the centre to local communities (Parkers, 
Dobson Lynn 2021) and SLES offer various depths 
of engagement of communities in different stages 
of the SLES lifetime. Research on existing energy 
communities finds a diversity of definitions, types of 
collaboration and roles and responsibilities. They vary 
in response to local needs, demands and contexts. 
(São José, Faria and Vale 2021).

Depth of engagement can also be understood 
against a spectrum of the power and control 
over change available to the participants. The 
democratisation of local energy systems and 
the making of “Energy citizens” through active 
participation (Devine wright 2007). This is described 
by Arnstein’s famous study of US citizen participation 
and taxonomy of participation. 

It visualises increasing levels of the distribution of 
power (Arnstein 1969) on rungs of a ladder, with 
1-5 representing manipulative, or merely feel-good 
gestures of involvement lacking any meaningful 
engagement, or tokenistic participation that lacks 
any real power over change. However, genuinely 
democratic participation in the design, planning 
and ownership of the project aims for a degree of 
delegated power, partnership, and citizen control. 
participation. 

 
Citizen control
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Figure 2: Degrees of citizen participation (Arnstein’s 
Ladder. Arnstein, 1969).

The difference between collaboration and other 
kinds of stakeholder engagement or other kinds of 
collective activities then is one of degree, intensity, 
and duration of relationships as well as power to 
change and control. 

Models of the degree of collaboration, such as 
that shown in Figure 3 describe the degree of 
interdependency of different kinds of organisational 
interactions and relationships, starting from 
competition where connections are only occasional 
through to full consolidation where organisations 
have merged to become one unified entity.



7 www.energyrev.org.uk

Figure 3: Continuum of interorganisational 
relationships: The five Cs (Keast 2016) 

Research on collaborations
There have been many systematic reviews that 
consider what works for collaborations between 
diverse types of organisations. They can be between 
businesses, between public sector organisations and 
between multiple sectors. 

Much of the research on collaboration originated in 
business-to-business collaborations. These have been 
mainly focused on how to manage the competitive 
drive of for-profit organisations to cooperate for 
mutual advantage. These include collaboration 
between small and medium sized enterprises to gain 
commercial advantages in international markets 
(Costa et al 2016, de Almeida Guimarães et al 2021, 
Zahoor et al 2021); managing relationships in cross 
organisational collaborations (Dir and Cappelli 2018) 
and the collaboration of entrepreneurs with other 
entrepreneurs (Tuominen et al 2013) 

There has also been research on collaborations 
between universities and which were for the 
purpose of knowledge exchange, innovation and 
the commercialisation of academic knowledge 
industry (Ankrah and AL-Tabbaa 2015, Rybnicek and 
Königsgruber 2019) 

Multiple stakeholder collaboration research is perhaps 
most well developed in the field of health promotion 
and usually involves collaborations with the aim of 
working together to target a particular disease or to 
promote health behaviours in populations. One of the 
first reviews that synthesised studies in health, social 
science, education, and public affairs identified what 
they saw as key factors for successful collaboration 
between non-profits (Mattessich and Monsey 1992) 
whose aim was a shared vision of achieving a “public 
purpose”. It found that collaborations were more 
successful if:

•	 There was mutual respect and understanding 

•	 There was an appropriate cross section of members 
and collaboration was in their self-interest 

•	 Members had both a stake in the process and 
outcomes Communication was frequent and open

•	 Goals and objectives were sustainable, achievable 
and concrete

•	 The group was sufficiently funded 

•	 There was a skilled convener. 

A recent review of frameworks for understanding 
collaboration (Calancie et al 2021) found many of the 
same factors and could be further grouped into seven 
domains: 

Competition

Sporadic connections 
by way of money and 
contracts

Cooperation

Looser connections by 
way of shared (known 
information and 
referrals)

Coordination

Little more defined 
connections – by joint 
programmes, planning

Collaboration

Thicker relationships, 
pooled power, money 
etc. – creating 
something new

Consolidation

Creation of new entity 
or one entity 
consuming the other, 
legal merger

VERTICAL

HORIZONTAL
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•	 Community context

•	 Group composition

•	 Structure and internal processes

•	 Group dynamics

•	 Social capital

•	 Activities that influence or take place within the 
collaboration

•	 Activities that influence or take place within the 
broader community

•	 Activities that influence or take place both in the 
collaboration and in the community

Most of the collaborations in the study were cross 
sector, but still firmly within the public sector. It 
might be said that this would make having a shared 
vision easier and to engender less tension and 
fewer conflicts of interest, management structures 
and contractual challenges than between private 
and public, third sector and citizen organisations 
such as those envisioned for SLES. While it is 
useful to understand those factors for success 
for collaborations, it perhaps just as important 
to recognise and understand the ways in which 
tensions and contradictions between diverse types of 
stakeholders can impact on the desired outcomes. 

Another more recent review of the research literature 
on collaborations between non-profit organisations 
(Gazley and Guo) found that there was a lack of 
sufficient attention paid to what does not work. 
Questions remain on what factors can intervene on 
the way to successful collaboration outcomes or 
even bring about their collapse. They found a lack of 
research sophistication; there were no comparative 
research studies to draw any firm conclusions about 
the mechanisms of collaboration on the causal 
pathway. 

There remains is a gap in our knowledge about what 
works overall for collaboration between multiple 
stakeholders of diverse cross sectoral types, including 
non-profits, for-profits and the community that are 
relevant to SLES configurations and contexts. 

Cross sector, multiple stakeholders’ collaborations 
need to consider the pitfalls and challenges as 
well as what works and the contexts, mechanisms 
and mediating factors that can influence the final 
outcomes. 

Methods

Review questions and approach

A realist review is a theory-based approach that 
can offer insights to the factors that contribute to 
successful collaborations, the contexts that can 
impact on outcomes and the mechanisms by which 
complex social interventions are anticipated to work. 

A rapid realist review is a systematic review that 
considers the context-mechanisms-outcome (C-M-O) 
configuration in a theory of change model, but is 
undertaken at pace, to a policy relevant timescale. 
We sought to achieve “rapidity” by reviewing and 
synthesising only the systematic review literature 
on multisectoral, multi stakeholder collaborations. 
We examined the overall effects and the factors that 
impact on success (C-M-Os) and produced practice 
relevant recommendations based on intervention 
component analysis (ICA) (Sutcliffe 2015) developed 
from across the studies (see appendix 2). We 
anticipated that the timing of the interventions – that 
is, at what stage in the project the collaboration is 
assembled and for how long it continues – were also 
important contexts in explaining outcomes. (See 
appendix 1 for methods of the review.) 

Results

Research map – what research did we find?

We identified and studied nine reviews based on 
our screening (see Appendix for more details on our 
methods). Four (R1, R3, R4, R8) were collaborations 
to improve health outcomes and represented cross 
sector services from education, health, criminal 
justice and third sector service providers and 
philanthropic organisations. 
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In these reviews, the private sector agencies in 
the collaboration were private providers of public 
services such as vaccine and drug development or, 
in another review, business sponsorship of health 
programmes. Cross sector collaboration for product 
development was the aim of three reviews (R4, R6, 
R8).

Three of the reviews (R4, R5 and R9) concerned 
Private-Public Partnerships (PPP), a particular kind 
of defined collaboration between government and 
private sector agencies for larger scale projects which 
tend to be over the longer term. 

Figures 4: Flow of studies.

Table1:	 Review characteristics

Review 
number

Short title Number of 
included 
studies

Date range Sectors Purpose of collaboration

R1. Alderwick 
et al 2021

36 January 1999 
-December 
2019

Health

Non-Health

To improve health outcomes

To reduce health inequalities

R2. Bryson et 
al 2015

196 2007 to early 
2015

For profit

Not for profit

To solve a public problem; to 
share skills and resources and 
risks

R3. Calancie et 
al 2021

95 1982-2020 Criminal justice

Faith

Health

Military

Social services

Transport

To improve health outcomes

To address a specific disease

R4. Campos 
2011

50 1990-2010 Health

Pharmaceutical 
industry

To address a specific disease; 

PPP. Using public-private 
partnerships for drug and 
vaccine development

R5 de Aragão 
2016

3 1990-2015 Government

Transport

Construction

PPP. Financing infrastructure 
investments

To assure that the private 
sector delivers timeliness, cost 
efficiency and project quality

Exclusion criteria

Phenomena of interest
308

Perspectives
3

Problem
87

Study type
18

Bibliographic databases
388

Grey literature
37

Results
425

Reviews
9
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Review 
number

Short title Number of 
included 
studies

Date range Sectors Purpose of collaboration

R6. Garousi 
2016

33 1995 and 
2014

Software 
Engineering

Academia

Product development

R7. Hamdan 
2021

45 2000-2019 Academia

Construction

Community

Housing

Local Government

Philanthropic

Retail

To create sustainable 
neighbourhoods

R8 Lee 2020 13 1990-2017 Education

Health

Manufacturing

Professional 
sports

Retail

Social services

Transport

Product development

Gaining business 
opportunities through 
networking and accessing 
government information

Incorporating corporate ethics 
and enhancing organisation 
reputation

To promote healthy 
behaviours

Programme delivery

R9 Rybnicek 
2020

92 2000-2016 Government

Construction

Manufacturing

To solve a public problem

PPPs 

To overcome modern 
challenges and develop new 
opportunities.

Contexts mechanisms and outcomes
We studied the contexts that can impact on 
outcomes and the mechanisms by which complex 
social interventions are anticipated to work. We 
identified five different context, mechanism and 
outcome configurations for successful collaboration. 
We included intervention components, or the 
strategies and resources needed to implement the 
collaboration in the configurations to develop a 
programme theory of successful collaboration for 
each of the mechanisms. 

Mechanisms that underpinned successful 
collaboration were:

•	 Mutual advantage or gain (5 reviews)
•	 Communication (in 5 reviews)
•	 Trust (5 reviews)
•	 Legitimacy (2 reviews)
•	 Leadership (2 reviews)

Mechanisms were often interconnected. Where 
one mechanism is needed to trigger successful 
collaboration, other mechanisms may also need to be 
in process to cause the expected outcomes. 
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Contextual factors are the pre-existing conditions 
that can moderate the action of the mechanisms on 
the expected outcome. The reviews identified several 
clusters of influential contexts:

•	 Political: regulatory environment and national 
policies

•	 Economic: available financial resources

•	 Social: relationships and interactions of the 
collaboration members 

•	 Cultural: professional histories, cultures and ethos 
of the agencies involved 

•	 Demographic: skills and capabilities of the 
members, and diversity of communities that were 
represented in the collaboration. 

We examined each mechanism in order to develop 
logic models of change, describing resources 
necessary for that mechanism to “fire” in the form of 
inputs, the activities and actions that these create 
in the form of outputs, contextual factors that can 
help or hinder the working of the mechanisms 
and the outcomes reported for each. Like previous 
reviews we did not find comparative research that 
could determine the strength of the evidence 
linking actions to outcomes on a causal pathway, 
but by creating logic models of the collaboration 
programme theory we can devise strategies as to 
what should work and give practical guidance on 
how organisations can work together when trying to 
achieve similar aims under similar circumstances. 

Mutual advantage, mutual gain

Five reviews found that mutual advantage, or 
the mutual gain to be had in participating in a 
collaboration (R2, R4, R6, R7, R8) was a mechanism 
of successful collaboration. In one review, this 
relationship of mutual advantages was called, 
“reciprocal interdependence”. This described 
a relationship where the associate benefits of 
collaboration towards a shared goal were greater, and 
the risks fewer, than acting individually. It depended 
on the ability of collaboration members to be flexible 
and adaptable.

A supportive regulatory context helped realise 
mutual gain because it meant that individuals did 
not have to consider every eventuality and course 
of action and this acted as a guide to the expected 
behaviours and actions of collaboration.

Trust was an important mediator to mutual gain. 
For there to be a belief that there was mutuality, 
there had to be trust between members and in the 
collaboration that both gains and risks were equitably 
distributed. 

Strategies to activate and support mutual 
advantage, mutual gain

Strategies to support trust in beliefs of mutual gain 
were reinforced by regular updates against agreed 
milestones of success, demonstrating the continued 
success and value of collaboration as well as 
identifying risks and mitigations to the project early 
on.

Successful collaborations often enlisted the help of 
a kind of “broker” who activated this mechanism by 
mediating between the mutual interests. They could 
frame issues and goals in ways that made it relevant 
and important to a diverse collective of members and 
organisations. The skills and characteristics needed of 
a project champion were in their leadership qualities, 
they were charismatic and engaging and importantly, 
had a sincere interest in the success of the project. 
They used both formal and informal authority based 
on their expertise being valued by members of the 
collaboration and were trusted as “honest brokers” 
and “collaborative capacity builders”. 

Doing advance work in defining the problem at 
the development and formation stage is another 
strategy to activate the understanding of mutual 
advantage because it demonstrates the “reciprocal 
interdependence” and mutual advantages in 
addressing the problem through collaboration. 
A focus on discovering the shared goals of the 
collaboration could be more successful in starting a 
dialogue than in attempts to align by shared values.
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Box 1:	 Working together for mutual advantage and mutual gain: The case of ReFLEX Orkney 

Contexts

Political contexts

Institutional environment

Window of opportunity

Social contexts

A problem to solve

Historic relationships 
between agencies

Cultural contexts

Skills and capabilities of 
staff 

Flexibility/ adaptability

Skills and qualifications 
characteristics

Skills to plan and 
implement their chosen 
interventions

Phase of collaboration

Development, formation

Inputs

Create an identity, 
collective agency

Shared goals

Formalised rules or 
contracts between 
agencies

Boundary spanning 
sponsors and champions

Communication skills

Trusting relationships

Agreements for sharing 
information especially 
intellectual property (IP) 
rights

Risk identification 
Transparency and 
information flow

Agreed milestones

Outputs

Memorandum of 
understanding

Collective name

Authoritative text 
on the 
collaborations 
purpose and work

Contracts

Flexibility clauses 
in contracts

Taxonomies, and 
standards to 
enable shared 
understanding

Management 
Team

Advisory 
committee

Performance 
indicators

Mechanisms

Mutual 
advantage, 
mutual gain

Mediators

Communication

Leadership

Trust

Proximal 
outcomes

Positive

Stakeholder 
buy-in

Capacity building

Since 2019, the ReFLEX Orkney project (https://
www.reflexorkney.co.uk/) has sought to develop 
a local energy system that integrates local 
renewable generation with flexible power, heat 
and transport assets. While the ultimate goal is to 
make Orkney carbon neutral, the more immediate 
aim is to meet a range of objectives for different 
stakeholders: helping energy consumers reduce 
their environmental impacts without increasing 
their costs, encouraging private investment by 
demonstrating new technologies and business 
models, and boosting the economy by developing 
local skills and opportunities for replication 
elsewhere.

The success of the project has hinged on thorough 
engagement with the local community to 
raise awareness of the plans and aims, inspire 
participation and involve them in decision 
making and connect them to local services and 
organisations. 

ReFLEX has built a strong presence in the area and 
beyond through the website and newsletters and 
through individual members championing the 
project, arranging and presenting at conferences 
and regular town hall meetings, and liaising with 
potential participants and partners to run trials of 
electric vehicles and car clubs. By stimulating early 
adoption, the project has been able to provide:

•	 Access to affordable technologies and support to 
the community, 

•	 An enhanced local market for service and 
technology providers, and

•	 A greater understanding of what works to help 
the continued development of a blueprint for an 
innovative SLES. 
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Communication

Five reviews (R1, R2, R3, R4, R10) found that 
communication was critical for the successful 
operation of the collaboration; a lack of 
communication was often cited as a reason for the 
failure of project collaborations. 

Several contexts could impact on the effective 
operation of this mechanism. 

Sufficient, sustained and equitably shared resources 
among the members of the collaboration were 
important enablers to communication. There was 
recognition that historic relationships between the 
agencies involved could impact on communication in 
the present. Cultural differences in professional values 
and practices also played a role – particularly between 
not- for- profits and for-profits where traditionally 
for-profits were interested in short term rewards and 
return on investment, while not-for- profits were 
seeking longer term and non-monetary goals.

The strength of the relationship of communication 
to successful collaboration can be dependent on the 
transparency of information, goals, expectations, and 
clarity over roles and responsibilities, which builds 
trust between members and by members in the 
collaboration. Similarly, the quality of communication 
shapes the activation of other mechanisms of 
collaborations, such as trust and understanding 
between members. The intensity, frequency and type 
of communication and the complexity or ease of 
communication channels and processes can have an 
impact on success of the collaboration.

Strategies to activate and support 
communication

Strategies to enable communication for collaboration 
included working together to articulate a shared 
vision and a clear statement of aims and developing 
a shared understanding of success that could 
be measured throughout the lifespan of the 
collaboration through milestones and performance 
indicators. A shared vision and clear aims require 
members to be transparent about their expectations 
and goals at the earliest opportunity to enable 
communication throughout. Co-location, proximity, 
and face- to-face meetings and learning together 
though joint training sessions were strategies used to 
enable communication. Staff turnover could create 
uncertainties in roles and responsibilities, and so 
collaborations needed processes that could manage 
such transitions. 

Intermediate outcomes from communication include 
stakeholder buy in and community involvement. 
Negative outcomes from not having communication 
were seen in the withdrawal of time, disengagement, 
challenges to professional identities or resistance in 
creating a collaboration identity. 
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Contexts

Political infrastructure

Supportive national 
policies

Window of opportunity

Economic contexts

Sufficient, sustained 
equitable shared 
resources

Social contexts

Joint planning

Historic relationships 
between agencies

Cultural contexts

Cultural and professional 
differences between 
agencies and staff

Demographic 
characteristics

Minoritised populations

Skills and capabilities of 
staff

Phase of collaboration

Development, formation

Inputs

A shared vision and clear 
aims

Co-location or proximity 
of team

Joint staff training on 
collaboration processes

Regularly scheduled 
meetings 

Clarity on roles and 
responsibilities

Shared metrics to 
measure impact

Agree and set milestones

Outputs

Contracts

Regular and 
diverse methods 
of 
communication.

Protocols for 
information 
sharing

A neutral 
convener

Performance 
indicators

Mechanisms

Communication

Moderators

Transparency

Trust

Moderators

Intensity of 
communication

Complexity of 
communication 
processes

Proximal 
outcomes

Positive

Stakeholder 
buy-in

Community 
involvement

Time 
commitment

Negative

Challenges to 
professional 
identities
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Trust

Five reviews discussed trust as a critical mechanism 
for collaboration success. It could be enabled by 
members of the collaboration having trust in the 
project itself to achieve its aims. It could also be 
enabled between the members of the collaboration. 

A supportive regulatory environment helped build 
trust in the collaboration’s ability to achieve its aims 
because it ensured that the “rules of the game” 
were understood by all and a provided a neutral, 
interest free framework for engagement. Supportive 
regulations ensure that contracts were meaningful, 
upheld and provided an avenue of recourse if they 
were not. Just like communication, national policies 
that were consistent and supportive of collaboration 
for local projects enabled trust in by providing a 
stable context for the project over its lifetime. 

Supportive national policies provide other important 
mediators to trust, such as affirming the legitimacy of 
the collaboration. 

Trust was also enabled when members were 
confident in the ability of the collaboration to achieve 
its aims, and that the aims were legitimate. This was 
described in the reviews as a consensus that there 
was a problem that needed to be, and could be, 
solved by the collaboration – or, that more could 
be achieved by the collaboration than any of the 
organisations operating alone could achieve. The 
purpose of the collaboration had to be relevant to the 
members and important to them. One strategy was 
to establish a collective identity through a narrative 
or storyline of the collaboration and its work and 
purpose. 

Box 2:	  Communicating in a common language in Project LEO (Local Energy Oxford)

Project LEO is an innovative cross-sector 
collaborative project looking to demonstrate how 
social, environmental and economic goals can be 
achieved by trialling smart, flexible technologies, 
services and models (Darby & Banks 2020). By 
building a diverse consortium of partners from the 
public sector, industry and academia, the project is 
well placed to deliver a complex suite of measures 
to fit local conditions but its success hinges on 
coordination and communication.

To improve collaboration and communication 
between partners, workshops were conducted on 
key areas like stakeholder engagement to build 
shared understanding. Project LEO also adopted 
a ‘minimum viable service’ (MVS) approach which 
proved useful for clearly articulating the activities or 
propositions involved in different elements of the 
project, and for identifying issues and solutions.

Over the course of the first year of operation 
they identified a number of necessities to ensure 
that their range of partners could work together 
effectively to achieve both individual and shared 
goals. 

These included: 

•	 An owner responsible for trialling, 
communication and readiness of each MVS

•	 A common language with consistent terminology

•	 Detailed procurement standards for flexibility 
assets

•	 Protocols for two-way communication between 
flex assets and network

•	 SLES framework for failures, delays etc – 
penalties, fall back arrangements

•	 A data sharing agreement between partners 
which:

•	 Identifies needs and responsibilities early, and 
collects the right metadata

•	 Coordinates members and requires 
documented processes 
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The legitimacy of the collaboration, and trust in its 
ability to deliver, relied on a transparent examination 
of risks and mitigations. Advisory groups and 
community involvement were ways of incorporating 
knowledge and independence of interests in 
understanding and responding to risks and setting 
realistic goals. Agreeing upon milestones towards 
success and using established methods of monitoring 
and evaluation ensured that the collaboration was 
making progress as planned. 

Trust between members of the collaboration was 
enabled when differences in power, resources and 
interests were explicitly recognised. Competing 
agendas and being uncertain of the benefits could all 
impact on successful collaboration, but a recognition 
of mutual advantage and interdependence could 
build trust between members. 

 Trust between members was a necessary mechanism 
for enabling communication, particularly in the 
sharing of confidential or commercially sensitive 
information. Discussing sensitive issues early in the 
formation of the collaboration helped establish 
transparency that builds trust and reduces scepticism 
of individual members.

Strategies to activate and support trust

Strategies to balance differences in power, resources 
and interests were:

•	 Stating of goals and formalising them into 
agreements 

•	 Sharing skills, knowledge, and resources in shared 
meetings in diverse ways 

•	 Sharing time and financial resources through 
pooled budgets and face-to-face meetings

•	 Being clear about members roles and 
responsibilities

•	 Creating clear and transparent procedures for 
decision making and accountability

•	 Ensuring that the skills and knowledge of 
members were utilised effectively and that 
members felt empowered to participate and their 
contribution valued.

Shared professional values can act as a shorthand 
route to trusting relationships between members, 
and differences in professional cultures and ways 
of working can all impact on establishing trust. 
Contractual arrangements between parties that 
had flexibility built in to accommodate changes in 
circumstances that might arise during the lifetime 
of the collaboration ensured that responses were 
transparent and fair. 

Negative outcomes from lack of trust in the 
collaboration could result in the withdrawal 
of engagement of the members, delays in 
the delivery of the project, with the increased 
costs and waste of time and resources that that 
would entail, protectionism and challenges to 
professional identities. These negative experiences 
of collaborations are likely to put participants off 
participating in future projects. Positive intermediate 
outcomes included balancing power and interests of 
the members, engagement and stakeholder buy-in.
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Box 3: 	 A case study in trust: The Collaborative Adaptation Research Initiative in Africa and Asia 
(CARIAA)

Contexts

Political contexts

Supportive regulatory 
environment

Supportive national 
policies

Cultural contexts

Historic relationships 
between agencies.

Cultural and professional 
differences between 
agencies

A problem to solve

Phase of collaboration

Formation, function

Inputs

Transparency around 
goals

Agreements

Contractual flexibility

Decision making and 
accountability 
arrangements

Shared meetings

Shared resources

Time commitment

Agree and set milestones

Clarity over roles and 
responsibilities

Outputs

Contracts

Protocols for 
sharing 
information.

Rewards and 
penalties

Publicly available 
minutes of 
agreements

Regular and 
diverse methods 
of communication

Pooled budgets

Monitoring and 
evaluation

Advisory group 

Mechanisms

Trust

In the 
collaboration and 
between 
members

Mediators 

Transparency

Communication

Legitimacy

Shared goals

Moderators

Professional 
identities, 
professional 
cultures and 
norms

Proximal 
outcomes

Positive

Balanced power 
and interests

Stakeholders 
buy-in

Engagement

CARIAA is a climate change adaptation research 
program involving over 450 researchers and 
practitioners from multiple countries and 
disciplines. In their study of this program, Cundill 
et al (2019) shared insights into the challenges that 
faces such large-scale, transdisciplinary research 
and the features that influence their success. 

Trust was found to be a foundational issue because 
partners had not worked together before, were 
geographically dispersed, collaborated online, 
and often were competitors previously or even 
continued to be outside of the programme so were 
not incentivised to share. Cultural and historic 
differences and perceptions were noted as potential 
obstacles to effective collaboration. The authors 
also highlighted systemic factors that could either 
enable or constrain outcomes such as the design 
of partnership agreements and processes (like 
risk management), power asymmetries between 
partners, and conflicting institutional cultures, 
values, or understandings of success.

A key aspect to achieving successful collaboration 
was to use existing research to explicitly design 
plans to foster collaboration, such as:

•	 Adopt a learning framework to support ongoing 
mutual learning with collaborative spaces and 
regular learning reviews on common themes 

•	 Co-design with consortia members and external 
professional facilitation support

•	 Build flexibility into budget allocation to enable 
adapting to new learning and support new 
collaborations

Leadership was seen to be most successful when 
inclusive and hands on, engaging partners in design 
and ensuring they had a stake in outcomes. In some 
cases, the friendships developed during the process 
became the incentive to collaborate and removed 
the need for further incentives. 
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Legitimacy

Four reviews (R1, R2, R4 and R8) described the 
legitimacy of the collaboration as a mechanism for 
its success. This could be perceived and expressed 
internally amongst the participants, in the 
acceptance of procedures and decisions by mutual 
understanding and consent. It could be perceived 
and expressed externally by the community the 
collaboration was intended to serve. Supportive 
national policy could promote or incentivise 
collaboration, by demonstrating representative 
political authority. On the other hand, where national 
policy conflicted with local priorities this could 
destabilise and delegitimise the project, undermining 
the purpose of the collaboration. Collaborations 
that could establish a stakeholder advisory group to 
consult on local needs and priorities, local cultures, 
and histories of previous working relationships 
between agencies could influence members’ views of 
the legitimacy of the projects. 

Strategies to activate and support legitimacy

Strategies for enhancing the legitimacy of 
collaborations included building in capacity for 
flexibility and adaptability, or what one review 
called being “structurally ambidextrous.” This meant 
recognising and managing the challenges of tensions 
that could arise from cross sector collaborations, such 
as in managing hierarchical versus lateral relations, 
voluntary and involuntary power sharing, and 
between formal networks versus informal networks. 

Decision making procedures that were transparent 
and responsive to change could resolve tensions 
through the legitimacy of process, ensuring that 
everyone felt that they got a “fair hearing”, if not their 
desired outcome every time.

Equitable funding and resourcing of staff, equipment 
and time were important supports to resolving 
tensions; a lack of equitable funding and resource 
sharing was identified as a common barrier to 
collaboration. 

Strategies for enhancing the legitimacy of the project 
for the local community included outreach activities 
which had the potential for greater inclusion and 
participation, particularly for people who are typically 
underrepresented and underserved in community-
led collaborations. 

Outcomes from enhancing the internal and external 
legitimacy of collaborations included stakeholder 
buy in, community action and community 
involvement and increasing access to services. Cross 
sector collaborations between publicly funded 
organisations and private expect a greater demand 
for accountability on the results and how public 
money has been There are familiar challenges in 
measuring the value of intangible assets, such as 
enhancing social capital through collaborative, 
community involvement and the creation of new 
working relationships.

Contexts

National policy

Cultural contexts

Flexibility/ adaptability

Historic relationships 
between agencies

Demographic contexts

Demographic 
characteristics of 
participants and 
beneficiaries

Social contexts

Local capacity

Local culture and needs

Inputs

Sufficient, sustained and 
equitably distributed 
resources

Clear decision-making 
and accountability 
arrangements

Planning processes

Processes for managing 
transitions

Agreements for sharing 
information

Transparency and 
information flow

Shared metrics to 
measure impacts

Outputs

Memorandum of 
understanding

Outreach 
activities

Advisory 
committees

Management 
team

Performance 
indicators

Mechanisms

Legitimacy

Mediator

Communication

Funding

Moderators

Local needs and 
priorities

Proximal 
outcomes

Stakeholder 
buy-in

Community 
involvement

Service quality, 
user satisfaction

Social capital
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A Horizon 2020 project in the field of energy-related 
social science and humanities research, Energy-
SHIFTS aims to improve collaboration between 
energy researchers and their impact on EU policy 
(Suboticki et al 2019). A workshop was held with 
prominent researchers and policy makers on the 
role of inclusive engagement, a term that can be 
defined in many ways but involves collaboration 
with a wide range of stakeholders. Participants 
highlighted that this engagement can be both 
a process and an outcome: that collaborating 
inclusively enhances the legitimacy of the project 
and in turn improves future cooperation. They also 
noted that engaging in sufficient depth with a truly 
representative range of stakeholders requires time, 
effort and money.

Recommendations for interdisciplinary research 
projects included:

•	 Going beyond tokenism to consciously embed 
inclusive engagement throughout projects

•	 Connecting with a variety of actors – opponents 
and existing actors, not just new entrants – 
through a range of methods 

•	 Being open to differing perspectives of what 
inclusive engagement means 

•	 Ongoing dialogue to maintain relationships 
and capture changing views such as increasing 
receptivity to change as participants experience 
the impacts 

•	 Analysing and adapting to needs and gaps in 
terms of both the skills and practices required 
and the stakeholder groups that should be 
represented 

It was noted though that such work can may not 
align with policy. In energy, the pace of transition 
needed to meet carbon targets is at odds with 
thorough engagement that may cause delays or 
raise objections from people with differing goals. 
Workshop participants highlighted the need 
for EU to recognise the contribution of inclusive 
engagement, focus research policy more on social 
and diversity issues, and provide financial and 
managerial support for inclusive engagement. They 
recommended that EU energy research funding 
should:

•	 Create space for participation such as 
consultation with local decision makers and 
continual dialogue events

•	 Reflect on the relevance and effectiveness of 
their engagement tools

•	 Assess whether the competencies required for 
certain institutionalised funding strategies can 
exclude some people or perspectives 

•	 Recognise the need for continual development 
in public engagement and for accountability 
systems that assess inclusive engagement  
 

Box 4:	 The Energy-SHIFTS project: Legitimacy through inclusion
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Leadership

Two reviews found leadership to be an important 
mechanism for successful collaboration (R1, R2). 
This mechanism was most closely dependant on 
other linked mechanisms to mediate its successful 
operation. 

The skills, competencies and qualifications, as well 
as the personal attributes of leaders, were important 
contextual factors that triggered leadership as a 
mechanism. Cultural and professional differences 
between organisations could potentially impact 
on collaborations. Leaders could potentially inhibit 
collaboration by defending their own organisational 
interests over that of the shared goals and interests of 
the collaboration.

R2 suggested that more research was needed on 
the specific characteristics, skills and competencies 
that were required from good leaders and project 
champions. It may be that the lack of evidence 
indicated that there is no single blueprint for effective 
leadership waiting to be discovered, but that there 
were many routes to effective leadership or that 
leadership was a supporting, enabling mechanism of 
all the others. 

An important characteristic of a leader is that they 
exist “in the eye of the beholder”. They are recognised 
by others as leaders because of their established 
reputation as a legitimate authority; because of 
their influence, their adaptability and their skills in 
problem solving; and ultimately as a trusted “honest 
broker”, who can mediate fairly between the different 
interests and resolving tensions and conflicts through 
fair and open processes, 

Strategies to activate and support leadership

Collaborations that supported leadership sometimes 
appointed a neutral convener and/ or nominated 
a dedicated management team. Successful 
collaborations were not solely led by these 
“boundary-spanning leaders”, project sponsors and 
champions but in combination with, and supported 
by, the structures of collaboration which provided 
fair processes, clarity of roles and responsibilities, and 
clear frameworks for interaction and operation. 

Contexts

Cultural contexts

Cultural and professional 
differences between 
agencies and staff

Infrastructure

Skills and capabilities of 
staff

Skills and qualifications 
characteristics

Skills to plan and 
implement their chosen 
interventions

Phase of collaboration

Development 

Formation

Function

Inputs

A shared vision and clear 
aims

Commitment to 
collaboration from local 
leaders and staff

Contracts 

Agreements for sharing 
information

Formalised rules or 
contracts between 
agencies

Planning processes

Structure

Clarity on roles and 
responsibilities 

Clear decision-making 
and accountability 
arrangements

Joint meetings

Outputs

A neutral 
convener

Clear frameworks 
and processes for 
collaboration

Management 
team

Mechanisms

Leadership

Mediators

Mutual gain and 
advantage

Communication 

Legitimacy

Trust

Proximal 
outcomes

Organisational 
processes and 
capacity

Stakeholder 
buy-in

Community 
involvement

Implementation 
of policies and 
programs

Access to services

Negative 
outcomes

Increased time 
commitment

Challenges to 
professional 
identities

Cost shifting

Skewing local 
priorities 
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Leadership through local governance: Milan district 
heating

Milan is working to meet environmental goals – 
energy emissions, consumption and efficiency 
targets – using district energy. A 2017 case study of 
the scheme (UNEP 2017) showed that by switching 
energy consumption from gas boilers on to its large 
district heating (DH) system, thousands of tonnes 
of CO2 emissions have already been avoided; cost 
savings have been made by residents, businesses 
and the city; and the energy system has become 
more resilient to price fluctuations, safety issues 
and network constraint issues.

To achieve these goals, the local government 
has undertaken a variety of leadership roles and 
activities to facilitate this switch and encourage 
development by boosting investor confidence:

Planner and regulator: 

•	 Plans pathways, maps potential networks and 
opportunities 

•	 Provides coherence between national and local 
objectives, EU legislation 

•	 As part owner of the DH operator, the city 
administration shares mapping data and ensures 
development is in line with planning and CO2 
targets

•	 Implemented building codes that require greater 
energy efficiency than national standards and 
encourage connection to DH 

Facilitator – leveraging finance:

•	 Offers incentives including loan guarantees; 
reduced infrastructure charges for buildings that 
meet standards (like connection to DH); subsidies 
to switch to DH

•	 Creates pilots of new technology and policies. 
For instance, developing and testing individual 
starter networks in high potential areas can 
reduce the risk in expanding and connecting 
other networks, aggregating loads and demands

Provider and consumer:

•	 Provides large, ambitious plans for district energy 
network expansion and interconnection. These 
are not possible without interconnected policies 
and incentives (support and partial ownership)

•	 Allows free use of assets such as wells to facilitate 
investment 

•	 Allows optimisation via ownership/control 
over multiple utilities; coordinating earthworks 
to minimise disruption, developing gas & DH 
networks strategically rather than competitively

•	 10% of its building stock connected to DH

Coordinator and advocate:

•	 Raising awareness: help desk promoting DH 
and switching, providing technical and financial 
information to consumers and building owners. 
Schedule of experts available to offer advice. 

Box 5:	  Leadership through local governance: Milan district heating
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Discussion
The increasing interest in cross sector collaborations 
stems from a particular socio-political position that 
many social problems are too complex to allow 
governments alone to impose broad based solutions 
from top down, and that combining the private sector 
market logic of innovation and competition with 
public sector goals of social welfare, will be better 
in defining and meeting locally defined needs and 
preferences. Whether this is shown to be true through 
multiple stakeholder and cross sector collaboration 
remains to be seen. There was a lack of comparators 
in the interventions in the reviews to make claims 
about whether this arrangement is more effective or 
confers more advantages in bringing together these 
two logics in project delivery than in single sector 
collaboration.

For instance, it is notable that reviews of 
collaborations with health organisations did not find 
greater improvement of health outcomes which was 
the aim and purpose of the collaboration. It may be 
that there are reasons for collaboration that are no 
better but also no worse than single sector or single 
organisational projects. And it may be that measures 
of success are not empirical but normative, such as 
in building social capital, enhancing reputation, or 
building trust in institutions. Or they may be ethical 
considerations, such as involving stakeholders in local 
energy projects that will affect them, and by actively 
involving typically undeserved or excluded groups of 
people. 

In these ways, multi-stakeholder, cross sectoral 
collaboration is a means by which SLES can be part of 
the “Just transitions” to fair energy futures (Macguire 
and Shaw 2021) because they offer opportunities for 
a deeper level of participation than at the superficial 
level of consultation; creating a space for local, 
deliberative democracy and energy citizenship. On 
the other hand, care should be taken not to create, 
re-create or amplify the hierarchies and inequalities 
that exist in the member organisations or in their 
local communities, as achieving equity of outcomes is 
unlikely to happen by itself. (Johnson et al 2020). 

National policies that were consistent and supportive 
of multi-stakeholder collaborations presented a 
“window of opportunity” to act where the streams of 
problems, politics and policy solutions come together 
at the right time (Kingdon 1984). Conversely, national 
policy priorities that were constantly shifting can 
undermine local project collaborations.

Tensions between aims and goals and organisational 
values are to be expected where it is the differences 
in perspectives and purpose that offers the 
advantages of collaboration. As a result, a breakdown 
in communication was often cited as a reason 
for collaboration failure. Resolving conflict by 
preventing misunderstandings and being realistic 
and open about divergent goals needs clear and fair 
processes, spaces and means for open and honest 
communication of aims and goals, and ways to 
measure progress against these. This suggests also 
that collaboration itself is an ongoing process rather 
than a single state or entity. 

Conclusions
This realist review of reviews of multiple stakeholder, 
cross sectoral collaboration identified five 
key mechanisms that underpinned successful 
collaboration: communication, mutual advantage 
and mutual gain, trust, legitimacy and leadership. 
Mechanisms were closely linked, in that one 
mechanism’s operation or the strength of effect 
depended on, or was mediated by, the other 
mechanisms. 

Several contextual factors were common to all of 
the mechanisms, such as national policies that 
were aligned with local priorities and regulatory 
environments that were supportive of these kinds of 
collaboration. 
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There was agreement that it was important for cross 
sectoral collaborations to establish early on how 
information was to be shared. A potential conflict of 
interest lies in the consideration of information as 
commercially sensitive for business, compared to the 
obligation to make information publicly available for 
publicly funded organisations. PPPs may be subject to 
closer scrutiny than single sector funded projects. 

When compared to systematic reviews of public 
sector collaborations, there were many of the same 
themes of intervention components necessary for 
success in establishing trusting relationships between 
members and identifying mutual interests. However, 
there were challenges (and advantages) particular 
to cross sectoral collaboration. Differences in 
organisational values and working cultures between 
business, not-for-profit and third sector collaboration 
could impact on successful operation and the cultural 
and professional differences between organisations 
was associated with the operation of several of the 
mechanisms. The reviews suggested that it was more 
effective to focus on shared goals rather than shared 
values, given that there were likely to be fundamental 
differences in values between for-profits and not-
for-profits. Indeed, it is these differences in cultures, 
values and perspectives that are the advantages 
promised by cross sectoral collaboration.  



24 www.energyrev.org.uk

References
Arnstein, S. 1969. A ladder of citizen participation. 
Journal of the American Institute of Planners, 35 (4): 
216–224. doi: 10.1080/01944366908977225 

Austin, J.E. & Seitanidi, M.M. 2012. Collaborative value 
creation: A review of partnering between nonprofits 
and businesses: Part I. Value creation spectrum and 
collaboration stages. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 
Quarterly, 41: 726–758. doi: 10.1177/0899764012450777

Ankrah, S. & Al-Tabbaa, O. 2015. Universities–industry 
collaboration: A systematic review. Scandinavian Journal 
of Management Volume 31, 3: 387-408. doi: 10.1016/j.
scaman.2015.02.003 

Bagnall, A-M., South, J., Southby, K., Freeman, C. & 
Jones, R. 2020. A systematic review of the community 
wellbeing impact of community business. London: UK. 
The What Works Centre for Wellbeing and Power to 
Change.

Calancie, C.,Frerichs, L., Davis, M.M., Sullivan, E., White, 
A.M., Cilenti, D., Corbie-Smith, G. & Lich, K.H. 2021. 
Consolidated Framework for Collaboration Research 
derived from a systematic review of theories, models, 
frameworks and principles for cross-sector collaboration. 
PLOS One, January 2021. doi: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0244501 

Costa, E., Soares, A.C. & de Sousa, J.P. 2016. Information, 
knowledge and collaboration management in the 
internationalisation of SMEs: a systematic literature 
review. International Journal of Information Management, 
36(4): 557–569. doi: 10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2016.03.007 

Costumato, L. 2020. Collaboration among public 
organizations: a systematic literature review on 
determinants of interinstitutional performance. 
International Journal of Public Sector Management, 24(3): 
247–273. doi: 10.1108/IJPSM-03-2020-0069 

Cundill, G., Harvey, B., Tebboth, M., Cochrane, L., Currie-
Alder, B., Vincent, K., Lawn, J., Nicholls, R.J., Scodanibbio, 
L., Prakash, A., New, M., Wester, P., Leone, M., Morchain, 
D., Ludi, E., DeMaria-Kinney, J., Khan, A. & Landry, M-E. 
2019. Large-scale transdisciplinary collaboration for 
adaptation research: Challenges and insights. Global 
Challenges, 3: 1700132. doi: 10.1002/gch2.201700132 

Darby, S. & Banks, N. 2020. Project LEO: First year 
synthesis report. Oxford: Project LEO. 

Devine-Wright, P. 2007. Energy citizenship: Psychological 
aspects of evolution in sustainable energy technologies. 
In: Murphy, J. (ed.). Governing Technology for 
Sustainability, 63–88. doi: 10.4324/9781849771511 

Gazley,B. & Guo, C. 2020. What do we know about 
nonprofit collaboration? A systematic review of the 
literature. Non-profit management and Leadership, 31(2): 
211–232. doi: 10.1002/nml.21433 

Gjorgievski, V.Z., Cundeva, S. & Georghiou, G.E. 2021. 
Social arrangements, technical designs and impacts of 
energy communities: A review. Renewable Energy, 169: 
138-1156. doi: 10.1016/j.renene.2021.01.078 

Fuentes González, F., Webb, J., Sharmina, M., Hannon, M. 
and Pappas, D. 2020. Describing a local energy business 
sector in the United Kingdom. EnergyREV, University of 
Strathclyde Publishing: Glasgow, UK. ISBN 978-1-909522-
66-4

de Almeida Guimarães, G., Blanchett, P. & Cimon, Y. 
2021. Collaboration among Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises as Part of Internationalization: A systematic 
review. Administrative sciences, 11: 153. doi: 10.3390/
admsci11040153 

Gupta, R. & Zahiri, S. 2020. Meta-study of smart and local 
energy system demonstrators in the UK: technologies, 
leadership and user engagement. BEYOND 2020 – 
World Sustainable Built Environment conference. IOP 
Conference Series: Earth and Environmental Science, 588: 
022049. doi: 10.1088/1755-1315/588/2/022049

https://doi.org/10.1080/01944366908977225
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764012450777
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scaman.2015.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scaman.2015.02.003
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Community-business-full-report-May2020.pdf
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Community-business-full-report-May2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244501
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244501
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2016.03.007
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJPSM-03-2020-0069
https://doi.org/10.1002/gch2.201700132
https://project-leo.co.uk/reports/first-year-synthesis-report/
https://project-leo.co.uk/reports/first-year-synthesis-report/
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781849771511
https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21433
 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.renene.2021.01.078
https://www.energyrev.org.uk/outputs/insights-and-tools/describing-a-local-energy-business-sector-in-the-united-kingdom/
https://www.energyrev.org.uk/outputs/insights-and-tools/describing-a-local-energy-business-sector-in-the-united-kingdom/
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci11040153
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci11040153
https://doi.org/10.1088/1755-1315/588/2/022049


25 www.energyrev.org.uk

Di Domenico, M., Tracey, P. and Haugh, H. 2009. The 
dialectic of social exchange: Theorizing corporate—
social enterprise collaboration. Organization Studies, 
30(8): 887-907. doi: 10.1177/0170840609334954 

Diirr, B. and Cappelli, C. 2018. A systematic literature 
review to understand cross-organizational relationship 
management and collaboration. Proceedings of the 51st 
Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences. 
doi: 10.24251/HICSS.2018.020 

Johnson, O.W., Yi-Chen Han, J., Knight, A-L., Mortensen, 
S., Thazin Aung, M., Boyland, M. and Resurrección, B.P. 
2020. Intersectionality and energy transitions: A review 
of gender, social equity and low-carbon energy. Energy 
Research & Social Science, 70: 101774. doi: 10.1016/j.
erss.2020.101774 

Keast, R. 2016. Shining a light on the black box of 
collaboration: Mapping the prerequisites for cross-sector 
working. In: The Three Sector Solution: Delivering public 
policy in collaboration with not-for-profits and business. 
Butcher, J.R. and Gilchrist, D.J. (Eds.).pp 157-178. USA. 
Anu Press. 

Kingdon, J.W. 1984. Agendas, alternatives and public 
policies. Boston, MA: Little, Brown. doi: 10.1002/
pam.4050050316 

MacGuire, D. and Shaw, C. 2021. Fair energy transition for 
all. Literature Review. Oxford: Climate Outreach.

Mattesich, P.W., and Monsey, B.R. 1992. Collaboration: 
What makes it work. A review of research literature on 
factors influencing successful collaboration. St. Paul, MN: 
Amherst H. Wilder Foundation.

McGookin, C., Gallachoir, B. and Byrne, E. 2021. 
Participatory methods in energy system modelling and 
planning – a review. Renewable and Sustainable Energy 
Reviews, 151: 111504. doi: 10.1016/j.rser.2021.111504

Parkers, G., Dobson, M. and Lynn, T. 2021. Community 
involvement opportunities for the reformed planning 
system: frontloading and deliberative democracy. 
Report. Henley Business School, Reading.

Rybnicek, R. and Königsgruber, R. 2018. What makes 
industry–university collaboration succeed? A systematic 
review of the literature. Journal of Business Economics, 
89: 221–250. doi: 10.1007/s11573-018-0916-6 

São José, D., Faria, P. and Vale, Z. 2021 Smart energy 
community: A systematic review with metanalysis. 
Energy Strategy Reviews, 36: 100678. doi: 10.1016/j.
esr.2021.100678 

Sutcliffe, K., Thomas, J., Stokes, G., Hinds, K. and Bangpan, 
M. 2015. Intervention Component Analysis (ICA): a 
pragmatic approach for identifying the critical features 
of complex interventions. Systematic Reviews, 4: 140. doi: 
10.1186/s13643-015-0126-z 

Thomas, J., Brunton, J. and Graziosi, S. 2010. EPPI-
Reviewer 4: software for research synthesis. EPPI-Centre 
Software. London: Social Science Research Unit.

Tuominen, T., Jussila, L. and Goel, S. 2013. A systematic 
review of studies on entrepreneurs’ networking 
and collaboration. Liverpool: British Academy or 
Management (BAM).

UNEP, 2017. District energy in cities: Milan. UNEP. 

Zahoor, N., Al-Tabbaa, O., Khan, Z. and Wood, G. 2020. 
Collaboration and internationalization of SMEs: Insights 
and recommendations from a systematic review. 
International Journal of Management Reviews, 22: 
427–456. doi: 10.1111/ijmr.12238 

References of included reviews
Alderwick, H., Hutchings, A., Briggs, A. and Mays, N. 
2021. The impacts of collaboration between local health 
care and non-health care organizations and factors 
shaping how they work: a systematic review of reviews. 
BMC Public Health, 21(1): 753. doi: 10.1186/s12889-021-
10630-1 

Bryson, J.M., Crosby, B.C. and Middleton, S.M. 
2015. Designing and implementing cross-sector 
collaborations: Needed and challenging. Public 
Administration Review, 75(5): 647-663. doi: 10.1111/
puar.12432 

Calancie, L., Frerichs, L., Davis, M.M., Sullivan, El, White, 
A.M., Cilenti, D., Corbie-Smith, G. and Lich, K.H. 2021. 
Consolidated framework for collaboration research 
derived from a systematic review of theories, models, 
frameworks and principles for cross-sector collaboration. 
PLOS ONE, 16(1): pp.e0244501. doi: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0244501 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840609334954
https://doi.org/10.24251/HICSS.2018.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101774
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101774
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1rqc9kc.18
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1rqc9kc.18
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1rqc9kc.18
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.4050050316
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.4050050316
https://fair-energy-transition.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/FETA-Literature-Review_final.pdf
https://fair-energy-transition.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/FETA-Literature-Review_final.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED390758
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED390758
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED390758
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2021.111504
https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/98773/1/Community%20Involvement%20Report%20June_2021_FINAL.pdf
https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/98773/1/Community%20Involvement%20Report%20June_2021_FINAL.pdf
https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/98773/1/Community%20Involvement%20Report%20June_2021_FINAL.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11573-018-0916-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esr.2021.100678
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esr.2021.100678
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13643-015-0126-z
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/er4/Features/tabid/3396/Default.aspx
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/er4/Features/tabid/3396/Default.aspx
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258285112_A_systematic_review_of_studies_on_entrepreneurs_networking_and_collaboration
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258285112_A_systematic_review_of_studies_on_entrepreneurs_networking_and_collaboration
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/258285112_A_systematic_review_of_studies_on_entrepreneurs_networking_and_collaboration
https://www.districtenergy.org/viewdocument/district-energy-in-cities-milan-ca
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12238
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10630-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10630-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12432
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.12432
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244501
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0244501


26 www.energyrev.org.uk

Campos, K.D., Norman, C.D. and Jadad, A.R. 2011. 
Product development public-private partnerships for 
public health: A systematic review using qualitative data. 
Social Science & Medicine, 73(7): 986-994. doi: 10.1016/j.
socscimed.2011.06.059 

de Aragão, J.J., Bracarense, L. and Yamashita, Y. 2016. 
Commercial consolidation model applied to transport 
infrastructure. CIT2016. Congreso de Ingeniería del 
Transporte, 770–778. doi: 10.4995/CIT2016.2016.4104 

Garousi, V., Petersen, K. and Ozkan, B. 2016. Challenges 
and best practices in industry-academia collaborations 
in software engineering: A systematic literature review. 
Information and Software Technology, 79: 106–127. doi: 
10.1016/j.infsof.2016.07.006 

Hamdan, H.A.M., Andersen, P.H. and de Boer, L. 2021. 
Stakeholder collaboration in sustainable neighborhood 
projects – a review and research agenda. Sustainable 
Cities and Society, 68: 102776. doi: 10.1016/j.
scs.2021.102776 

Lee, Y., Yun, L., Kim, M-L. and Washington, M. 
2020. A qualitative systematic review of public–
private partnership in promoting physical activity. 
Evaluation and the Health Professions, 32(2). doi: 
10.1177/0163278718796153 

Rybnicek, R., Plakolm, J. and Baumgartner, L. 2020. Risks 
in public–private partnerships: A systematic literature 
review of risk factors, their impact and risk mitigation 
strategies. Public Performance & Management Review, 
43(5): 1174–1208. doi: 10.1080/15309576.2020.1741406

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.06.059
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.06.059
https://doi.org/10.4995/CIT2016.2016.4104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2016.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2021.102776
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2021.102776
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163278718796153
https://doi.org/10.1080/15309576.2020.1741406


27 www.energyrev.org.uk

Methods

Review questions

•	 What works, for whom and under what 
circumstances for successful collaboration 
between multiple stakeholders from business, not-
for-profit and third sector, organisations? 

•	 What are the core components for successful 
collaboration?

•	 What are the practice implications for Smart Local 
Energy System collaborations?

Search strategy

We searched for systematic reviews in Google and 
Google scholar, and Web of Science bibliographic 
database using relevant keywords for: 

•	 “Systematic review”

•	 Collaboration or partnership OR alliance OR 
coalition

•	 Energy OR Engineering OR planning OR public-
private OR community.

Screening studies – applying the inclusion 
criteria

From the results of the search, we upload the records 
into EPPI reviewer, the EPPI Centre’s information 
management software (Thomas et al 2010). We 
included a study if it met the following inclusion 
criteria: 

Perspectives: the study must include the views and 
experiences of multiple stakeholders from both the 
private and public sector. 

The phenomenon of interest: in this review the 
phenomenon is the collaboration, and the activities, 
practices, and approaches to the challenges and 
solutions that arise. The organisations must come 
from cross and multiple sectors, from non-profit 
organisations and for-profit organisations as we 
anticipate this will be where the challenges lie, and 
will be most translatable to SLES collaborations.

Problem: we anticipated that the main issue 
would be the potential tensions and challenges of 
collaboration that include multiple, and cross sector 
organisations from the private and public sectors and 
community and citizens

Study type: The study must be a systematic review.

Characterising included reviews

We extracted data from systematic reviews on key 
characteristics and findings. We started from a 
framework drawn from the Clancie et al 2021 review 
of consolidated frameworks for collaboration, and 
took a flexible, inductive approach to describing 
studies, adding or revising the framework as 
more studies were examined, considering the 
different focus of the review on cross sector, public- 
private sector collaborations and any additional 
characteristics or features of collaborations of this 
type that emerged from the findings. 

•	 Study characteristics: date of review, type of 
review or synthesis, types of included studies, date 
range of included studies.

•	 Setting: country region or other level of 
collaborations.

Appendix 1 
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•	 Contexts: background characteristics that can 
influence final outcomes, including social, cultural, 
economic, and political contexts. 

•	 Mechanisms: the features of the collaboration that 
must operate, or “fire” for the collaboration to be a 
success

•	 Components of the collaborations: activities and 
key features of the collaboration include those in 
the domains described in the Calancie et al (2020) 
consolidated collaboration framework: structure 
and internal processes, group dynamics, group 
composition 

•	 Collaboration phase: at what stage is the project 
in, for how long does the collaboration continue?

•	 Findings: views and perspectives of the 
participants, process evaluations, factors impacting 
on outcomes 

•	 Impacts: these were broadly ordered into positive, 
negative (I.e. harmful or unintended outcomes) 
small positive, no effect.

•	 Quality assurance process: reviews were 
examined for any elements in the process of 
execution that would likely impact on the 
confidence in the findings that are common to 
systematic reviews. 

Synthesis 

The synthesis of review findings used a version of 
Intervention component analysis (Sutcliffe 2015) 
that extracts key features of the collaboration and 
reported programme features from findings and 
author reflections on key features and factors. The aim 
was to produce practice relevant recommendations 
from the core or common components of successful 
collaborations in different contexts. 

 



29 www.energyrev.org.uk

Intervention components analysis
Intervention components analysis can to determine 
which features of interventions are critical and 
which features optional for successful collaboration. 
Features of collaborations were extracted from review 
findings and author reflections about effectiveness. 
All reviews were included as cases, and outcomes 
were “collaboration success”. There was a lack of detail 
in reviews as to the strength of effect, and this limits 
the ability of this analysis to determine the features 
of and comparisons with less effective collaborations 
or the strengths and weaknesses of individual 
components. However, the following table shows the 
relationships between the synthesised frameworks of 
intervention components against the different phases 
of collaboration at which they are supposed to occur 
and the number of times the features are discussed 
in the reviews which shows a level of agreement 
across the reviews to some of the features of the 
collaboration. 

We took the Calancie framework synthesis (Calancie 
et al 2021) as a starting point to order and group the 
intervention components into common themes and 
extracted the data from the systematic reviews on 
the different activities, resources and outputs that 
were described as necessary features of successful 
collaboration for between multisectoral and 
cross sectoral members. There were six themes of 
collaboration components: those that were related 
to the group’s purpose; to structures and processes 
which in turn were comprised of resources, contracts 
and structure; group composition and evaluation. 
We then compared these interventions components 
against the distinct phases of the collaboration 
duration. 

Interventions components for successful 
collaboration were mentioned most often in the 
formation stage, closely followed by the pre-
formation, set-up phase. In this phase defining the 
goals and responsibilities of the collaboration (3), 
was followed by translating these into measures of 
success in performance indicators (4) and deciding on 
shared metrics for evaluation (3) and formalising the 
agreed upon rules into contracts (3).

Evaluation throughout the collaboration phases 
was an important way of demonstrating the 
collaboration’s success to both the members and the 
wider community and in measuring progress towards 
these pre-defined and agreed aims and objectives. 
Using established methods of evaluation ensures that 
the meaning of collaboration measures of success 
was shared in the wider community and contributes 
to the knowledge base on multi stakeholder, cross 
sector collaboration. 

There was a similar level of agreement in the reviews 
that formalised rules of contracts were critical in both 
the formation and functioning of the project. There 
was also agreement that there should be rules and 
agreements covering the sharing of information. 

The collaboration group composition included an 
advisory team and a management team through the 
lifespan of the project. A project champion was also 
mentioned for all phases of the collaboration. 

Appendix 2
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Table 2:	 Phases of collaboration
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Group purpose

Define goals and responsibilities 2 3 3 1 9

Create a shared vision and clear aims 1 2 1 1 5

Memorandum of understanding 1 2 2 0 5

Structure and process

Resources

Regularly scheduled meetings and protocols for information sharing 1 2 1 1 5

Co-location or close proximity of team 1 1 1 1 4

Staff training on collaboration processes 1 1 1 1 4

Integrated funding 1 0 0 1 2

Sufficient resources to fund and deliver interventions, 1 1 0 0 2

Contracts

Formalised rules or contracts between agencies 2 3 3 1 9

Agreements for sharing information 2 2 2 1 7

Taxonomies, and standards to enable shared understanding 1 1 1 1 4

Risk identification 1 2 1 0 4

Budget reporting 0 1 1 0 2

Contractual flexibility 0 1 1 0 2

Clear frameworks and processes for collaboration 0 1 1 0 2

Rewards and penalties 0 1 1 0 2

Integrated contracting 1 0 0 1 2

Demand forecast 0 1 0 0 1

Risk allocation 0 1 0 0 1
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Structure

Clarity on roles and responsibilities 0 2 1 0 3

Clear decision-making and accountability arrangements 1 1 1 0 3

Enable diverse channels of communication 0 1 1 0 2

Group composition

Management team 2 2 2 1 7

Project champion 1 1 1 1 4

Synergies of expertise 1 1 1 0 3

Advisory committees 1 1 1 0 3

Communication skills of participants 0 1 1 0 2

Involvement of influential partners 1 0 0 1 2

Stakeholder diversity 1 0 0 1 2

Evaluation

Performance indicators 3 4 3 1 11

Shared metrics to measure impact 2 3 2 1 8

Use established research methods 1 1 1 1 4

Agree and set milestones 0 1 1 0 2
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Totals Phases 30 45 36 17
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