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Management summary 

 
Introduction 

Over the past few years, there has been growing awareness among organizations of the 

importance to have access to knowledge, skills and resources of other organizations. By the 

sharing, creation and absorption of knowledge, faster and better innovations can be realized to 

survive in the competitive world. Alliances have become one of the most important 

organizational forms to gain access to knowledge. Nevertheless, many organizations fail to 

exploit the benefits that alliances may bring. Literature extensively describes which factors 

influence alliance outcomes. Although this provides insights for managers which conditions are 

important, it does no provide guidance how and when managers can influence the collaboration 

between organizations in order to make it a mutual success. This report concerns a study on how 

knowledge sharing, creation and absorption between partners are influenced by relational 

development. Furthermore this report describes how managers can influence the collaboration 

between partners over time by practical interventions.  

 
Literature review 

An extensive literature study on collaboration between partners in network and alliances is 

conducted to get insight in which factors do influence knowledge sharing, creation and 

absorption. Literature review studies (Van Burg et al., 2008; Van Wijk et al., 2008) show that 

relational factors are important in collaboration between partners, furthermore knowledge 

characteristics and organizational characteristics do play a role. Based on these three main 

factors, studies are reviewed to get insight how these variables influence collaboration over time. 

Based on these finding a conceptual model of eight causal loops is developed. The conceptual 

model shows an underlying causal structure that exists of two different parts.  

First, the model shows that commitment is needed from both partners to openly share 

knowledge and to put effort to create new knowledge. The conceptual model shows that 

commitment depends on three types of trust (i.e. calculus based trust, identity based trust and 

experienced based trust) that are catalyzed differently over time.   

Second, the conceptual model shows that the achievement of learning objectives (i.e. 

absorption) depends on organizational characteristics (knowledge bases). Complementary 

knowledge is needed to add new insight to collaboration. Furthermore a basic knowledge is 

needed to understand and absorb the knowledge. 

Research is lacking on how collaboration evolves over time under influence of relational 

development. This research further contributes to the existing literature by describing how 

collaboration is influenced during three phases of a collaboration project (i.e. initiation, 

operations, and ending) and at several hierarchical levels (i.e. strategic, tactical and operational). 

 
Research questions 
This study is guided by the following research question: 

 

How does relationship development influence knowledge sharing, creation and 

absorption between partners in a strategic alliance? 

 

This question is divided into three sub questions. The first question explores which underlying 

causal structure describes knowledge sharing, creation and absorption under influence of 

relationship development over three phases in a collaboration project. The second question 

focuses on how collaboration at each hierarchical level influences collaboration on other 
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hierarchical levels over time. The third question focuses on how collaboration in terms of 

knowledge sharing and creation can be influenced by interventions over time. 

 
Methodology 
This study took place in cooperation with Mars Netherlands (a chocolate, confectionery and 

beverage company), Minase (a consultancy organization) and the Eindhoven University of 

Technology (TU/e).  

 Yin’s (2009) case study methodology was applied to investigate the research questions. 

Two projects were selected, namely Maltesers X and Galaxy Icon News for in-depth research by 

using a process approach. Data of these cases were collected using semi-structured interviews 

with key informants supplemented with available documentation. An extensive coding scheme 

was developed to generate event sequences and facilitate data analyses. Based on the event 

sequences causal feedback loops were tested by the researcher and another researcher in the field 

of innovation management. Finally observed loops were validated by people from Mars, 

recommendations were formulated based on a discussion and conclusions were drawn. 

 

Findings 

The in-depth case studies show that during three situations in collaboration projects (i.e. startup, 

operation and when difficulties occur) different loops play a role at each hierarchical level, which 

can be influenced by several interventions.  

This study shows that during the start-up phase personal ties are important to catalyze the 

collaboration. If strong ties do not exist, people can be committed to cooperate by use of formal 

control (i.e. strategic partnership agreement and confidentiality agreement), which makes 

behavior of the partner more reliable and gives the partners a sense of control. This is 

commitment based on calculus based trust. Personal ties and commitment at higher hierarchical 

levels also catalyzes creation of personal ties at lower hierarchical levels. Furthermore an 

embedded manager seems to be a good means to facilitate creation of personal ties by increase of 

frequency of communication and quality of communication. This study shows the benefit of 

participating in a strategic relationship, since new projects may start with a high level of 

collaboration knowledge because of experiences from other projects. This accelerates 

collaboration if experienced people are involved from the beginning. 

 If collaboration evolves over time and personal ties are built up this result in deeper 

levels of trust like experienced based trust and identity based trust, which is perceived as 

unconditional trust. During this phase frustration and suspicion should be prevented by 

expressing expectations if a new person is added to the collaboration. To prevent the project is 

delayed, which leads to frustration at each hierarchical level, discussions about IP rights and 

internal alignment in the organization should be conducted during the start up phase. Furthermore 

it is observed that formal control and an embedded manager result in continuation of 

collaboration and prevents frustration occurs. 

During collaboration projects difficulties occur because vicious loops are catalyzed. 

Managers should be aware how they can transform these loops into virtuous loops to prevent that 

relationships are damaged over time. This study shows that if collaboration evolves over time in 

one moment in time sharing and creation of knowledge are diminishing, because no 

complementary knowledge exists. In this situation the involvement of a third knowledge partner 

catalyzes knowledge sharing and creation. During periods of frustration and disappointment 

commitment decreases which may frustrate collaboration. Findings show that personal ties keep 

people committed which prevent that the collaboration will be terminated. The recognition of 

(in)formal achievements support the creation of strong ties, which prevents that the collaboration 

project is terminated. This study shows that decisions that may influence other organization (e.g. 

cancelling of project or not giving permission for an investment) leads to frustration or suspicion 

if there is no transparency and understanding of the decision making process at other levels. Cross 
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level communication is important to create understanding. This study shows that commitment at 

strategic level decreases faster compared to commitment to lower hierarchical levels. This 

explained by the fact that people at strategic level mainly judge the collaboration based on 

commercial outcomes. Furthermore they do not build up strong personal contact easily, because 

of frequent contact and surmounting difficulties together compared to people at tactical and 

operational level. Commitment on strategic level is important to keep people motivated to 

collaborate on lower levels. For this reason managers at strategic level should be aware that they 

could increase commitment by showing strategic flexibility and creation of personal ties. 

Findings show that if people at lower hierarchical levels are not commitment, involvement and 

communication of a person from a higher hierarchical level may increase commitment. 

Furthermore is observed that if suspicion enters in a personal relationship, open communication 

in the form of an explosion meeting may reset the relationship in order to start with new 

motivation.  
 
Conclusions 

This study provides insights for managers how they can influence knowledge intensive 

collaboration between organizations over time, to exploit the full potential of alliances. Without 

putting attention to relationship development continuously during the collaboration at each 

hierarchical level, collaboration projects might be frustrated and delayed. Findings contribute to 

research in that a process perspective is taken to investigate these collaboration projects. 

Empirical evidence shows that during three phases of collaboration projects collaboration at 

different hierarchical levels can by influenced by interventions. 

 Findings of this study show that collaboration processes evolve far from static, but evolve 

dynamically over time. This is explained by a causal underlying structure based on empirical 

findings. This structure shows that relational and knowledge sharing, creation and absorption 

processes evolve over time and interact. Furthermore this study shows that collaboration 

processes at each hierarchical level interact with collaboration processes at other hierarchical 

levels. 

 Mars and their partner have shown that they learned from past collaboration projects and 

that they know how to prevent that difficulties may harm the relationship by using several 

interventions on time. Nevertheless, they still might expand their awareness of how they can 

prevent other difficulties to occur and may harm the relationship and collaboration over time.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Survival in a competitive environment requires an active pursuit of competitive advantage.  

Competitive advantage does not only depend on the companies’ core competences, but also 

depends on the access to new knowledge skills and resources of other organizations (Chesbrough, 

2003). Alliances have become one of the most important organizational forms to gain access to 

knowledge. A single firm does not possess all relevant resources and knowledge to create 

breakthrough innovation and needs external information to survive in the fast changing 

environment.  

 Research shows that alliances do not always lead to the achievement of expectations 

(Büchel, 2003). Authors of several empirical studies of alliances have found failure rates of close 

to 50 percent (Kelly et al., 2002).  

There is a big challenge to improve the management of alliances between organizations in order 

to exploit the full potential of alliances. Relationship issues appear to be a major challenge for 

companies involved in alliances. Underestimating their importance or failing to consciously 

manage relationships has caused the failure of many alliances. As the ability to form and execute 

alliances increasingly becomes a source of competitive advantage for companies, executives will 

be required to be more adept to dealing with the soft issues involved. Those who do manage to 

develop a capability to deal with the relationship issues will be clearly in a position to outperform 

their competition. Furthermore, the image as a good alliance partner may result in new alliances 

over time, because it attracts new partners. 

Literature describes broadly which variables and conditions influence knowledge sharing 

between partners within alliances (Van Burg et al., 2008; Van Wijk et al., 2008). Yet, research is 

lacking on how managers can influence the success of alliances over time. To explain how social 

processes and behavior evolve over time a process approach may help. Process models account 

for temporal connections between events and the dynamic nature of processes (Van de Ven, 

2007). In order to get insight on behavior on the long term, a system dynamics approach may help 

to create understanding of the behavior of a social system over time (Sterman, 2000). 

 Therefore, this study aims to answer the following research question: How does 

knowledge sharing and absorption between collaborating partners evolve over time, in the context 

of a strategic alliance? 

 The study was conducted within Mars Netherlands, a chocolate, confectionery and 

beverage company. Within Mars several alliances exist, but this study focuses on one alliance 

with a key packaging supplier (PSX). Alliances are created in order to create better and faster 

innovations. Mars is wondering how they can exploit the benefits of alliances. Hence two projects 

are analyzed within the alliance with PSX to investigate how collaboration between partners was 

influenced over time and can be improved. A causal underlying structure is presented in this 

study that creates understanding how collaboration between partners may evolve over time under 

influence of relationship development. By taking a process perspective this study provide new 

insights into how relationship development during several phases (initiation, operation and 

ending) of a collaboration project influences knowledge sharing and absorption between partners. 

Furthermore, this study shows that relationship development at each hierarchical level (strategic, 

tactical and operational) may influence the collaboration at other hierarchical levels. In this study 

interventions are derived that may influence the collaboration at each hierarchical level during 

each phase of a collaboration project. Aside the contributions to alliance management theory, the 

findings of this study provide the basis for recommendation to Mars and PSX to improve their 

collaboration in order to exploit the benefits of a strategic alliance over time. 

 

This report is structured as follows. First, literature on knowledge sharing and absorption is 

described. Furthermore is described which variables influence collaboration between partners. 
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Subsequently causal feedback loops are formulated based on findings from literature on 

relationship development and knowledge sharing, creation and absorption. Subsequently, three 

research questions are described. Thereafter the methodology of this study is explained in depth. 

In chapter five the findings for both projects are presented. Based on the findings a discussion is 

described in chapter six and implications are described based on CIMO-logic, to end with 

conclusions and limitations and recommendation for further research.   
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2. Literature review 

 
In this chapter literature regarding knowledge sharing and absorption and relationship 

development in alliances is discussed. The purpose of this literature study is to understand the 

underlying structure that influences knowledge intensive collaboration between partners over 

time. This resulted in a conceptual model, as shown in figure 2.9, which provides insight on an 

underlying structure of knowledge sharing and absorption between partners, what is meant by 

these terms is described in section 2.9 The underlying structured exists of several causal feedback 

loops
1
, based on literature. 

2.1 Organizational knowledge sharing & knowledge absorption 

Literature on alliance and network management focuses a lot attention on the concept of learning 

in collaborations. Theoretical research (Larsson et al., 1998; Inkpen, 2000) as well as empirical 

studies (Newell and Swan, 2000, Knight and Pye 2004) stresses the role of learning in 

collaboration between organizations.  

Organizational learning consists of changing organizational practices via the development of 

knowledge realized in social practices (Berends et al., 2003; Holmqvist, 2003). Furthermore 

learning is described in literature by activities that increase an organization’s knowledge base, 

because of absorption of knowledge (Nielsen & Nielsen, 2009).  

In this study learning is defined as the absorption of knowledge, which is realized through the 

sharing and or creation of knowledge between partners. In other words, the absorption is 

described as the applying of knowledge in daily practices of the organization. This study shows 

that knowledge intensive collaboration (i.e. knowledge sharing and creation activities) between 

partners does not always have to lead to the absorption.  It is possible that companies only 

combine knowledge or create knowledge to create a new product or solution jointly, without the 

absorption of knowledge. This is explained by the fact that organizations do not always see 

learning as the main collaboration objective.  

  

 

 

                                                 
1
 Causal feedback loops are used in system dynamics an example and explanation of feedback loops is 

given in Appendix A 
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Figure 2.1: Overview of learning entities
2
 

To describe what is meant by knowledge absorption, this study refers to literature that 

shows that organizational learning occurs within different entities (Crossan et al., 1999; Knight, 

2002; Holmqvist, 2003). Figure 2.I shows that learning may occur on an individual, group, 

organization, dyads and network level. This paper focuses on organizational learning in an inter-

organizational context, where parts of the organization or the total organization may be the 

learning entity and the partnership or network is the context of learning. In other words, an 

organization (individuals, groups and the organization) may learn through interaction with other 

organizations. What is meant in this paper by organizational learning in an inter-organizational 

context is visualized by the blue colored cells in figure 2.1. 

                                                 
2
 This matrix reads as follows: the characters on the vertical axis describe the learning entities, the 

characters on the horizontal axis relate to the context of learning.  

Individuals (I), groups (G), organizations (O), dyads (D) and network (N). Dyads are described in literature 

as pairs of organizations. 

  context   

 
 
entity 

            I G O D N 
I  

Individual 
‘learns’ ‘alone’  

  
Individual 
‘learns’ within 
a group 
 

  
Individual 
‘learns’ within 
an organization 

  
Individual 
‘learns’ within 
a dyad 

  
Individual 
‘learns’ within 
a network 

G  
Group’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
an individual’ 
 

  
Group ‘learns’ 
through 
intragroup 
interaction  
 

  
Group ‘learns’ 
within an 
organization 
 

  
Group  
‘learns’ within  
a dyad  
 

  
Group  
‘learns’ within  
a network 
 
 

O  
Organization’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
an individual 
 

  
Organization’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
a group 
 

 
 Organization 
‘learns’ through 
intra-
organization 
interaction 
 

  
Organization 
‘learns’ within 
a dyad 
 

  
Organization 
‘learns’ within 
a network 
 

D  
Dyad’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
an individual 
 

 
 Dyad’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
a group  

  
Dyad’s learning 
is influenced by 
an organization 

  
Dyad ‘learns’ 
through 
intradyad 
interaction 

  
Dyad learns 
within a 
network 

N  
Network’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
an individual 
 

  
Network’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
a group 

  
Network’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
an organization  
 

 
 Network’s 
learning is 
influenced by 
a dyad 

  
Network 
‘learns’ 
intranetwork 
interaction  
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2.2 Stimulating conditions of knowledge sharing and absorption   

Collaboration between organizations depends on different conditions that may stimulate or 

frustrate knowledge sharing and absorption. Theoretical and empirical research on networks and 

alliances stresses important conditions under which organizations may exploit collaboration 

learning opportunities (Van de Burg et al., 2008; Van Wijk et al., 2008), as shown in figure 2.2.  

 

 

Figure 2.2: Overview conditions that influence knowledge sharing and absorption between 

organizations 

Figure 2.2. shows that knowledge sharing and absorption between partners is mainly influenced 

by relational factors and organizational characteristics between the partner organizations. This 

study focuses mainly on how relationship development influences knowledge sharing and 

absorption between partners. Appendix K gives an overview about the factors and the related 

literature.  

 Literature reviews of Van Burg et al. (2008) and Van Wijk et al., 2008 show that studies 

describe the influence of the variables on knowledge sharing and absorption from a static 

perspective, describing the influence of variables only at one point in time. To create deeper 

understanding of how knowledge sharing and transfer evolve a process approach is needed. A 

process approach can provide insight in how certain relational mechanisms influence knowledge 

sharing and absorption over time. The interactions between causal mechanisms form an 

underlying causal structure, as shown in figure 2.2. A process perspective shows the 

consequences of changes in conditions over time. For example, the conceptual model shows that 

commitment depends on three types of trust (i.e. calculus based trust, identity based trust and 

experienced based trust) that are catalyzed differently over time.  

The feedback loops, described in detail in the subsequent sections, are based on the variables 

presented in figure 2.2.  
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2.3 Reinforcing loop: “creation of personal ties” 

Literature shows that through collaboration, people build personal bonds which may result in 

shared values and trust. If this cycle continues a virtuous loop of strong ties is catalyzed, which in 

this study is described as “creation of personal ties”, as shown in figure 2.3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Reinforcing loop “creation of personal ties” 

A basic level of trust functions as a prerequisite for inter-organizational cooperation, because trust 

helps to generate and maintain interaction and social order (Inkpen & Curall, 2004). Das & Teng 

(1998) state that “trust is the degree to which the trustor holds a positive attitude towards the 

trustee’s goodwill and reliability in a risky exchange situation”.  Without these positive beliefs 

people are not willing to put efforts in the collaboration (commitment to cooperation). 

Organizations may develop close bonds over time and, in addition, may form an attitude 

regarding each other’s reliability and intentions (Identity based trust) (Vlaar et al., 2007). This 

results in positive beliefs about achievement of mutual learning objectives, which results in  

willingness to make efforts in order to achieve mutual objectives (commitment to cooperation) 

(Wu & Cavusgil, 2005;Ganesan & Hess, 1997; Das and Teng, 1998).  

The willingness to cooperate results in sharing of knowledge, providing technologies, 

skills, time and energy to support each other to achieve mutual goals (collaboration activities) 

(Wu & Cavusgil, 2005)   
These collaboration activities may result that people have frequent contact which results 

in more (face-to-face) communication, which results in open communication between partners 

(Maguire et al., 2001). Personal conversations are characterized by open and honest 

communication where there is space to show vulnerability.  

Through open conversations people start to know each other, which may result over time 

in shared norms values or a common identity, because of mutual understanding (Maguire et al., 

2001; Das & Teng, 1998). This strengthens the relationship and my result in trust, because 

behavior of partners becomes more predictable because of the shared norms and values and no 

suspicion does exist about intentions (Young-Ybarra and Wiersema, 1999; Aulakh et al. 1997).  

People become more involved and are willing to cooperate (commitment to cooperation) 

which is observed by sharing of confidential information. Furthermore, an increase of 

commitment may result in the sharing of knowledge that cannot be shared through 

communication because it cannot be made explicit. In literature this type of knowledge is 

described as tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). A certain level of trust (identity based 

trust) is needed between partners, to motivate partners to communicate their abstract information 

through active involvement of partners (Newell & Swan, 2002). It is especially the tacit 

commitment to

cooperation

Open

communication

Shared norms and

values

Identity based trust

creation of personal ties

Collaboration

activities

+

+

+

+
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component of capabilities that creates a source of competitive advantage (Berman et al., 2002). A 

partner should have positive beliefs about the achievement of idiosyncratic goals
3
, when the 

organization puts efforts and knowledge into the collaboration. 

  

2.4 Reinforcing loop: “Evidence leads to trust” 

The preceding section described that if commitment to cooperation increases among partners this 

results in knowledge collaboration activities, which supports to achieve project objectives which 

may result over time in trust based on experiences of the partnership. This is reinforcing cycle is 

described in this study as a virtuous loop of “evidence leads to trust”, as shown in figure 2.4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: reinforcing loop “evidence leads to trust” 

If knowledge sharing and creation between partner increases because of commitment by two 

partners, this may result in fulfilling expectations or the achievement of objects over time. This 

increases trust between partners based on positive experiences. If partners’ predictability of 

behavior increases, partners’ willingness to make efforts for the collaboration increases because 

in perception risk has been reduced. 

2.5 Balancing loop: “Decrease in reciprocity” 

If collaboration activities evolve over time and the achievement of idiosyncratic goals increases, 

it is expected that motivation to cooperate decreases, which is described in this MSc thesis by a 

balancing loop “decrease in reciprocity”, as shown in figure 2.5. 
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Figure 2.5: A balancing loop of “decrease in reciprocity” 

During collaboration, partners aim to achieve their individual goals. Literature shows that if a 

partner achieves idiosyncratic goals (decrease in the number of idiosyncratic project goals) the 

willingness to put efforts in the achievement of the partner’s goals decreases (commitment to 

cooperation) (Larsson et al., 1998). This selfish behavior is described in literature as 

opportunistic behavior. When resource exchanges (commitment to cooperation) are considered to 

be out of balance with contributions or expectations, there is the potential for perceptions of 

opportunistic behavior (Dickson et al., 2006). Over time this results in distrust over time 

(decrease in experienced based trust) and decrease of commitment, which catalyzes a negative 

spiral. Lado et al. (2007) refers to opportunisms as “calculated efforts, by an exchange agent, to 

mislead, distort, disguise, or otherwise confuse an exchange party. This balancing loop of 

“decrease in reciprocity” may also occur during the absorption of knowledge during collaboration 

to the organizations. If partners achieve individual “learning objectives”, this may lead to a 

decrease of motivation to support the partner in achieving their individual “learning objectives”.  
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2.6 Balancing and reinforcing loops of formal control 

Figure 2.6: A reinforcing and balancing loop of formal control 

In some situations the level of identity based trust or experienced based trust is low, for example 

during a start up phase of a project. This results in low levels of commitment to cooperation. 

Literature shows that in this situation commitment to cooperate may increase under influence of 

formal control (e.g. contracts, evaluations and monitoring) (Das & Teng, 1998; Ganesan & Hess, 

1997) as shown in figure 2.6. Since the feeling of a certain control about partner’s behavior 

increase the level confidence in partner cooperation (Das & Teng, 1998; Ganesan & Hess, 1997). 

If commitment increases a virtuous loop of “evidence leads to trust may be catalyzed, which 

results in an increase of experienced based trust. This may result in a decrease of the level of 

need of formal control because commitment to cooperation increases, as shown by a balancing 

loop of “formal control facilitates”. Literature shows that that trust and formal control are seen as 

substitutes to increase commitment (Das & Teng, 1998). In situations where trust is lacking or 

damaged, formal control may facilitate the continuation of the collaboration, which may result in 

trust building over time.  

Although a basic level of formal control generally forms a precondition for people to 

engage in transactions with partners (Das & Teng, 1998) it may negatively influence the 

collaboration if level of formal control increases to a high level. If formal control increases to a 

certain level, this may perceived a lack of trust in competences or intentions, which results in a 

lack of commitment to cooperate. This may result that partners do not collaborate, which 

increases the needed to use more formal control to stimulate collaboration, which results in more 

distrust. This is visualized in figure 2.6 by a reinforcing loop of “too much control leads to 

distrust”.   

The result of this underlying causal structure is that collaborating partners often get 

caught in a vicious loop of decreasing trust and increasing formal, as shown in figure 2.6. It takes 

some time for formal control to negatively influence trust. During phases where trust is low, 

formal control needs to catalyze the collaboration.  

2.7 Reinforcing loop: “Habituation” 

Preceding sections describe that trust (i.e. experienced based and identity based trust) plays an 

important role in relationship development. The increase of learning or achievement of goals may 
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be perceived as evidence of positive partner’s intentions and competences, which increases trust. 

Another way to improve trust is the increase of frequency of interactions between partners over 

time (Akkermans et al., 2004). Partners get used to each other and understand each other better as 

they continue social interaction which is described as partner learning (De Jong & Nooteboom, 

2000). This may result into a virtuous loop of “habituation”, as shown in figure 2.7.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.7:  reinforcing loop of habituation 

The repeated interaction, for example through knowledge sharing and creation, leads to the 

forming of habits and institutionalization of collaboration, which stimulates collaborative 

activities, because people perceive collaboration as a routine (Akkermans et al., 2004).  

Empirical evidence shows that frequent interactions result in partner learning which 

stimulates trust, because of partners growing agreement on collaboration related norms and 

values over time (Larsson et al, 1998). Furthermore, partner learning may prevent that negative 

relational conflicts occur, because misinterpretations are prevented. During collaboration projects 

the surmounting of difficulties and intensive contact between partners through collaboration may 

result that emotion enters into the relationship between partners, based upon reciprocated 

interpersonal care and concern, which may increase the level of trust by shared values and norms 

(Zaheer et al., 1998; McAllister, 1995). If people found a mutual preferred way of collaborating, 

which resides in values and norms, collaboration between partners increases because conflicts 

about collaboration and lack of understanding will not easily occur. 
 The structure of this feedback loop model may result in partners getting caught in vicious 

and virtuous loops of “habituation”.    

2.8 Loops of learning  

Besides that knowledge intensive collaboration between companies depends on the relational 

factors (e.g. trust, confidence and communication etc.) it is influenced by partners’ learning 

abilities and differences in knowledge bases. Figure 2.9 shows that two loops may occur during 

the absorption of knowledge (i.e. learning) between partners: “learning facilitates”, need for 

learning”. These loops are explained in this section by making use of literature. 
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Figure 2.8: a balancing and a reinforcing loop of learning 

If partners share their specific and complementary knowledge this may result in new knowledge 

which results in new insights, which is described in the figure 2.8. by a reinforcing loop of 

“learning facilitates”. A certain amount of basic knowledge is needed to understand, evaluate, 

assimilate partner’s knowledge, which is described in literature as the concept of partner’s 

absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Lane & Lubatkin, 1998). If partners do 

understand knowledge that is shared or created between partners, this may lead to an increase in 

knowledge bases (existing knowledge) which resulted in higher absorptive capacities 

(Nooteboom et al., 2006). Figure 2.8 shows that it is expected that if existing knowledge 

increases by collaboration activities the need for learning decrease because the knowledge gap 

decreases, this is visualized by the balancing loop “learning decreases commitment”. 

 The presented loops in this chapter are strongly connected to each other which is 

visualized in the total conceptual model of this study in figure 2.9. This figure shows what is 

meant accessing knowledge through collaboration activities (i.e. knowledge sharing and creation) 

without absorption, which is visualized by the red circle on the left side of the figure. The circle 

on the right shows what is meant in this study by absorption through collaboration activities. This 

conceptual is tested in this study by empirical data. 
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Figure 2.9: Total conceptual model  

Relational
trust

Formal control

goal
alignment

Commitment to
cooperation

+

+

+

+

Experienced
based trust

+

collaborative
activities

utilized
knowledge

+

project objectives
shortfall

-

project
objectives

-

too much control

leads to distrust

evidence leads

to trust

+

decrease in

reciprocity

partner
learning

open
communication

Identity-based
trust

+

+

shared norms and
values

+

+

++

creation of

personal ties

+

habituation

Perception of
suspicion

-

+

-

<Experienced
based trust>

+

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9 10

11

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

-

12

more collaboration

less formal control

+

ease of learning

absorptive
capacities

existing
knowledge

need for
learning

knowledge gap

+

+

+

learning decreases

commitment

learning

facilitates

+

-

+

+

+

30



 22 

3. Research questions 
 

The literature review showed the importance of relational aspects for the sharing, creation and 

absorption of knowledge between partners. Literature extensively describes which conditions 

influence sharing and absorption of knowledge between partners in an alliance or network. 

However, relatively little is known about how and when relational factors influence knowledge 

sharing and absorption between partners. A deeper analysis is needed to create understanding for 

managers how collaboration is influenced over time. The literature review showed that the 

influence of relational factors on knowledge sharing and absorption can be characterized by non-

linear relationships. In particular, an underlying causal structure seems to be lacking. Hence, a 

process approach if follow in combination with a system dynamics approach which is valuable to 

explore the underlying causal structure of social behavior (Van de Ven, 2007; Poole et al., 2001; 

Sterman, 2000).  

 When managers understand which underlying mechanisms influence the collaboration, 

they can manage the collaboration in order to create better and faster innovations together. Thus 

the following research question is defined as the main topic of this research.  
 

Q: How does relationship development influence knowledge sharing, creation and 

absorption between partners in a strategic alliance? 
 

To answer this question, three sub questions are introduced. The first question focuses on an 

evaluation of the expected causal loops described in chapter 2 during three phases in a 

collaboration project. These phases are derived from the study of Ring and Van de Ven (1994), 

which describes that inter-organizational relationships may go through several phases over time 

(i.e. emerge, evolve and dissolve). This has resulted in the following research question: 
 

Q1: How is knowledge sharing, creation and absorption influenced during the three 

phases (initiation, operational, ending) of a collaboration project? 
 

The subsequent question considers how the collaboration between partners is influenced by 

relationship development at several levels of the organization. It seems that interests and 

motivation of people may differ depending on the level in which they operate. The literature 

study showed collaboration between organizations from an organizational and personal 

perspective (Fang et al., 2008; Zaheer 1998; Das & Teng, 1998). However, relatively little is 

known about how and when relational factors influence knowledge sharing, creation and 

absorption between partners at different hierarchical levels in the organization. This has resulted 

in the formulation of the following research question: 
 

Q2: How is knowledge sharing, creation and absorption influenced by relationship 

development from a cross-level perspective? 
 

Besides, this study explores which underlying structure of relational development influences 

knowledge sharing, creation and absorption between partners. This creates understanding about 

how and which underlying mechanisms play a role during the project life cycle of a project (i.e. 

initiation, operational and ending phase). Furthermore, managers should know how they can 

influence these causal mechanisms to stimulate knowledge sharing, creation and absorption over 

time. This has resulted in the formulation of the following research question: 
 

Q3: Which interventions can be applied by managers to stimulate knowledge sharing, 

creation and absorption between partners during the three stages of a collaboration project?  
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4 Methodology 

4.1 Research strategy 

This study took a design science approach to answer the research questions. Design knowledge 

can be used for improving current organization practices (Van Aken, 2004). A design science 

approach is valuable since it focuses on the development of knowledge that can be applied by 

professionals in the field to design solutions for their field problems (Van Aken, 2005). The 

approach builds on organizational theory to uncover the nature of managerial processes. The 

conceptual research design model is presented in Appendix D   

A process approach (Van de Ven, 2007) in combination with a system dynamics 

perspective (Sterman, 2000) is applied to answer the research questions. This study explores how 

social processes and behavior evolve over time. Process models are commonly used for this type 

of social research questions (Van de Ven, 2007; Sterman, 2000). Process models and causal 

feedback models help to explain social processes and behavior over time, by specifying general 

mechanisms, interventions, and outcomes over time. Process models account for temporal 

connections between events and the dynamic nature of processes (Van de Ven, 2007).  A system 

dynamics approach creates understanding of the behavior of a system over time (Sterman, 2000). 

The interaction between several mechanism that influence collaboration and relationship 

development can be seen a system. In this study is explored how feedback loops within the 

structure of the system influence the entire system behavior. 

In this study design implications are developed based on a process model created by 

causal feedback loops. Finally, a CIMO-logic approach is applied to derive prescriptive rules in 

order to increase the relevance of this study (Denyer et al., 2008).  

Based on the research question, the case study approach is the most appropriate research 

method to follow. The main argument for the application of the case study research is that this 

approach is most appropriate for answering “how and why” questions (Yin, 2009). These types of 

questions rest heavily on the ability of qualitative data to offer insights in complex social 

processes. The case study approach allows researchers to study examples and experiences from 

the practical context and to translate them into generic statements (Yin, 2009). In the next section, 

an introduction to the two partners is provided and subsequently the research methods employed 

in this study are described. In this study two cases are studied. Comparative case studies are 

especially suited to explore social behavior (Yin, 2009; Van Aken, 2004). Furthermore, 

conducting more than one case study results in literal replication and theoretical replication (Yin, 

2009).  

4.2 Company description  

Mars Netherlands is part of Mars Incorporated, a worldwide manufacturer of confectionery, pet 

food and other food products and is one of the most prominent producers of brands (e.g. Mars, 

Snickers, Twix, Bounty, Pedigree etc.) in the world. This family-owned company generates more 

than 30 billion dollars in sales every year and has around 70.000 employees. The foundation of 

their success is not money, but rather the company's constant creativity and sharp instinct for 

trends that have continually brought Mars forward, step-by-step, after almost a century of 

business. 

 The story of company started in 1911 in Tacoma, a harbor in the Pacific Northwest of the 

USA. Frank C. Mars had 400 dollars in his pocket and definitely knew how to make chocolate 

candies. He founded a "Candy Factory“, where his own kitchen began producing a modest 

income, which resulted over time in a global company. 
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Mars’ philosophy is based on five principles; quality, responsibility, mutuality, efficiency and 

freedom. These are guiding in the daily choices that people make and the manner in which Mars 

does business.  Within Mars, the Global Sustainability Leadership Team coordinates everything 

on a worldwide level that relates to sustainable entrepreneurship.  The success of Mars mainly 

depends on the associates. In The Netherlands, more than 1450 associates secure that success: 

1200 associates in Veghel and 250 associates in Oud-Beijerland. Factories in the Veghel and 

Oud-Beijerland enjoy success because of their modern and efficient production process. 

4.3 Research scope 

This research project adopts a combination of an intra-firm and inter-firm perspective, which 

means that changing conditions and processes within the organization and within the relationship 

between companies are analyzed. Market and other external antecedents that may influence the 

relationship are excluded. Furthermore this research is conduct within in the context of a supplier-

customer alliance. 

4.3. Case study design 

This research adopts an exploratory case study approach in order to get answers on the research 

question and in order to stay open for emerging theories. The study is guided by a multiple-

embedded case design, as shown in Appendix D. 

4.3.1 Unit of analysis  

The research questions defined in preceding sections imply one main unit of analysis; events in 

the collaboration processes. These events describe activities in time, in a certain place with 

involved persons, which influenced the relationship development and knowledge based 

collaboration. In practice, the ‘case’ in this study is a collaboration project conducted within a 

strategic partnership between companies. This means that events in collaboration projects and 

relationships are analyzed.  

4.3.2 Case selection criteria & Case selection 

Cases in this study are selected that most likely illuminate the research questions (Yin, 2009). In 

collaboration with key informants from MARS, cases have been selected based on the existence 

of dynamics in relationship development and knowledge sharing, creation, and absorption 

between partners during the several phases of the collaboration. In other words, each case should 

contain changing conditions over the total time line of the project. For this reason projects were 

selected based on certain problems (events) which occurred during the project life cycle which 

have been solved (or not).   

Furthermore, the selected projects in this study contain intensive (technological) 

knowledge sharing between both partners. 

 Based on an interview with the innovation managers from MARS, two projects have been 

selected, named in this thesis as “Maltesers X” and “Galaxy Icon news”. The reason for analyzing 

more than one case is based on the benefit of multiple-case studies that they strengthen or 

broaden the analytic generalization (Yin, 2009). The underlying use of multiple-case studies is 

the same, each case should be carefully selected so that it either (a) predicts similar results (literal 

replication) or (b) predicts contrasting results but for anticipatable reasons (theoretical 

replication). Generalizations may be broadened because the multiple cases are designed to cover 

different theoretical conditions, producing contrasting results (theoretical replication) (Yin, 

2009). The choice between projects for analysis is based on the aim to cover conditions that 
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produce contrasting results in order to provide insights under which conditions the theory is 

applicable (Yin, 2009). 

4.4. Data collection procedures  

In this study semi-structured interviews and documents were used in order to answer the research 

questions based on empirical evidence. For both cases semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with people from both partner organizations and from different hierarchical levels (i.e. 

tactical and operational), a description of the levels is given in Appendix C. No persons were 

interviewed at strategic level, due to busy time schedules. With people at tactical and operational 

level in some cases additional interviews were conducted in order to clarify findings. For each 

case at least one person at each hierarchical level was interviewed. Furthermore, for the case 

Maltesers X the commercial intellectual property manager of Mars and head of engineering were 

interviewed in order to clarify and validate findings.  

Interview questions, as shown in Appendix E were used to guide the interview. People 

were asked to think about important events that influenced the project over time, in advance. 

There has been room for discussion and additional insights. To check the internal validity of the 

interview protocol the key informant of every project is interviewed and the questions and 

protocol are checked. For the external validity two test interviews were conducted with the 

director of Minase and a strategic innovation manager of KPN. Longitudinal data were collected 

based on historical observations. The respondents were asked for specific events in time, place 

and date that were essential in the change process. Furthermore, the conceptual model, as 

introduced in section 2, was used as a mental guide to ask for relations between certain events. 

During the interview people time lines were sketched and respondents were asked to sketch 

dynamic behavioral graphs for variables (i.e. trust, commitment, knowledge sharing, 

communication, and formal control), as shown in Appendix B, in order to support the memory of 

the respondents and to guide the interview. In total, 23 interviews were conducted, varying in 

duration from half an hour to two hours, as shown in Appendix G. All interviews were recorded 

and fully transcribed in order to facilitate further analysis.  

To triangulate interview data, all participants were asked to provide relevant 

documentation about the project, such as project plans, project evaluation sheets, technical 

problem reports, communication structures, project organization structures, meeting reports, 

strategic partnership and drawings or photos of the specific problems. These documents provided 

clearly dates of events and provided insight on how the knowledge intensive collaboration 

evolved over time. 

Data was gathered on a relevant set of events. For each event the date of occurrence, what 

happened (action), source, and influenced variable(s) were recorded, Based on these interviews 

and documentation a detailed process reconstruction was made in the form of an event sequence 

file for each case, as shown in Appendix M, which was reviewed with people from Mars and PSX 

in person. Participants were asked to correct the data or supplement it with additional information 

where necessary. This feedback was communicated by mail or in person. Eventually, for each 

case a process reconstruction was built from these data, which had varying lengths (Maltesers X: 

140 events; Galaxy Icon News: 48 events). 

4.4.2 Coding 

Several event categories were defined, which served as the basis for the interview topics. 

Categories were defined based on literature and initial analysis. Appendix H gives an overview of 

the several categories that were used in this study. Codes were assigned to events in the event 

sequences file, as shown in Appendix M to facilitate data analyses. The event categories where 

based on the variables that are presented in the conceptual model in section 2. A flexible coding 

procedure was employed during the data collection, which resulted in changes of the definitions 
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and in some case in deletion of categories (i.e. “absorptive capacity”, “differences in learning 

abilities” and “perception of suspicion”).Furthermore, “internal alignment” (IA) was added to the 

coding scheme, because it became clear during the data collection that this variable had impact on 

commitment. Eventually, fifteen categories were chosen during the study.  

In addition to the categorization of each event, the course of action of each event category 

was recorded. The course of action in this case is recorded as an expansion (addition, elaboration, 

or reinforcement), a contraction (subtraction, reduction, or de-emphasis) and continuation (Poole 

et al., 2000). The course of action is coded relative to the previous activities during the project 

and is presented by a “1” for expansion and by a “-1” by contraction and a “0”for continuation as 

shown in Appendix M. For each event was recorded whether it occurred on a certain hierarchical 

level (strategic, tactical and operational) in the organization.  

 Since after the interviews an elaborate understanding of the project’s context was present 

with the researcher, it was possible to categorize each event on a case-by-case basis.  

4.4.3 Validity and reliability 

Because this study is based on retrospective data, several potential biases should be dealt with. 

These biases may have occurred during this study because of cognitive limitations, lack of crucial 

information, framing of research questions and information’ tendency towards giving socially 

desirable answers (Huber & Power, 1985, Miller, Cardinal & Glick, 1997). This generally leads 

to an oversimplification of processes that have taken place. Several measures have been taken to 

improve data reliability and validity.  

 First, knowledgeable key informants (i.e. project leaders, relationship managers, 

engineers, technical specialists and a commercial intellectual property manager) regarding the 

knowledge collaboration and relationship management have been interviewed. These key 

informants have different perspectives, because they are operating on different levels within their 

organization, but are still emotionally involved, which still may have lead to a certain bias. 

Second, data triangulation has been used by interview data and documentation to create 

causal underlying structures based on the observed events in both projects. 

 Third, the interviews focused on specific events and facts to enhance accuracy of the 

participants’ memory (Huber & Power, 1985; Miller et al., 1997). Finally, participants are 

motivated to provide accurate information by guaranteeing confidentiality where necessary 

(Huber & Power, 1985; Miller et al., 1997).  

 After data collection and analyses, several other measures improved reliability and 

validity. Validity of the analyses was improved by verifying a part of the sequence of events of 

one of the cases with interviewees considering time capacity and high number of events. 

Furthermore, with respect to construct validity it was assessed to what extent relationships found 

in the data concurred with findings from literature.  Questions and coding were discussed with 

external specialists and the innovation director of Mars. 

 Finally reliability of the coding scheme was established iteratively. Initially, a second 

MSc Innovation Management student and I coded a part of one case, for Maltesers X. Differences 

in the coding scheme were discussed and the coding scheme was adapted where necessary.  

Differences could exist for two reasons. First, there could be different understanding of the 

coding scheme. These differences were resolved by revising the coding scheme to improve clarity 

and comprehensiveness after which the coding process was repeated.  

 Second, disagreement could exist about the interpretation of an event. Because this does 

not reflect the actual reliability of the coding scheme, these differences were resolved through 

discussion as much as possible. After adaptation of the initial coding scheme it was applied to the 

total events sheet of Maltesers X and Galaxy Icon News. Furthermore, a part of the events of the 

project Galaxy Icon News were also coded by a second MSc innovation student, and differences 

were resolved through discussion as possible to increase reliability.  
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Since this research will conduct in one business context, the external validity is of a 

moderate level, because the results were discussed with external specialists. Furthermore 

observed relationships were reflected with empirical findings described in other literature. 

  In this study transparency on both research methods and interim results ensure a high 

level of controllability (Yin, 2009). Controllability is a prerequisite for determining the levels of 

reliability and validity (Yin, 2009).  

4.4.4 Data analyses 

After data collection was established and no discussion existed about categorization of the events, 

data analyses were conducted in order to answer the research questions. This section describes the 

analyses for each research question. 

 After conducting the interviews a narrative strategy was used for the construction of a 

detailed story from raw data. The objective of this strategy was a preliminary step preparing a 

chronology for subsequent analysis (Langley, 1999). Events were selected from the story, in order 

to create a chronological event sheet, as shown Appendix M. After the creation of chronological 

event sheet, events were categorized based on the coding described in section 4.4.2.  

To answer the first research question I analyzed whether or not a loop occurred during 

the two collaboration cases. Loops were derived by testing the proposed loops in the conceptual 

model in the following way. Since each loop consists of several variables, it was tested, based on 

visual selection, whether the direction of these variables changed in the same direction as 

expected over a period over time. Furthermore specific events were linked to each loop in order 

to support whether the level of the variables increased, decreased or continued, as shown in figure 

2 of Appendix M. For each loop it was determined whether it was a vicious or virtuous loop, 

based on the number of “1’s” and “-1’s”. This is visualized in figure 2 in Appendix M by an “+” 

or “-‘.  In order to answer the first research question it was analyzed whether a loop occurred 

during the initiation, operation or ending phase. In order to do so, temporal bracketing was used 

to separate the three phases in the chronological event sheet. This was validated with key 

informants. 

To answer the second research question it was determined for each hierarchical level 

which loop occurred, based on the coding for hierarchical level as described in section 4.4.2. 

Furthermore for each loop was determined how it was catalyzed or transformed into a virtuous or 

vicious loop, through managerial actions or specific events (Langley, 1999). These interventions 

were validated with key informants.  

Using this approach important process drivers, patterns and dynamics have been derived 

inductively, which results in moderate reliability, because there was space for interpretation 

(Langley, 1999). Saturation was achieved by discussing the findings (i.e. tables and visualization 

of causal feedback loops) with key informants and an external specialist. 
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5 Findings 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the described analyses in section 4.4.4. Each case starts 

with the description of the project. Subsequently the general findings of the analyses are 

presented, by describing the observed causal feedback loops during each phase and at each 

hierarchical level. Furthermore is described how interventions catalyzed or transformed 

causal loops during the project. For each project causal loops are supported by some examples 

with quotes from key informants. The names of the key informants are invented, an overview 

of the involved persons is given in Appendix F.  

Finally, a general summary table for each case is presented that provides insight on how 

relationship development influences knowledge sharing, creation and absorption over time. 

Appendix I and J show the loops that were found during the analyses described in section 

4.4.3., based on empirical data.  

5.1 Case 1: Project Maltesers X 

This section gives a short description of the first case and provides an overview of the main 

important events that occurred during project Maltesers X.  

 

From winter 2004 until summer 2005, Mars focused on the development of a new packaging 

technology with Mars Engineering, Mars Packaging and a main contact person from PSX. 

This project was started unofficially with a technology push from the Mars engineering 

department by a process packaging technology invention. With this new invention it was 

possible to create a new type packaging, which could fulfill consumer needs and could result 

in product protection. Furthermore this new technology could result in an increase of 

production efficiency.  

In the beginning of 2004 the Mars engineering department informed the Mars 

Packaging team about the invention and the benefits that may result from this invention. At 

the same time there was intensive contact at strategic level between Mars (Jill) and PSX 

(Bill). They communicated about the intentions to set up a strategic partnership, in order to 

align companies’ strategic objectives on the long-term and to realize the objectives where it 

was possible together.  

 During the year 2004 Mars Engineering was developing a prototype machine with the 

new packaging technology, which demonstrated that Mars was really trying to make a success 

of this new technology packaging invention. At the end of 2004 the prototype machine was 

realized and films could be tested in order to explore whether a new package could be 

developed. During the year 2004 Mars Engineering and Mars Packaging frequently 

communicated about the ideas for the packaging and the development of the project. New 

packaging samples were developed for testing.  

From 2005 until 2007 the relationship between Mars and PSX became stronger (at 

tactical and operational level) and knowledge sharing, creation and absorption increased. In 

2006 some difficulties occurred during the collaboration at different hierarchical levels for 

several reasons (i.e. lack of internal alignment, lack of expressing expectations). The negative 

spirals that were catalyzed were terminated by several interventions (i.e. explosion meeting, 

increase in frequency of communication, formal control and internal alignment). This resulted 

in solutions for operational problems, which made the relationship stronger on tactical and 

operational level. At the end of 2008 in the new packaging was realized. Unfortunately the 

project could not be realized, based on a decision made by Mars, because of problems with 

the production line. The project Maltesers X was canceled in 2009.  

The following sections describe how causal feedback loops occurred during the three 

stages of the project (i.e. initiation, operational and ending) at each hierarchical level. 

Furthermore several interventions that influenced these loops are described. 
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5.2. Project initiation: January 2004 – May 2006 

During the initiation phase of the project two reinforcing loops were observed: “Evidence 

leads to trust” and “creation of personal ties” at the operational level, as shown in figure 5.1.   

Figure 5.1Overview observed loops during initiation phase 

These loops were catalyzed at the strategic level of the collaboration by several interventions 

at strategic level. Findings show that the variable calculus based trust played a role in 

relationship building and knowledge sharing, creation and absorption at the operational level. 

This variable wasn’t described in the theoretical model of this study. Calculus based (CBT) is 

grounded in rewards to be derived from pursuing and preserving a relationship and fear of 

punishment of the violation of trust. Potential sanctions in collaboration relationships may 

include the loss of repeat business or reputation (Panteli & Sockalingam, 2004). This 

‘transactional view of trust’ hinges on predictability and there is no need for goodwill 

between actors (Maguire et al., 2001). Furthermore this rational and rather fragile trust tends 

to foster only limited levels of knowledge sharing necessary to fulfill expectations of 

trustworthy behavior (Panteli & Sockalingam, 2004). 

The following sections describe how the two reinforcing loops evolved during the 

initiation stage of the project. Furthermore is marked whether the level of a certain variable is 

influenced by using the abbreviation of the related variable. It is recommended to read the 

following section using the list of abbreviation (Appendix O) and the legend with an overview 

of the observed feedback loops (Appendix P). 

 

The ignition of a reinforcing loop:” Evidence leads to trust ” 
A positive reinforcing loop “Evidence leads to trust” was stimulated by calculus based trust 

(CBT) that is influenced by interdependency between partners, as shown in figure 5.1. This 

interdependency is observed by the fact that Mars is a big customer for PSX. PSX knew they 

could increase their volumes of films for Mars if they helped them finding solution for the 

new technology, Mars needed specific packaging knowledge from PSX to develop the 

packaging concept How the positive reinforcing loop of “evidence leads to trust” was 

observed in this project is explained below, as show in figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2: reinforcing loop “Evidence leads to trust” at operational level 

In the beginning of 2004, Mars needed insights on which films could be used for the new 

packaging technology and decided to test many samples on the short term. Mars expected 

PSX they would create and deliver the new films on time, because it would result in mutual 

benefits for PSX and Mars if the concept could be developed. All film types were delivered 

on time (C2C) which helped Mars to find the package film on time (GAC). The fulfilling of 

expectations by PSX resulted in trust on the Mars side (EBT). This increased commitment 

from both sides.  

 

[John]:  “PSX really showed they wanted to help us, over time we asked for 72 test 

films, which where all delivered, this required a lot of flexibility from PSX. They showed they 

were a good a partner to work with“. [Marc]: “They asked a lot from us: we supported them 

by delivering the films but without clear understanding what they expected and where they 

especially looked for. We understood that they were an important customer and we both knew 

that we would benefit from the new packaging (CBT). Mars is one of our key customers and 

partners”.  

  

Based on the findings in the initiation phase, it is concluded that calculus based trust, based on 

interdependency, played a role in staying committed to cooperation. It increased positive 

beliefs about behavior of partners. In this case it expected that PSX was committed because 

they would only receive a guaranteed volume of films if the project is commercialized. Mars 

needed the specific knowledge from PSX in order to commercialize the packaging invention. 

This resulted that partners were willing to make efforts and put time in the collaboration. 

Which started a positive reinforcing loop “evidence leads to trust” at the operational level of 

the collaboration. 

  

“Creation of personal ties” 

During the initiation phase of the project a second reinforcing loop “Creation of personal ties” 

was observed. Based on the findings it is concluded that commitment and personal ties on at 

strategic level catalyzed a reinforcing positive loop of “creation of personal ties” at an 

operational level, as shown in figure 5.3.  Frequent contact at a strategic level and the 

commitment to a strategic partnership on a commercial stimulated the willingness to build a 

long-term relationship at operational level. This was observed by an increase in frequency of 

communication and open communication on operational level. This resulted in common 

identity by getting insights on intentions (IBT), which results in commitment at operational 

level.  The following text describes how the reinforcing cycle was recognized during 

Maltesers X. 
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Figure 5.3:  reinforcing loop “creation of personal ties” on operational level 

  In the summer of 2004 Mars tested the new packaging on two products, 

which provided insights on the application of the new packaging technology. Technological 

improvements were required which resulted that motivation to collaborate with PSX 

increased from the Mars’ side.  
 

  [John & Frank]:“Packaging films damaged easily and consumers didn’t like how the 

packaging looked like. These tests gave us new consumer and technological insights that we 

had to apply in order to make this packaging a success, but we didn’t know how. In order to 

solve quality problem of the packaging we needed specific packaging film knowledge. For this 

reason we decided to order different test film types to get insights”.  
 

During this phase the personal relationship between John and Marc became closer for 

several reasons. First, there was a certain level of trust between them from the beginning of 

the project.  

 

[John]: “Marc and I knew each other for many years and it was a good relationship.   

 

Second, they had frequently contact (FOC) about the delivery of the films which 

increased communication about non-work related topics (OC). 

 Third, relationship building and strategic collaboration plans at strategic level 

between Mars and PSX created trust on the operational level.  
 

[John]: “I was motivated to build up a long-term relationship with Marc because I 

was aware about the plans for a strategic partnership with PSX. Furthermore, at higher level 

personal ties existed, which gave me trust in PSX. Marc asked me about our plans for the 

future, although I could not tell him the specific details of the operational packaging details, 

I’ve told him that we had plans to create a new packaging based on a new packaging 

technology which was new in the packaging business. I didn’t know exactly if I could share 

our plans openly with the contact person, but I trusted him for over years. He was our key 

contact person. I knew him quite well and I knew that would collaborate more in the future. 

Furthermore I don’t like to keep silent about things that are obvious. Furthermore, Marc 

would be stupid if he would share the confidential information with our competitors because 

it would damage his reputation and the organization’s reputation (CBT). The world of 

packaging is very small everybody knows everybody”.     

[Marc]: “Dennis was very open about the plans which gave me a good feeling about 

our relationship”. 

 

Identity based trust

commitment
+

open

communication

Frequency of

communication

+

+

+

Creation of personal ties

Identity based trust

(strategic level)

+



 32 

It is observed that a reinforcing cycle of “Creation of personal ties” was catalyzed at 

operational level because of strategic plans and relationship building at strategic level. John 

and Marc wanted to invest in the long-term relationship with PSX. This resulted in frequent 

communication and sharing of confidential information. Marc got insights on the intentions of 

Mars and John, which resulted in willingness to support each other which resulted in a 

positive reinforcing loop.  

 The following section describes which loops occurred during the operation phase. 

Furthermore, is described if the loops described in this section were transformed over time. 

5.2 Operational phase: January 2006 – February 2008  

 

Introduction: overview of observed or changed loops 
During the operational phase of the project the two reinforcing loops “creation of personal 

ties” and “Evidence leads to trust” continued at operational level. The findings of this project 

show that several interventions catalyzed causal loops, which are described briefly below.   

 The role of the embedded manager reinforced the vicious cycle of “creation of 

personal ties” at operational level. During this phase a vicious cycle was transformed into 

virtuous cycle by an intervention (i.e. explosion meeting) at tactical level. Furthermore, it is 

observed how a conflict catalyzed a vicious reinforcing loop of “habituation” at the tactical 

and operational level. Findings show that if partners learn during the collaboration, this may 

catalyze reinforcing loops of “learning facilitates creation” and “learning simulates 

commitment”. The sharing and creation of knowledge not continued infinitely, because 

partners’ complementary knowledge decreased through learning. The involvement of a third 

knowledge party (a supplier of PSX with specialists in this area) catalyzed a virtuous loop of 

“learning facilitates”. 

   Furthermore it is observed that open communication increased understanding and 

commitment at tactical level, which stimulated a virtuous reinforcing loop of “evidence leads 

to trust”. The following sections describe how the above-mentioned loops occurred during the 

operational phase of project Maltesers X. 
 

The role of an embedded manager to start a virtuous cycle:  “Creation of personal ties”   
In the beginning of the operational phase the virtuous loop “creation of personal ties” was 

accelerated by bringing an embedded manager into the Mars organization for two reasons. 

First, the decision to create an embedded manager was seen as commitment at higher level at 

lower levels. This commitment at strategic level reinforced the creation of personal ties at 

operational level, because people knew Mars and PSX showed their intentions to build up a 

long term relationship. 

Second, the creation of an embedded manager worked as a catalytic function to make 

the personal ties between team members at operational level stronger. In November 2005 

Marc became officially an embedded manager, which resulted in an increase of daily 

communication between team members and John.  
 

[John]: “Marc was two days a week in Veghel and he was sitting next to me, from 

that moment we were communicating about everything and our relationship became 

stronger”. Furthermore, Marc was getting to know other Mars employees and was 

participating in a Mars Innovation Packaging team building activity (IT, OC).  
 

[John]: “People in my team started to know Marc better and better which resulted in 

the fact that they were speaking openly to him”. [Marc]: “During this period I shared many 

things with Dennis that I didn’t share with other persons, we had a good personal 

relationship” (OC).  
 

People from other Mars departments (i.e. engineering, marketing and quality) and levels (i.e. 

commercial) started to trust Marc, because of personal contact. This is supported by the fact 
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that Marc was invited for a Mars Activity Task Group meeting of Mars where confidential 

financial and strategic was shared openly.  
 

[Marc]: “I was surprised that people shared openly confidential information with me, 

this showed that people trusted me, this gave me a good feeling. Furthermore I had my own 

desk at Mars and access to confidential information at the intranet which gave me the feeling 

that I was part of Mars”.  

 

The relationship between “Creation of personal ties” and “Evidence leads to trust” 

The virtuous loop “creation of personal ties” at the end of 2005 and beginning of 2006 also 

reinforced the loop “evidence leads to trust” on operational level.  In the beginning of 2006 

until mid 2006 the level of commitment increased which catalyzed the collaboration, as 

shown in Appendix L. 

 

The influence of lack of internal alignment 

Although people at operational level were building strong personal ties and were willing to 

collaborate, a vicious cycle of “evidence leads to trust” was initiated because of a lack of 

commitment at operational level begin 2006. Expectations were not fulfilled over a certain 

time span, which resulted in negative beliefs about partner’s behavior (EBT). This resulted in 

a decrease of willingness to cooperate (C2C). How this vicious loop was started in the project 

is described here.   

 In the beginning of 2006 Mars asked PSX to find a solution for the operational 

problems. Information was shown by documents and was explained by John personally. More 

specific knowledge was needed to progress (CA). For over three times PSX asked Mars to 

visit the machine, in order to get new ideas. No permission was given by Mars Engineering 

(C2C). The reason for this was that engineering was suspicious about sharing knowledge with 

an external organization, which is explained by the following quote  

 

[Frank]: “8 years ago we had an issue with PSX, which made us suspicious to 

collaborate. We learned that we should be careful with sharing ideas and knowledge until 

there are agreements about intellectual property (IP)”.  

 

 At the end of 2006 the situation resulted in frustration from the side of PSX at 

operational level and tactical level, which is supported by the following quote.  

 

[Martin]: “We didn’t understand that people from Mars engineering did not want to 

provide the information we needed (decrease in EBT). It was strange Mars wanted us to help 

but did not let us help them. One of our specialists told me that he didn’t want to come back 

for another brainstorm session, if no permission was provided to visit the machine” (C2C).  

 

Although frustration was high, people at tactical and operational level were still committed 

because of the strong personal ties and the partnership agreement.  

 

[Marc & Martin]: “the relationship between our people in the team wasn’t harmed, 

because we knew John was doing his best to organize a machine visit and communicated 

openly”.  

 

The findings of this project showed that that people became suspicious and less 

committed, since there is no willingness in the organization to provide resources, or share 

knowledge which was expected. In this case it was observed that commitment decreased but 

remained at a level sufficient to collaborated, because of a virtuous cycle of “creation of 

personal ties”, as shown in figure 5.4. Personal ties kept people involved.  
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Figure 5.4: Overview of catalyzed loops at operational and tactical level during the operation 

phase 

Formal control as an intervention to transform a vicious cycle into a virtuous 

cycle 

This case study showed that a contract (FC) helped aligned at operational level, in a situation 

where the level of trust was low. The following text describes how formal control (i.e. a 

contract) may transform a vicious cycle into a virtuous cycle of “evidence leads to trust”, by 

the increase of internal alignment (IA, i.e. trust and commitment in other departments). 
  

Until mid 2006 there wasn’t a clear agreement about the intellectual property (IP) of the 

project Maltesers X. John decided to involve Mars’ IP commercial manager to make a clear 

agreement on IP. This document (i.e. formal control) was created with involvement of Mars 

Engineering (IA). The agreement supported to convince Mars engineering, which resulted in 

permission to visit the machine (C2C). The event resulted that a vicious cycle was terminated 

and was transformed into a virtuous cycle, which is described by the following example. In 

August 2008 PSX visited the prototype machine at Mars. During a one-day brainstorm 

session   with Mars packaging engineers and PSX specialists, solutions were proposed (CA) 

for four out of the six operational problems which resulted that trust (EBT) and commitment 

(C2C) increased on operational and tactical level. After the first visit of the machine 

specialists from both sides became enthusiastic, because both parties learned and progress 

was made, which is described in the following section.  
 

A Catalyzed virtuous reinforcing loop: “Learning facilitates”  

During and after the machine visit knowledge was shared intensively, which resulted in a 

reinforced creation process of new insight (i.e. suggestion for technical solutions), which is 

shown in figure 5.5 by a virtuous loop of “learning facilitates”.  

During the machine visit specialist from both partners saw different things, which 

resulted into new insights by communicating about what was observed. By expressing 

insights, new knowledge was shared which catalyzed new ideas by the partner through 

absorption.  
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Figure 5.5: A balancing and reinforcing loop of learning at operational level 

 [Marc]: “if a person shared his insights and ideas other people anticipated with new 

insight which resulted in solutions”. [Frank & John] “By looking at the process and not just 

talking about the process and problems, other knowledge is shared that cannot be explained 

which results in new ideas. They saw problems and causes that we didn’t see” (CA). The PSX 

specialists observed different causes and problems during the sessions which created new 

solutions. [Frank]: “These specialists knew what they talked about (EBT)”. [John] "We were 

blind at this moment and they had a new clear view". 

 
A catalyzed balancing loop: “Learning decreases creation”  
Findings showed that knowledge creation and sharing not continued infinitely as shown in 

figure 2.5 by the balancing loop “learning decreases creation”. During a second machine visit, 

both parties didn’t have complementary specific knowledge to solve the remaining technical 

problems, which resulted in a decrease of knowledge sharing and creation. The sharing of 

knowledge and creation of new insights decreased during a period of two months. No 

progress was made, which resulted in frustration at operational and tactical level. 
 

[John]: “at that moment I started to get nervous because the projects started to 

delay”.   
 

During this phase of the project a vicious cycle of “evidence leads to trust” was prevented, 

because of the involvement of a third party (i.e. a supplier of PSX), which had specific 

complementary knowledge. This transformed the vicious loop of “evidence leads to trust” 

into virtuous loop. At the end this resulted in the solution for all operational problems. 

 

Positive reinforcing loop: “Learning increases commitment” 
During the operational phase knew insights and ideas were created by intensively knowledge 

sharing between partners, which resulted in more commitment. PSX showed their 

commitment by the involvement of a supplier of PSX (C2C) which resulted in a solution and 

new absorbed knowledge (GAC, MAK) which demonstrated that collaboration worked. 

Commitment was shown by the PSX team that wanted to invest in new test software for the 

new packaging technology (C2C).  .  
 

[Martin]: “People were motivated to find the solutions and were openly sharing their 

ideas; at the end of the day we had 4 potential solutions which motivated all involved 

persons”. [John]: “they conducted the test and explained us about their test methodology 

(CA, EK) so that we could also conduct the test in our lab. Furthermore they invested in new 
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test software (C2C). We also explained them about our risk assessment procedure, which 

resulted in new knowledge for them” (CA, EK). [Frank]: “Specialists were collaborating 

there weren’t any barriers to share knowledge openly”.  
 

Although PSX didn’t have the specific knowledge and experience on that moment, they 

showed their value as a partner, by their access to the knowledge because of their network of 

suppliers (EBT). 

 

Transformation of a vicious cycle “Evidence leads to trust” into a virtuous cycle  
Findings show that the addition of a new person at tactical level catalyzed a vicious loop of 

“evidence leads to trust” on tactical level. This was caused by a lack of not fulfilling 

expectations because of a lack of expressing expectations. This resulted in a vicious cycle of 

“evidence leads to distrust”. Over time this resulted that suspicion entered in the relationship 

with new person and catalyzed a vicious loop of “creation of personal ties”, because no 

personal ties existed.   

This vicious loop of “evidence leads to trust” was turned into a virtuous loop by open 

communication, expressing doubts and expectation, and providing the possibility to improve 

the situation. Furthermore it was observed that a virtuous loop of “creation of personal ties” 

was catalyzed by an increase in frequency of communication. Appendix L provides the 

example that was observed during the project Maltesers X. 

  

A reinforcing loop of “habituation”  
After the vicious loops of “Evidence leads to trust” and “Creation of personal ties”, people 

wanted to structure the collaboration to prevent conflicts occurred because of 

misunderstanding. Through collaboration partner learning (PL) increased, which resulted in 

new rules and values, and institutionalization (SNV) of the collaboration by documents 

(SNV), at tactical and operational level. This resulted in a standard way of collaborating and 

knowledge sharing and creation, which resulted that people became used to collaboration. 

This catalyzed a causal loop of “habituation”, as shown in figure 5.6. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.6: a reinforcing loop of habituation at tactical and operational level 

After the explosion meeting it became clear that it was not clear what was expected from a 

collaborative relationship instead of a normal supplier-customer relationship (PL). This 

resulted in a standard way of working and shared values and norms (SNV) after the explosion 

meeting. From the explosion meeting it became clear what was expected from the 

collaboration form both parties.  
 

[John & Paul]: “PSX was used to think passively, like they did during the old 

supplier-costumer relationship. During the partnership it was expected that they would act 

assertively”.  
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After expressing the frustrations and expectations both partners learned and knew that the 

collaboration should be structured. This resulted in a way of working document, 

communication structure, a shared vision and an action plan. Which resulted in a structured 

way of working and communication between both parties, people became used to work 

together which resulted in operational solutions (GAK).  
 

[Martin]:“During intensive collaborating in order to find solutions for the 

operational team, we really work as one team” (IBT).    

 

Furthermore, PSX was willing to put more resources into the collaboration (C2C) in order to 

improve collaboration. Mars recommended PSX to put a market director on the relationship, 

because of lack of market orientation.  

 

[Paul]: “At one moment I asked PSX for their vision on the partnership and they 

showed me many operational leaflets which really disappointed me, there was no clear vision 

from their side and I recommended they didn’t know what our customers and end consumer 

needed”.  

 

Higher management of PSX showed their commitment by putting Jack on the relationship.  

The months after the structuration of the relationship, communication was improved and there 

was a clear vision and no distrust existed. It is concluded that habituation on tactical and 

operational level stimulated collaboration.  

5.3 Project Ending Phase: February 2009 – June 2009 

This section describes feedback loops that occurred during the ending phase of project 

Maltesers X. In the beginning of 2008 all technical problems were solved. Communication 

between people from Mars and PSX decreased because there weren’t any operational 

problems to be solved and the machine was moved the Mars production plant in England. Still 

the reinforcing loop of “creation of personal ties” at tactical and operational level continued.  

John organized a presentation at PSX in order to prepare and inform persons from PSX about 

the importance of the delivery of good quality films. This presentation resulted in 

commitment among the involved departments.  
 

[Marc]:“People of the departments liked the total openness of the customer (john) 

and were really committed to the project which resulted in good quality tests and at the end a 

reliable delivery of quality films”.   
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The ignition of a vicious loop of “evidence leads to trust” at strategic level 

During 2009 commitment from PSX at strategic level decreased, because of the increase of 

unsuccessful projects within the alliance. This catalyzed a vicious cycle of “evidence leads to 

trust at strategic level” which influenced the collaboration at tactical and operational level, as 

shown in figure 5.7. 

Figure 5.7: Interaction between hierarchical levels during ending phase 

 

In the period begin 2009 and mid 2009 became clear how a lack of achievement of 

expectations and objectives (GAC) resulted in a vicious cycle of “evidence leads to trust” at 

strategic level. It also resulted in disappointment on the tactical and operational team level.  

Ignition of a vicious cycle of “creation of personal ties” at tactical and operational team level 

was prevented, because the innovation leadership team used several interventions (i.e. 

realization of celebrations and open communication). This kept people involved even during 

the period commitment was decreased, as shown in figure 5.7. How this occurred during the 

project is described below. 

 At the end of the project a vicious cycle of “evidence leads to trust” was started at 

strategic level, because the number of unsuccessful projects increased (GAC). This resulted in 

a decrease of trust at strategic level of PSX, which resulted in a decrease in investment. This 

was needed to launch a new project in order to commercialize the packaging concept. This 

leaded to frustration at tactical and operational level. Over time a lack of openness about 

Mars’ top level decision management (IA, OC) resulted in the ignition of a vicious cycle of 

“evidence leads to trust” at tactical level.  The following text describes how the vicious 

cycles occurred during the collaboration project. 

  Mid 2009 many planned projects were canceled, under influence of decisions made 

by Mars’ higher management. This resulted in no guaranteed volumes for PSX which was 

expected by PSX. This resulted in a decrease of trust on commercial level, because PSX 

commercial didn’t see the mutuality of the partnership and became suspicious (IA).   
 

[Paul]: “at that time people at strategic level weren’t committed because there were 

doubts about the mutuality of the collaboration. PSX didn’t see any realized volumes because 
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of the unsuccessful projects. They had invested a lot of resources and time in the projects. 

We‘ve communicated openly about our plans to launch a second project to commercialize the 

new packaging technology, but commercial of PSX didn’t want to invest in more projects until 

volume were realized”. 

  

People became disappointed and frustrated at tactical and operational level.  

 

[Martin]:“We worked hard for this project and at the end it isn’t commercialized. 

This was frustrating, but it was more frustrating that we weren’t informed early in the 

process. [Jack]:“It was a frustration that we didn’t have the opportunity to support Mars (at 

a strategic level) to commercialize the project. We felt that we had creative solutions in order 

to commercialize the project. They weren’t really open for these ideas (C2C), which is what 

we looked for from an open relationship perspective (EBT). To compound the frustration, the 

decision was made very late in the process (OC).This made us question whether their vision 

of a strategic partnership was different from ours (IBT)”.   

 

There was no suspicion at tactical and operational level because of the following reason. 

Personal ties were strong at tactical and operational front. Mars and PSX collaborated on 

other aspects of the partnership by creating a Design price, operational forum and Mars 

engineering week. These achievements were recognized by both partners. Open 

communication because of collaboration activities and celebrations resulted that personal ties 

remained strong. This is shown in figure 5.7 by the blue cycles that caused that the level of 

commitment remained high at tactical and operational level. 
 

Turning a vicious cycle of “evidence leads to trust” into a virtuous cycle” 

Mid 2009 the vicious cycle of “evidence leads to trust” at strategic level was terminated by a 

meeting with people from tactical level from the partner side. During this meeting the 

partnership was evaluated and Paul asked PSX if they still were motivated to continue.  

 

[Paul]: “At that moment people from PSX commercial did not want to invest in 

another project, but after the conversation this changed. [Paul] “I’ve told that I understood 

that PSX commercial not wanted to invest and asked them if they wanted to continue with the 

partnership. I think this openness convinced them about our intentions of the partnership. 

After the conversation they were willing to start a new project in order to commercialize the 

new package, in order to keep the partnership a live”.  

 

 Furthermore the formulation of new short term objectives at tactical level jointly 

helped to create new motivation to collaboration and prevented that trust was harmed.  

 

[Jack & Martin]”John en Paul showed their intentions and showed us that really wanted to 

make this collaboration a success, not only for Mars.” 

 

PSX and Mars decided to focus on small projects that would result in volumes on short term. 

It is observed that open and cross level communication about expectations and intentions 

catalyzed a virtuous cycle of “evidence leads to trust” at strategic level. The following section 

provides an overview about which loops occurred during each phase of the project per 

hierarchical level. Furthermore is shown which interventions played a catalytic role. 



 40 

5.4 Concluding remarks Case 1: Maltesers X 

Figure 5.8: Total overview observed loops and interventions during project Maltesers X 

Figure 5.8 gives an overview of the observed loops on each level during the three phases. 

Circles in the matrix represent the feedback loops as described in the preceding sections and 

are described in the legend. A circle is placed in the figure, when it occurred and or 

transformed into a vicious or virtuous loop during the project. 

Considering the findings of the project in figure 5.8 and the main research questions, 

the following conclusions are derived. Firstly, it is concluded that 5 out of 8 of the loops has 

been observed as expected in the conceptual model of this study, as shown in Appendices I 

and J. 

Secondly, the findings show that loops occurred during different phases and within 

different levels. Some loops (“creation of personal ties” and “evidence leads to trust”) occur 

in the initiation phase, other occur during the collaboration phase (i.e. habituation, learning 

facilitates and learning leads to commitment).  

Thirdly, it is observed that some loops are catalyzed by interventions (contracts, 

dependency, explosion meeting). Others are catalyzed by loops on the same level but also by 

loops on other levels (i.e. creation of personal ties, evidence leads to trust and habituation), 

as shown in figure 5.9. Not every loop occurred on each level, the loops “Creation of personal 

ties” and “evidence leads” played a role on each level).  But it differed how these loops have 

been influenced or catalyzed on each hierarchical level. Loops on lower levels are more 

influenced by loops of higher levels, than vice versa, as shown in figure 5.9. Furthermore, it is 

observed that personal aspects played a more important role to catalyze loops on tactical and 

operational level. This compared to catalyzed loops on strategic level which are more 

influenced by commercial aspects. It is seen that some virtuous loops were transformed into 

vicious loops during the collaboration phase (“evidence leads to trust” and “creation of 

personal ties”) and ending phase (“evidence leads to trust”). 
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It is observed that if a vicious loop of “evidence leads to trust” continues over time it 

may catalyze a vicious loop of “creation of personal ties”. Interventions supported managers 

to transform vicious loops into virtuous loops (strategic partnership agreement, explosion 

meeting, open communication and celebrations). Furthermore some virtuous loops (i.e. 

creation of personal ties and habituation) supported to transform vicious loops (i.e. evidence 

leads to trust) into virtuous loops. It is observed that some interventions that catalyzed vicious 

loops (addition of a person, lack of internal alignment, cancelling of a project, lack of 

transparency about the decision making process).  

Figure 5.9: Overview interaction between hierarchical level during project Maltesers X 

5.5 Case2: Project Galaxy Icon News 
 

This section provides an overview of the main important events and causal loops that 

occurred during project Galaxy Icon news, first a short description is given about this project.  

 

This project was started in begin 2008 by a design brief of the Mars marketing department. 

Mars wanted to change the shelf impact and communication of the opening ritual of all block 

variants.  This should have resulted in an easy and consistent use of the ritualistic opening, 

which should have resulted in an increase of sales.   

 From the beginning Mars contacted PSX in order to find a good technology for the 

new opening concept. PSX suggested using a laser technology in the beginning, but after 

calculation of the needed investment it became clear that this technology was too expensive. 

PSX came with the idea to use perforation which was used in openings in their paper 

business. The first samples were promising which resulted that Mars and PSX started a 

project. Knowledge from both partners was needed to create the new packaging by a trial-

and-error process. Mars shared the design, marketing, test and process knowledge and PSX 

shared the paper perforation knowledge. 

  From the beginning of the project, the relationship between Mars and PSX was good 

at tactical level. People knew each other and people were motivated to make this project a 
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success. Although at operational level people didn’t know each other, people collaborated 

openly from the beginning. No barriers existed and people were motivated to make this 

project a success, because of commitment and trust at tactical level and a good structure of 

the collaboration.  

 Since 2009 the relationship between team members at operational level became 

stronger and people were sharing knowledge intensively and provided many resources to the 

collaboration. From the beginning until the summer of 2009, many tests were conducted 

which resulted in new insights. But needed investments were not easily made on strategic 

level, because of the increase of unsuccessful projects within the partnership. Many projects 

were canceled by decisions taken by Mars. PSX wanted to see more mutuality and wanted to 

invest together and share risks.  

 In the summer of 2009 the project was delayed because of two reasons. Firstly, 

investments were not made for over 3 months, which stopped the collaboration at operational 

level. Secondly a very high opening success rate was required by Mars (at strategic level) 

which leaded to frustration and suspicion on both sides at lower hierarchical levels.  

The following sections describe how causal feedback loops occurred during the three 

stages of the project (i.e. initiation, operational and ending) at each hierarchical level. 

Furthermore several interventions that influenced these loops are described. 

5.5.1 Project initiation: January 2008 – mid- 2008  

During the initiation phase of the project a reinforcing cycle of “creation of personal ties” at 

operational level was catalyzed, as shown in figure 5.10.  

Figure 5.10: Interaction between loops at different hierarchical level during project initiation 

From the beginning of the project strong personal ties existed at tactical level.  At this level 

people knew each other very well.  
 

[Martin & Susan]:“There was good contact between the embedded manager 

(Ronald) from PSX in Slough and Susan, Martin and Paul. We knew each other from other 

projects and trusted each other”.  
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The high level of trust (IBT, EBT) at tactical level catalyzed a reinforcing loop of “creation of 

personal ties” at operational level. Martin had frequent personal contact with people at 

operational level. [ 

 

[Martin]:“People on the operational level knew that there was trust on higher level, 

which increased their willingness to collaborate (C2C)”.   

 

Also Ronald had a good relationship with people at tactical and operational level (from PSX 

and Mars). People on the operational level knew that they could share and collaborate openly 

because higher management supported this (IA, CBT). 

 The second reason that a reinforcing loop of “creation of personal ties” was catalyzed 

at operational level was because of a virtuous loop of “habituation” at tactical and 

operational level from the start of the project, as shown in 5.10. From project Maltesers X a 

standard way of working, communication flows, stage gate model, was applied to other 

projects in the partnership. Involved people were aware about the importance of structuring 

the collaboration to build up trust. During the project Galaxy Icon News these procedures, 

rules and process (SNV) description were also applied which resulted directly in a structured 

way of working at tactical and operational level.  

Another reason which explained the creation of personal ties was catalyzed was because of 

the high level of commitment from the start of this project. This was explained by the fact that 

the need of successes was high to prove the partnership would work. The believers at tactical 

and operational level wanted to prove that the partnership could work by making those project 

a success. The project Galaxy Icon News could be the success that the partnership needed.  

 Concluding, in the beginning of the project we’ve seen that trust (EBT, IBT) at 

tactical level was high. People knew each other and were committed to the project, because 

the partnership needed a success. A reinforcing loop of “creation of personal ties” at 

operational level was catalyzed by strong personal ties at tactical level. From the beginning 

people at the operational level were sharing knowledge openly.  

5.5.2 Operational phase: mid-2008 –recent  

Because of the knowledge collaborating activities started at the end of the initiation phase, a 

reinforcing cycle of “evidence leads to trust” was catalyzed at tactical and operational level.  

 

[Martin]: “We communicated frequently and there was a good spirit at operational 

level” (IBT). During the operational phase expectations and objectives were achieved (GAC), 

which resulted in more trust and commitment (C2C). [Martin & Ronald]:”Every time 

permission was given at strategic level, to go the next stage, this was celebrated between 

members by e- mails and telephone calls. At all levels people wanted to make this project a 

success, because many project didn’t make it to the market.  

 

The ignition of a vicious loop of “Evidence leads to trust” on tactical level” 

In the summer of 2009 the virtuous loop of “evidence leads to trust” was transformed into a 

vicious cycle, because of a lack of internal alignment as shown in figure xxx 

How this vicious loop occurred during the project Galaxy Icon news is explained by 

the following quote:  

[Jim]: “Mars Engineering all of a sudden wanted to run trials over several days, 

while the previous plan was to limit the trials to a few hours only”  (IA). In our opinion this 

was a way to frustrate the project, operations would never accepts trials on their lines for 

over days. People from packaging innovation became a little bit suspicious. The discussion 

continued and frustrated (C2C) the people who were involved, frequent communication 

(FOC) at the end resulted in an acceptable trial time, which resulted that the project could 

continue”.  
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Reinforcing loops of learning 
During the operation phase two reinforcing loops were observed at the operational level: 

“knowledge facilitates” and “learning leads to commitment”, as shown in figure 5.11 After 

every trial of perforation types, new insights were created, which motivated the technicians to 

continue because the project was progressing, which resulted in collaborating activities. 

Machines were visited by both parties and brainstorm sessions were organized with people 

from form PSX and Mars.  

 

[Martin]: “In this project no barriers of knowledge sharing existed instead of the 

project Maltesers X. This resulted in new perforation types that were tested by both parties 

(C2C). PSX involved specialist (C2C) to increase to come up with more specific insights 

which facilitated the process (MAK). It was like a trial and error process were new trials 

leaded to new insights in order to find the right opening. Which is perceived as knowledge 

facilitates (MAK, EK)”.   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.11: Two loops of learning during at operational level 

The role of a vicious loop of “evidence leads to trust” on strategic level 

During the operational phase (summer 2009) negative loops were observed because of a 

decision made at strategic level. After a period of testing and progressing, Mars (at a strategic 

level) came up with a requirement about an opening success rate of 95-100%, which resulted 

in a negative loop of “trust leads to evidence” and frustration at tactical and operational level 

(within Mars and PSX), as shown in figure 5.12. This ‘request’ was perceived a non-realistic 

percentage for an opening package.  
 

[Martin]: “We thought we could never realize such a high opening success rate. Until 

now it is still unclear why such a high openings rate was needed. It was just a decision taken 

by Mars on strategic level and there was no transparency which resulted in distrust and 

suspicion (OC) on tactical level. “I thought this challenge was too high to succeed. It was 

perceived that this was a way to cancel another project by higher management, like as other 

projects were cancelled. The partnership needed this project to succeed”. [Jack]: “We 

weren’t involved in the decision making process and no transparency was created by Mars on 

strategic level, which was a frustration”. 
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Before the negative loop of “evidence leads to trust” would harm the relationship and 

collaboration at tactical level and operational level, one of the members of the Management 

team of PSX motivated the involved persons at tactical level to continue (FC, IA).  
 

[Martin]: “It was a member of our management team that told us to try it, maybe it 

was possible to find a high success rate and he wanted a success for the partnership, at least 

we could try. After two days we were motivated to continue and as a team with Mars and PSX 

people we decided to make this project a success (C2C). [Susan]: “During this period people 

from both organizations communicated intensively about how to realize the “high” success 

rate which resulted commitment from both sides (C2C)”.  

 

Figure 5.12: Interaction between loops at different hierarchical levels during the operational 

phase 

Furthermore, it is observed how a discussion on strategic level catalyzed a negative cycle of 

“creation of personal ties” and “evidence to trust” at tactical and operational level. Not 

providing resources at strategic level (commitment) frustrated collaboration at lower levels. 

During summer 2009 investments were needed to upscale the production line and to solve a 

problem on the line of PSX. Because of the commercial discussion (IP rights) at strategic 

level, the project couldn’t continue at operational level and people became disappointed. For 

over 3 months de project was stopped, which leaded a decrease of communication (OC, FOC) 

and knowledge sharing (CA) at operational level.  

 

[Susan]: “We were just in a good spirit and were progressing, this delay frustrated 

the process and people begin to focus on other projects”.  On tactical level people became 

also frustrated, because they putted a lot of effort to make the project a success. [Martin & 

Susan]: “This project was needed to have a success and prove that the strategic partnership 

was a good decision. Many projects were canceled and it seemed that this project would also 

be cancelled.  
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Susan tried to convinced people at strategic level that this was the moment to invest and to 

make the project a success otherwise people would be demotivated (IA)”.  

 

[Martin]: “We expected a more open relationship with flexibility to end the 

commercial discussion. PSX didn’t want to invest because too many projects were cancelled 

and the commercial agreements should be changed. [Jack] “We expected that they would be 

open for a creative commercial construction. This is what you expect in a collaborating 

project in the context of open innovation (PL), this frustrated the collaboration” (C2C).   

This decrease was not enough to terminate the project, because personal ties at this level were 

strong enough. 

 

[Susan]:“Although we separated the commercial discussion from the operational 

discussion, it became clear on operational that there were discussions because no investments 

were made”.   

 

After three months it was decided to make the investments and the project would start again, 

but another disappointment came.  

The following section provides an overview about which loops occurred during each 

phase of the project per hierarchical level. Furthermore is shown which interventions played a 

catalytic role. 

5.8 Concluding remarks Case 2: project Galaxy Icon News 

Figure5.13: Total overview observed loops and interventions during project Galaxy Icon News 

Figure 5.13 gives an overview of the observed loops on each level during two phases 

(initiation and operational). Considering the findings in this figure and the main research 

questions, the following conclusions are derived.  

Firstly, it is concluded that 5 out of 8 of the loops has been observed as expected in 

the conceptual model of this study, as shown Appendices K and L.  
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Secondly, the findings show that loops occurred during different phases and within 

different levels. Some loops (“creation of personal ties”, “evidence leads to trust” and 

“habituation”) occurred in the initiation phase, others occurred during the collaboration phase 

(i.e. “learning facilitates” and “learning leads to commitment”). Compared to the other case it 

is observed that the virtuous loop “habituation” was catalyzed from the initiation phase. 

Thirdly, it is observed that some loops are catalyzed by interventions (contracts, 

dependency, explosion meeting, people selection, involvement of member of the management 

team, need for successes and embedded manager). Others are catalyzed by loops on the same 

level but also by loops on other levels (i.e. “creation of personal ties”, “evidence leads to 

trust” and “habituation”), as shown in figure 5.13. Not each loop occurred at each 

hierarchical level, the loops “creation of personal ties” and “evidence leads to trust” played a 

role at each level).  But it differed how these loops have been influenced or catalyzed on each 

hierarchical level. Loops on lower levels are more influenced by loops of higher levels, than 

vice versa, as shown in figure 5.14. Furthermore, it is observed that personal aspects played a 

more important role to catalyze loops on tactical and operational level. This compared to 

catalyzed loops on strategic level which are more influenced by commercial aspects. 

It is seen that some virtuous loops were transformed into vicious loops during the 

collaboration phase (“evidence leads to trust” and “creation of personal ties”) and ending 

phase (“evidence leads to trust”). It is observed that if a vicious loop of “evidence leads to 

trust” continues over time it may catalyze a vicious loop of “creation of personal ties”.  

Figure 5.14: Overview interaction between hierarchical levels during project Galaxy Icon News 

Interventions supported managers to transform vicious loops into virtuous loops (strategic 

partnership agreement, involvement of a member of the management team, people selection 

and existing personal ties). Furthermore some virtuous loops (i.e. creation of personal ties and 

habituation) supported to transform vicious loops (i.e. evidence leads to trust) into virtuous 

loops. It is observed that some interventions (lack of good advice, cancelled projects, and lack 

of transparency about the decision making process, and IP discussions) catalyzed vicious 

loops during this project.  
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6 Implications for Design  

6.1 Introduction 

This MSc thesis expands existing literature on how knowledge sharing and absorption is 

influenced in a strategic innovation partnership under influence of relationship development. 

Findings of the case study describe when and how causal feedback loops occurred during the 

collaboration. The analyses of the empirical data show that 5 out of 8 loops described in the 

conceptual model where observed during the collaboration. Furthermore, it is observed that 

some loops occurred at different hierarchical levels and interact with loops at other levels.  

In this section findings are interpreted in the form of design propositions (Denyer et 

al. 2008). The so-called “CIMO-logic” is followed to create applicable design rules that can 

be used by managers that are involved in an alliance. This logic involves a combination of a 

“problematic” Context (C), for which the design propositions suggests a certain Intervention 

(I), to produce through catalyzed Mechanisms (M) an intended outcome (O). The key 

component of a design proposition is the intervention (I) (Denyer et al., 2008). Table 6.1 

gives an overview how this CIMO logic is applied on the findings from the projects. 

Table 6.1: CIMO-logic applied to this study 

 

                                                 
4
 the numbers behind each intervention show if  empirical evidence was found in Project Maltesers X 

(1) and or project Galaxy Icon News (2) 

Component Findings 

♦ Context (C) The projects are conducted within a strategic innovation 

partnership. The main objective of the partnership is to 

commercialize new innovations based on collaboration 

between a supplier and a producer, which may result in 

benefits for both parties if commercialization occurs.  The 

findings of this study provide meaningful insights for 

managers who want to establish a knowledge intensive 

collaboration project within an early stage of a strategic 

innovation partnership with a key supplier.  

The sharing, creation and absorption of technical knowledge 

is seen as the means to create innovation jointly. In this study 

three specific situations are described in which interventions 

may help (i.e. how to start, how to operate and how to deal 

with difficulties). 

♦ Interventions (I)
4
 Internal alignment (1), strategic partnership agreement (1,2), 

embedded manager (1,2), explosion meeting (1), cross-level 

communication (1,2), confidentiality agreement (1,2),  

involvement third knowledge party (1,2), expressing 

expectations (1), existing personal ties (2), strategic flexibility 

(1,2),  IPR discussion (2) and people selection (2), recognition 

of achievements (1) involvement higher management (2) 

♦ Mechanisms (M) “Evidence leads to trust”, “creation of personal ties”, 

“learning increases commitment”, “learning facilitates”, 

“learning decreases creation” and “habituation” 

♦ Outcomes (O) Knowledge sharing, creation, absorption, achievement of 

objective (new packaging), strong personal ties and 

commitment on all hierarchical levels 
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Figure 6.1: overview important interventions per phase and per situation 

The following section presents several design propositions derived from the analyses, as 

shown in the tables in Appendix N. This section is structured as follows. For each situation as 

described in table 6.1. interventions are described which influence one or more loops. As 

shown in figure 6.1. this study shows how managers at different hierarchical levels (i.e. 

strategic, tactical and operational) can influence relationship development in order to 

stimulate knowledge sharing and absorption, by providing practical interventions. Figure 6.1. 

could help to determine which intervention could be used to stimulate collaboration or 

prevents that the collaboration may be harmed during periods of frustration and 

disappointment. In figure 6.1. some interventions are red-colored, which shows that during 

the projects it was observed that a lack of these interventions resulted in negative spirals of 

“evidence leads to trust” and “ creation of personal ties”. In this paragraph practical 

recommendations are described in three situations (how to start, how to operate and how to 

deal with difficulties). 

How to start 

During the initiation phase of a project it is important to accelerate the collaboration activities 

and build up personal ties as soon as possible. This prevents that the collaboration is harmed 

during situation of disappointment, because people are committed. The following text 

presents interventions that may accelerate collaboration. 

 

Strategic partnership agreement and confidentially agreement 
If levels of trust are low in the start up phase of project, a confidentiality agreements and a 

strategic partnership agreement help to motivate people to collaborate even when people 

don’t know each other. Formal control increases commitment because people do not want to 

risk sanctions, which can be seen as calculus based trust (Pantelli & Sockalingam, 2005; Das 

& Teng, 1998). Furthermore people are willing to invest in long term relationship if they are 

aware of strategic plans at higher levels. Through collaboration over time people become 
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involved, which increases personal communication and creates personal ties, which lead over 

time in unconditional trust. 

 To catalyze collaboration in the start up phase when trust is low, a confidentiality 

agreement and strategic partnership agreement may increase commitment. 

 

Use of existing personal ties 
From the beginning it is important to have “believers” of the partnership in each organization 

and at each hierarchical level, because this spreads trust and commitment among members. If 

people at higher levels have strong personal ties and show their commitment to the 

partnership, people at lower levels will become more committed.  

During a strategic partnership several projects are conducted which results in strong 

personal ties between people. These strong personal ties can be applied to new projects to 

catalyze the creation of personal ties between other people and to accelerate collaboration 

from the beginning.  

To catalyze collaboration in the start up phase, existing personal ties and 

commitment at higher levels accelerates the creation of personal ties between organizations 

at lower hierarchical levels 

 

Involvement of “experienced people” (people selection) 

Clarity on way of working and procedures from the beginning stimulates collaboration and 

results in habits of collaboration (Dharanaj, 2004). This prevents that conflicts arise because 

of a lack of mutual understanding and mutual preferred way of collaborating. If there is a 

clear structure from the beginning people become used to collaborate, which accelerates the 

collaboration during the start up phase of project, where people normally put a lot of effort in 

finding the “right” way to collaborate. This process can be accelerated by the involvement of 

“experienced people”, which refers to people who has been involved during other 

collaboration projects. This is most important at the operational and tactical level, where 

many people do interact and have to find a way of collaborating together.  

Also here the benefit of a strategic alliance becomes clear, since the conduction of 

projects results in collaboration knowledge that resides within “experienced people” who 

were involved in other passed collaboration projects. The involvement of these people 

catalyzes the creation of personal ties.  

Use experienced people from the start of a project who can bring clear structure to 

the collaboration. This will make others perceive collaboration as a habit quicker. 

 

Embedded manager 
If people do not know each other and trust is low, an embedded manager at the operational 

level helps to accelerate the creation of personal ties, by improvement of quality of 

communication and increase of frequency of communication. Literature shows that face-to-

face and frequent communication increases trust (Maguire et al, 2001). Furthermore research 

about embedded journalist in military combat units describes this by the creation of a “esprit 

de corps” between the journalists and the military” that resulted in identification, even 

“camaraderie,” with military, because of a certain “dependency” and “self-disclosure” of the 

journalist (Pfau et al., 2004).  

An embedded manager helps to accelerate the development of personal ties between 

partners from the initiation phase, because it increases frequency and quality of 

communication. 

How to operate 

During the period when collaboration accelerates it is important to keep the project on track 

and prevent negative loops are catalyzed. This section describes possible pitfalls that may 

occur during the operational phase and how manager should prevent them.  
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Strategic partnership 
If trust between people is not strong, it is necessary to keep involved with formal control. 

Furthermore, during operation new persons may be involved who can be committed and 

convinced by a strategic partnership document. 

  For continuity of the project use strategic partnership to keep and get people involved 

. 

Discussions about IP rights  

During the operational phase, discussions about IP rights may frustrate the project. 

Investments will not be made if IP discussions do still exist. For this reason people should 

conduct discussion about IP rights as soon as possible at the strategic level in order to prevent 

that people at tactical and operation level become frustrated and less committed.  

For continuity and prevention of frustration, conduct discussions about IP as soon as 

possible (e.g. from the initiation phase), and review IP right agreements during all phases of 

the collaboration 

 

Cross level communication and transparency 

Managers at each level should be aware of the consequences of their behavior and decision 

that influence collaboration at other levels. Decisions at strategic level may influence tactical 

and operational level and vice versa. If decisions and behavior are not transparent and 

understood by people from other levels, this may influence trust and commitment. For this 

reason managers should assure quality communication and openness, which can be realized 

by frequent face-to-face meetings between people from different hierarchical level. Managers 

should ensure that consequences of collaboration at each level are understood.  

Quantitative empirical research shows that strategic importance is negatively related 

to abrupt termination is negatively related to abrupt termination (Lunnan & Haugland, 2008). 

These results indicate that the more strategically important the firm perceives the alliance to 

be, the lower is the probability of early termination.  For this reason people from all levels 

should communicate with each other in order to define the importance of the partnership and 

to analyze which strategic opportunities do exists from a commercial and technological 

innovation perspective.  

For continuity and to prevent frustration occurs, stimulate cross level communication 

during decision making process.  

 

Internal alignment 

If collaboration between partners increases at operational level, people need more resources to 

keep the project running. In practice this results in a request for investments and support from 

people of other departments. If people from other departments are not committed to the 

partnership or collaboration project, this may result in lack of support and may result in a 

delay of the project. This may result in disappointment and frustration at operational level and 

over time at tactical at strategic level.  

For this reason managers should align people in other departments as soon as possible 

in order to prevent the process may be frustrated. Within a strategic partnership each project 

starts with the history of conducted projects. Managers should be aware that issues may exist 

between (potential) involved persons, from the beginning. Manager should communicate 

openly with (potential) involved persons from other departments, to create alignment. 

For continuity and consistency people from one company, but from different divisions 

as well as people at different hierarchical levels should be aligned. 

 

Expressing expectations 
During the operational phase of a collaboration project, it may occur that new persons are 

added or people are replaced. This may result in a risk full situation because no strong 

personal ties exist between the new persons and the others, which accelerates the rising of 

suspicion if expectations are not fulfilled. Hence, it is important to communicate openly about 

intentions and expectations from the beginning and review during the operation if people still 

understand and agree about what is expected. Furthermore it is important to focus on the 
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creation of personal ties, to get insights on each other intentions. This prevents that suspicion 

directly enters if expectations are not fulfilled. It is observed that frequent communication is 

important to catalyze a reinforcing loop of the creation of personal ties, this can be achieved 

by company visits and non-work related activities.  

On the other hand, the change of people may lead to healthy suspicion on intentions, 

which supports the outcomes of the collaboration over the long term because mutuality and 

new objects will be stimulated at strategic level (Andersen & Jap, 2005).  

During addition of people within a collaboration projects, prevent suspicion enters by 

expressing expectations clearly from the beginning. 

 

Embedded manager 
During the operational phase it is important that more people at each hierarchical level do 

have positive beliefs about the partner. This process can be catalyzed by the embedded 

manager over time. If people see that strong ties are build up between the embedded manager 

and one or more employees of the organization this may create openness for other member to 

build up a relationship with the embedded manager. This may also help to align people from 

other departments. If they have a personal connection with a person from the partner 

organization they are more committed which result in more support. 

An embedded manager is a good means to continue the development of personal ties 

between partners.  

How to deal with difficulties 

During projects it may occur that the collaboration does not progress as expected. If negative 

loops are catalyzed it is important to transform them as soon as possible in positive loops, to 

prevent the relationship will be damaged. This section describes how managers could 

transform a negative loop into a positive loop. 

 

Strategic partnership agreement and confidentiality agreement 
To align people from other departments, a strategic partnership and confidentiality agreement 

may help. Formal control increase the predictability of the partners behavior (Das & Teng, 

1998), even if identity based or experienced trust is low which result in decrease in suspicion 

and increase of willingness to support. 

 Formal control may help to get people aligned from other departments, even if no 

personal ties exist. 

 

Strategic flexibility 
Within a strategic partnership it may occur that expectations fall short, for example if 

expected project outcomes are not achieved. This influences collaboration at all levels.  

At strategic level, people often do not have strong personal ties and judge the 

collaboration mainly on commercial outcomes. If project outcomes are not achieved, this may 

easily result in suspicion or a lack of commitment, which influence the collaboration because 

investment will not be made. To keep people committed at strategic level, strategic flexibility 

is required to demonstrate commitment. This was observed in this study by the decision of 

partners to focus on “small” projects to create volumes and by making new promises about 

commercializing of the packaging concept in the future. But also a lack of strategic flexibility 

was observed during the situation in Maltesers X where one of the partners suggested a new 

commercial structure which wasn’t applied. This is what people at strategic level expected 

within a strategic partnership and resulted in disappointment.  

Literature shows that, trust is found to be positively related to strategic flexibility 

(Young-Ybarra & Wiersema, 1999). For this reason it is important that people at strategic 

level also focus on the creation of strong personal ties during the alliance. 

 

At tactical and operational level the increase of unsuccessful projects may influence the 

collaboration differently compared to collaboration at strategic level, because differences 
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exists in objectives, intentions and motivation at each hierarchical level. The increase of 

cancelled projects may result in an increase of commitment among involved persons at 

tactical and operational level. It seems that commitment at tactical and operational level does 

not decrease within the same time span as at strategic level. Besides the commercial aspects, 

people on tactical and operational level may be more motivated because technological 

ambitions. At strategic level commitments exist because the investments that are made have 

to be earned back, which is explained by a lock–inn effect (Lunnan & Haugland, 2008). It 

seems this type of commitment decreases faster than commitment at tactical and operational 

level.   

Periodical evaluations of outcomes of the collaboration and a jointly search for new 

collaboration objectives, prevents that commitment at strategic level decreases. At strategic 

level partners should show strategic flexibility to keep the other partner committed. 

 

Cross level communication and transparency 
If decisions at strategic level may influence tactical land operational level and vice versa, 

transparency and openness should be created. This in order to create understanding and 

prevent that commitment decreases or suspicion enters. 

If decisions are taken that influence collaboration on other hierarchical levels, 

personal meetings are important to increase understanding among persons to prevent 

suspicion and a commitment decreases. 

 

Explosion meeting 
It may occur during collaboration that suspicion exists between collaborating people. To 

prevent that this damages the collaboration and relationship, open communication in the form 

of an explosion meeting prevents that vicious loops of “evidence leads to trust” and “creation 

of personal ties” continue. An explosion meeting is observed in this study as a face-to-face 

meeting between people where people can show vulnerability and openly communicate about 

doubts, frustration and expectations. This may lead commitment, because people may get 

insights about each other intentions because they are made explicit (Tjosvold, 1997). Besides 

expressing doubts and expectations, it important to provide support to improve the situation 

jointly to demonstrate commitment which creates commitment by the other party.  

During phases of frustration and suspicion in a collaboration project, stimulate open 

communication in the form of an explosion meeting, to reset the relationship in order to build 

strong personal ties. 

 

Involvement of a person from a higher hierarchical level 
In situations were commitment decreases at tactical and or operational level, the involvement 

of a person from a higher hierarchical level increases commitment at lower levels. This was 

observed during the project Galaxy Icon News by the communication between a member of 

the management team and with people at tactical level. This is increase can be explained by 

authority, but also by the fact that people are more commitment if they see that people at 

higher levels also are committed to the collaboration. 

 During a phase of low commitment at tactical and operational level, involve 

a person from a higher hierarchical level to increase willingness to collaborate at lower 

levels 

 

Involvement third knowledge partner 
If knowledge sharing and absorption between partners evolve over time, in one point in time 

the situation occurs that both partners do not have complementary knowledge, which 

decreases knowledge sharing and absorption (Nooteboom et al., 2006). In order to prevent 

that a vicious loop of “evidence leads to trust” is catalyzed, organizations should directly 

involve a third knowledge partner to catalyze a knowledge sharing and creation. This prevents 

the project delays and people at each hierarchical level become frustrated. 
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 If the project does not progress because of a lack of knowledge, managers should 

directly involve a third knowledge partner to keep the collaboration running and to keep the 

good team spirit alive.  

 

Strategic partnership agreement and confidentiality agreement 
A strategic partnership document and confidentiality agreement seems to be good means to 

keep people committed. These forms of formal control increases calculus based trust which 

results in commitment (Pantelli & Sockalingam, 2005; Das & Teng, 1998).  

 This study shows that interdependency plays an important role to keep people 

committed at each hierarchical level. Interdependency increases calculus based trust, which 

means that as long as organizations need each other, their behavior becomes reliable. In this 

study interdependency was observed by the mutual objective to commercialize the packaging, 

which would result in benefits for both partners. In order to achieve this objective, 

knowledge, skills and resources were needed from both partners. Furthermore Mars is 

perceived as a relative important customer for PSX. 

  Managers should be aware that commitment decreases if interdependency between 

organizations decreases. If interdependency decreases it is important to review the strategic 

agreements and discuss intentions of the partnership to prevent the relationship will be 

damaged over time. If commitment decreases because of a decrease in interdependency 

people should focus on the development of personal ties to keep people committed.   

If interdependency decreases, managers should focus on formal control and stimulate 

the development of personal ties in order to keep people committed. 

 

Recognition of achievements 

During collaboration the achievements of objective may fall short. This study shows that 

strong personal ties prevents that the level of commitment falls to a level that harms the 

collaboration. During disappointments, the recognition of (in)formal achievements keeps 

people involved. In the study it is observed that the creation of a competition and media 

publicity and the development of a technical forum resulted that personal ties remained 

strong, because of celebrations and intensive communication.   

 Recognition of achievements is needed to keep people involved during the 

collaboration, when disappointments occur.    

6.3 The catalytic role of strategic decisions 

This case study shows that behavior and decisions on strategic level influence trust and 

commitment on a lower level (tactical and operational). It affects how managers interpret the 

behavior every time a decision is made on strategic level that influences the collaboration on 

lower level during the project (Vlaar et al., 2007). This is observed during the project Galaxy 

Icon News, where people interpreted the request of a success rate of 95% as a way to kill the 

project on strategic level. 

Furthermore, findings show that during the initiation phase, personal ties on higher 

levels (i.e. strategic and or tactical) catalyzed a virtuous cycle of “creation of personal ties” on 

lower level (i.e. tactical and or operational), because of an increase of trust and commitment. 

People are willing to collaborate, if higher management supports the collaboration and trust 

their counterparts (Kapmeier, 2008). In project Galaxy Icon new this was observed as 

follows: that technical people on operational level didn’t know each other but strong personal 

ties existed on tactical and strategic level which made them willing to collaborate during the 

initiation phase. 

6.4 Expected but non-observed loops 

The findings in this study show that in total 5 out of 8 loops were observed, as described in 

the conceptual model of this study. This section reflects which loops weren’t observed in this 

case study.  
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Causal loop: “decrease in reciprocity”  

This study shows that if people learn, because of the sharing and creation in the partnership, 

they become more committed. This is partly not in line with the conceptual model. The model 

describes that the increase of the level of achievement of idiosyncratic goals and objectives 

results in a decrease of the willingness to collaborate over time (balancing loop “decrease in 

reciprocity”), as shown in Appendix J.  In this context partners remained committed to share 

and create knowledge until the commercialization of the packaging, since commercialization 

will transform made costs into earnings. In both projects both partners had a common goal, 

which results in commitment until the achievement of the goals. In a context where 

collaboration is stimulated by idiosyncratic objectives, opportunism may occur (Larsson, 

1998). For example if two partners collaborate to learn by sharing and creation of knowledge, 

goals may differ between partners who leads to a decrease of commitment if one the partners 

has achieved the idiosyncratic learning goals (Larsson, 1998).  

 

Causal loop:” too much control leads to distrust” 

This case study shows that people did not become suspicious because of the evaluations, 

formal agreements and authority. Formal control was seen as needed, to retain a trust in a 

period when other types of trust were decreasing or lacking and commitment was needed to 

survive. In this study increase of formal control was not perceived, there was a high level of 

formal control from the beginning. It is possible that if contracts are made too specific and 

monitoring increases this may turn on a vicious cycle of suspicion and decrease of 

commitment, this should be investigated in future research.  

 

Causal loop: “more collaboration decreases the need for formal control” 

Another loop that wasn’t observed clearly in this collaboration but was expected in the 

conceptual model is the loop “more collaboration decreases the need for formal control”. 

Evaluations or formal control didn’t increase during the projects, even during successful 

collaboration stage, project and partnership evaluations were structural planned.  
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7. Conclusions 

 
This study provides insight on the relational management aspects during knowledge intensive 

collaboration projects within a strategic partnership, by using a process approach in 

combination with a system dynamic approach. Studies have found that personal relationships 

are important in alliances (e.g., Arino and de la Torre, 1998; Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). 

This study describes goes deeper to create understanding how personal relationships influence 

collaborations over time. This study adds novelty to existing literature for the following 

reasons.  

Firstly, findings of this study show that collaboration between partners evolves far 

from linearly. Causal feedback loops show that knowledge sharing, creation and absorption 

between partners evolves over time under influence of relationship development. Findings 

show that personal ties keep people involved, even during periods of difficulties and 

disappointment and prevents that the collaborations escalates because of a vicious loop of 

“evidence leads to trust”. 

Secondly, this study describes relational development and knowledge sharing and 

absorption during three stages of a collaboration project (i.e. initiation, operational, ending). 

The initiation phase seems to be an important phase since it influences the success and 

continuing of the project. In this phase strong personal ties are often lacking, which result in a 

risk full situation when difficulties or disappointments occur.  

Thirdly, this study adds novelty by providing several interventions that support 

managers to catalyze relational development and knowledge sharing and absorption, 

described for each phase. 

Finally, where other literature describes collaboration from a personal and or 

organizational view (Das & Teng, 1998; Fang et al.,2008), this study provides a more detailed 

perspective, by describing relational development by three hierarchical levels (strategic, 

operational, ending). Findings show that relationship development is catalyzed differently on 

any level, because motivation, intentions and objectives differ on each hierarchical level. On 

strategic level, persons are more driven by commercial aspects, which results on a short term 

perspective. On tactical and operational level, the collaboration is more driven by strong 

personal ties and the creation of innovations over time because of technical interests. This 

study shows the importance of creating understanding among people on any level about the 

intentions and objectives on other levels, by frequent quality communication. Since findings 

of this study show that behavior and decisions on any level influence the development of the 

relationship on other levels and at the end the knowledge sharing and absorption on 

operational level  (Kapmeier, 2008). This study shows that decisions and behavior on 

strategic level have a great impact on the development of the collaboration on tactical and 

operational level.  

Limitations and further research 
Obviously, this study suffers from limitations. The first issue concerns the observations to 

identify events. Longitudal data were collect based on historical observation. Real-time 

observation is usually preferred over historical observations because they exhibit retrospective 

biases (Poole et al., 2000).Data might have been biased due to cognitive limitations, 

oversimplification of events after occurrence, framing of research questions and the tendency 

towards socially desirable answers (Huber & Power, 1985). Nevertheless, observing 

innovation projects in real-time is a time-consuming endeavor that this not fit the timeframe 

in which this master thesis had to take place. Therefore, I collected historical data using 

available documentation and interviews with key player in the collaboration projects. 

Hindsight biases and memory loss regarding relevant data have been taken into account as 

described in section 4.Furthermore the focus during interviews was on factual events instead 

of opinions to enhance validity of the results. A future real-time study might complement the 

findings of this study. 
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 Another limitation stems from the fact that case study results might be idiosyncratic. 

Often, case study results are hard to generalize. This disadvantage is counteracted by 

employing two case studies which may contain different conditions. This strengthens theory 

building (Yin, 2009). Although cases differ in time span and phase of the partnership, still 

generalisability remains limited, because the two projects were conducted within in the same 

strategic partnership and industry.  This study focuses on collaboration between a supplier and 

customer, future research could provide insights how relationships should be managed in 

other alliances or within a network of partners. Therefore, a follow-up research effort could 

evaluate multiple collaboration settings in a similar manner which results in more 

heterogeneity (Yin, 2009).  The benefit of a heterogeneous sample is that it facilitates 

generalization of research results to a wider set of collaboration project in partnerships (Pool 

et al., 2000). 

This study was conducted within the start up phase of a strategic alliance (Ring & 

Van de Ven, 1994). Further research should be conducted to provide insights on how 

relationship development and collaboration evolves over time within an alliance that resides 

in a mature or ending stage. In this study is observed that people are aware of the situation 

that the start of a partnership does not start fluently. People accept difficulties, because these 

are perceived as learning moments. It should be explored in further research how this 

acceptance of difficulties changes when the alliances continues to further stages.  

 Furthermore the analyses show that personal ties are important in collaboration 

between partners. This research didn’t focus on cultural setting or identity of persons that also 

may influence the collaboration. Future research in other cultural settings or with different 

team settings could be conducted to create better understanding which leads to more validity.  

 The limited number of cases leads to decreased generalization of study findings. The 

qualitative nature of the data limits the level of reliability because there is bias because of the 

influence of interpretation of the researcher. This was attacked by validation of a second 

student and key informants of the projects. It may be beneficial to translate the research model 

presented in this study into a quantitative model to explore, with more rigour, the various 

dynamic patterns of behavior that are possible in collaboration projects.  



 58 

References 
 

Akkermans, H., Bogerd, P., Van Doremalen, J., (2004), ‘Travail, transparency and trust: A 

case study of computer-supported collaborative supply chain planning in high-tech 

electronics’, European Journal of Operational Research, 153,  445–456 

 

Anderson & Jap, 2005; “The Dark Side of Close Relationships”, Sloan management review, 

46, 3, p.75 - 82 

 

Ariño, A., & De la Torre, J.,(1998), “Learning from Failure: Towards an Evolutionary Model 

of Collaborative Ventures’, Organization Science, 9, 3, pp. 306-325 

 

Aulakh, P.S., Kotabe, M., Sahay, A., (1996), ‘Trust and performance in cross-border 

marketing partnerships: A behavioral approach’, Journal of International Business Studies; 

27, 5 

 

Berman, S.L., Down, J., Charles, W.L., (2002), ‘Tacit Knowledge as a Source of Competitive 

Advantage in the National Basketball Association’, the Academy of Management Journal, 45, 

1, p.13-31  

 

Büchel, B., (2003), “Managing partner relations in joint ventures’, MIT Sloan Management 

Review, p.91-96  

 

Berends,H., Boersma, K.  and  Weggeman, M., (2003), ‘The Structuration of Organizational 

Learning’, Human Relations,,56,9. p.1035–1056 

 

Chesbrough, H., 2003. ‘Open Innovation’, Harvard University Press, 914, Cambridge, MA. 

 

Cohen, W.M., and Levinthal, D.A., 1990, ‘Absorptive Capacity: A New Perspective on 

Learning and Innovation’, Administrative Science Quarterly, 35, 1, p.128-152. 

 

Crossan, M.M., Lane, H.W. & White, R.E.  (1999), An organizational learning framework: 

From intuition to institution. Academy of Management Review, 24, 3, p.522–37. 

 

Das, T. K.  and Teng, B-S., (1998),’ Between Trust and Control: Developing Confidence in 

Partner Cooperation in Alliances’,  The Academy of Management Review, 23, 3, p.491-512  

 

De Jong, G., Nooteboom, B. (2000), ‘The causal structure of long-term supply relationships’, 

Kluwer Academic Publishers, Boston 

 

Dhanaraj, C., Lyles, M.A. H. Steensma, K., Tihanyi, L., (2004), ‘Managing Tacit and Explicit 

Knowledge Transfer in IJVs: The Role of Relational Embeddedness and the Impact on 

Performance’, Journal of International Business Studies, 35, 5, p.428-442  

 

Dickson, P.H., Weavers, K.M., Hoy, F., (2006), ‘Opportunism in the R&D alliances of 

SMES: The roles of the institutional environment and SME size’, Journal of Business 

Venturing, 21, p.487–513 

 

Dyer, J.H., and Nobeoka, K., (2000), ‘Creating and Managing a High-Performance 

Knowledge-Sharing Network: The Toyota Case’, Strategic Management Journal, 21, 3, 

p.345-367  

 



 59 

Fang, E, Palmatier, R.W., Scheer, L.K., Li, N., (2008),’Trust at Different Organizational 

Levels’, Journal of Marketing, 72, p.80–98 

 

Ganesan, S., and Hess, R., (1997), ‘Dimensions and Levels of Trust: Implications for 

Commitment to a Relationship’, Marketing Letters, 8, 4, p.439–448  

 

Holmqvist, M., (2003), ‘A Dynamic Model of Intra-and Inter-organizational Learning’, 

Organization Studies, 24, 1, p.95–123 

 

Huber, G.P., and Power, D.J. (1985), ‘Research Notes and Communications: Retrospective 

Reports of Strategic-level Managers: Guidelines for Increasing their Accuracy’, Strategic 

Management Journal, 6, 2, p.171-180. 

 

Inkpen, A.C., (2000), ‘Learning through joint ventures: a framework of knowledge 

acquisition’, Journal of Management Studies, 37, 7  

 

Inkpen, A.C., and Curall, S.C., (2004), ‘The Co-evolution of Trust, Control, and Learning in 

Joint Ventures’, Organization Science, 15,  5, p.586–599 

 

Kapmeier, F., (2008), ‘Common and private goals in learning alliances’, working paper 

University Stuttgart 

 

Kelly, M.J., Schaan, J-L, Joncas, H., (2002),’Managing alliamce relationships: key challenges 

in the early stages of collaboration’, R&D management, 32, 1, p.11-22 

 

Knight, L., (2002), ‘Network learning: exploring learning by interorganizational networks’, 

Human Relations, 55, 4, p.427-454  

 

Knight, L., and Pye, A., (2004), ‘Exploring the Relationships between Network Change and 

Network Learning’, Management Learning, 35, p.473-490 

 

Lado, A.A., Dant, R.R. and Tekleab, A.G., (2007), ‘Trust – Opportunism paradox, relationism 

and performance in interfirm relationships: evidence from the retail industry, Strategic 

Management Journal, 29, p.401–423  

 

Lane, P., and Lubatkin, M., (1998), ‘Relative absorptive capacity and inter-organizational 

learning’, Strategic Management Journal, 19, p.461–477  

 

Langley, A., (1999), Strategies for Theorizing from Process Data,  The Academy of 

Management Review, 24, 4, p. 691-710  

 

Larsson, R., Bengtsson, L., Henriksson, K., Sparks, J. (1998), ‘The Inter-organizational 

Learning Dilemma: Collective Knowledge Development in Strategic Alliances’, Organization 

Science, 9, 3, p.285-305  

 

Lunnan, R., Haugland,S.A.,(2008), ‘Predicting and measuring alliance performance: a 

multidimensional analysis’, Strategic management journal, 29, 5, p.545-556  

 

Maguire, S., Phillips, N., and Hardy, C., (2001). ‘When `Silence = Death', Keep Talking: 

Trust, Control and the Discursive Construction of Identity in the Canadian HIV/AIDS 

Treatment Domain, Organization Studies, 22; 285 

 

Mc Allister, D.J., (1995), ‘Affect- and Cognition-Based Trust as Foundations for 

Interpersonal Cooperation in Organizations’, The Academy of Management Journal,  38, 1,  

p.24-59  



 60 

 

Miller, C.C., Cardinal, L.B., and Glick, W.H. (1997), ‘Retrospective reports in organizational 

research: A reexamination of recent evidence’, Academy of Management Journal, 40, 1, p. 

189-203. 

 

Newell, S. and Swan, J., (2000), ‘Trust and inter-organizational networking’, Human 

Relations, 53, 10, p.1287–1328 

 

Nielsen, B.B. and Nielsen, S, (2009), Learning and innovation in international strategic 

alliances: an empirical test of the role of trust and tacitness, Journal of Management studies, 

46, 6 

 

Nonaka, I.and Takeuchi, H., (1995), ‘The knowledge-creating company:How Japanese 

companies create the dynamics of innovation’, Oxford University Press  

 

Nooteboom, B., Van Haverbeke, B., Duysters, G., Gilsing V. and Van Oord, A. 

(2006),‘Optimal cognitive distance and absorptive capacity’, Research Policy, 36,7. p. 1016-

1034 

 

Pantelli, N. and Sockalingam, S., (2005), ‘Trust and conflict within virtual inter-

organizational alliances: a framework for facilitating knowledge sharing’, Decision Support 

Systems 39, p. 599–617 

 

Pfau,M., Gettle, M. H. M.,  Donnelly,M., Scott,G., Warr,D. and Wittenberg, E., (2004),  

‘Embedding journalists in military combat units: impact on newspaper story frames and tone’, 

Journalistism & Mass communication Quartely, 81, , p.74-88 

 

Poole, M.S., Van de Ven, A.H., Dooley, K., and Holmes, M.E. (2000), ‘Organizational 

Change and Innovation Processes: theory and methods for research’, Oxford University Press. 

 

Ring, P.S. and Van de Ven, A.H., (1994), ‘Developmental Processes of Cooperative Inter-

organizational Relationships’, The Academy of Management Review, 19, 1, p. 90-118   

 

Sterman, J.D, 2000, ‘Business Dynamics, Systems thinking and modeling for a complex 

world’, McGraw-Hill, U.S.A. 

 

Tjosvold,D.,(1997),’Conflict within interdependence: Its value for productivity and 

individuality. In C.K.W. De Dreu & E. Van de Vliert, Using conflict in organization, p.23-37, 

London Sage 

 

Van Aken, J. E. (2004), Management Research Based on the Paradigm of the Design 

Sciences: The Quest for Field-Tested and Grounded Technological Rules, Journal of 

Management Studies, 41, 2, p. 219-246. 
 

Van Aken, J.E. (2005), ‘Management Research as a Design Science: Articulating the 

Research Products of Mode 2 Knowledge Production in Management’, British Journal of 

Management, 16, p. 19-36. 

 

Van Burg, E., Berends, H., Van Raaij, E., (2008). In: Ard-Pieter de Man, book,’ Knowledge 

Management and Innovation in Networks’, p. 32-53  

 

Van de Ven, A.H. (2007), ‘Engaged Scholarship: a guide for organizational and social 

research’, Oxford University Press. 

 



 61 

Van Wijk, R., Jansen, J.J. P. and Lyles, M.A., (2008), ‘Inter- and Intra-Organizational 

Knowledge Transfer: A Meta-Analytic Review and Assessment of its Antecedents and 

Consequences’, Journal of Management Studies, 45, 4  

 
Vlaar, P.W.L., Van den Bosch, F.A.J., and Volberda, H.W., (2007), ‘On the evolution of trust, 

distrust, and formal coordination and control in interorganizational relationships: toward an 

integrative framework’, Group Organization Management, 32, 407 

 
Wu, F., and Cavusgil, S.T., (2005), ‘Organizational learning, commitment, and joint value 

creation in interfirm relationships’, Journal of Business Research , 59,  p.81 – 89 

 
Yin, R.K., 2009, ‘Case study research: Design and methods’, fourth edition,  SAGE, USA 

 
Young-Ybarra, C., and Wiersema, M., (1999), ‘Flexibility in Information Technology 

Alliances: The Influence of Transaction Cost Economics and Social Exchange Theory’, 

Source: Organization Science, 10, 4, p.439-459  

 

Zaheer,A., McEvily, B., Perrone, V. (1998), ‘Does Trust Matter? Exploring the Effects of 

Interorganizational and Interpersonal Trust on Performance’, Organization Science, 9, 2, 

p.141-159  



 62 

 Appendix A: Description causal feedback loops 

 

 
Basic elements:  
 

• Variables Arrows (causal link) 

 

• Link polarity (+ or -)     

 

• System Delays 

 

 

 

 

• Loop Polarity:  

 

 

o Balancing 

 

 

 

o Reinforcing  
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+

RabbitsBirths

+

+
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 self-correcting: 

time 

Rabbits 
Rabbits 

 

 self-reinforcing (blue virtuous ; red = vicious)  
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Appendix B: Example of a dynamic behavior sketch 
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Appendix C:  Description hierarchical levels 
 

This study explores how relationship development influences knowledge sharing, creation 

and absorption between partners. Relationship development is described from the perspective 

of three hierarchical levels (i.e. strategic level, tactical level and operational level). 

 The table below gives an overview about what is meant by these levels, giving a 

description of the activities, persons involved and the time focus. 

 

Level Activities Involved person Focus 

Strategic level Strategic, vision, 

commercial 

discussion, 

negotiation 

Members of board or 

Management team 

short term & long 

term 

Tactical level Alignment with 

strategy, relationship 

management, total 

project management, 

innovation leadership 

Innovation leadership 

managers and project 

managers 

Long term & short 

term 

Operational level Project management, 

technical 

collaboration  

(knowledge sharing 

and creation) 

Line manager, 

specialists, 

technicians, 

engineers, designer 

Short term 
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Appendix D: Research design 

Theoretical Study 

• Current literature 

• Knowledge Management 

• Innovation Management 

• Network & Alliance 
Management 

• Relational Management 

• Human Performance 
Management 

 

Emperical Study 

• Case Study Research 

• Strategic Alliance Mars & PSX 

• Maltesers X (’04-’09) 

• Galaxy Icon News (’08-recent) 

• Data collection: Semi-structred 
interviews & Documents  

• Analyses: sequence of  events 
categorizing  

Causal 
Loops 

• Testing  

• Exploration 

Causal 
Loops 
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Appendix E:  Interview Questions per Variable 
 

Identity based trust (Levin & Cross, 2004):  

1. How did you know the partner always looked for your interests en objectives of the 

collaboration 

2. Can you give some examples or describe some events that provided insight on the 

trustworthiness of the partner? 

3. Did you have some questions/doubts about partner’s intentions of the collaboration during 

the project? Can you describe these events? 

4. Did you experiences any form of suspicion by your partner during the project life cycle? 

Can you give an example? How did the suspicion evolve over the project time line? 

 

Experienced based trust:  

5. Did you have doubts about the fulfilling of obligations by the partner during the projects? 

Can you describe some events? 

6. Did you have some doubts about the partners’ skills, professionalism, and knowledge 

during the project? Can you describe some moments during the projects that proves that 

you trusted (or not) the partner skills, professionalism, knowledge during the project? Did 

you have doubts about the fulfilling of obligations by the partner during the projects? Can 

you describe some events? (Levin & Cross, 2004): 

 

Calculus based trust: 

7. How could you trust your partner in the start up phase when you did not know your 

partner? 

 

Collaborative activities events (Heide and John, 1992) 

8. Was information was exchanged willingly? 

9. How did this change or evolve over time, can you give some examples? 

10. Why did knowledge sharing change over time? 

11. Can you describe how the partner was involved during the project life cycle? How did 

this evolve of change over time? 

 

Open communication (Heide and John, 1992; Dharanaj, 2005):  

12. Did both parties kept each other informed about any events or changes that may have 

affected them and the collaboration? How did changes or evolve during the project life 

cycle? 

 

Utilized knowledge:  

13. How was shared knowledge used within the organization, or what where the results of the 

new absorbed knowledge? How did these results or utilization of knowledge change or 

evolve during the total project time line?  

 

Partner learning (Nooteboom et al. 1997):  

14. Did you experience any problems related to the way of collaboration and communication 

with the partner organization? Did this change during the project life cycle? 

15. Did both parties structure the collaboration process into a sytem, procedures or changes in 

organization structures?  

 

Shared Norms and Values events (Cross & Lane, 2004): 

16. Did you speak about non-work related topics and problems with the partner 

representative? Since when how did this change or evolve during the project life cycle? 

 

Mutual absorbed knowledge, Existing knowledge & Absorptive capacities :  
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17. Did the organizational learn during the project? How did you notice the organization 

learned? How did this changed or evolved during the project life cycle? 

 
Tacit knowledge & explicit knowledge transfer (Cross & Lane, 2004):  

18. Was all the information, advices, requirements explained to you in written documents 

during the project? 

19. Which information was explained in written documents, did this change during the 

project? 

20. What kind of information wasn’t shared by documents? Why not? 

Did you experienced problems in understanding shared information by the partner? Why? 

Did this change during the project?  

 

Differences in learning abilities  

21. Did you experience any problems related to understanding of shared knowledge by the 

partner organization? How did this evolve over time?   

 
Project objectives shortfall  

20 Were all project objectives achieved within the expected time? Can you describe how the 

number of achieved objectives evolved during the project life cycle? 

 
Relational trust (Organizational level) (Fang et al, 2008):  

22. Were there any doubts of trust in the partner organization during the total project life 

cycle? 

 

Commitment to cooperation (Fang et al., 2008): 

23. Can you describe how provided resources by both parties, changed over time? What were 

the reasons for these changes? 

24. Did both partner stay together during adversity/challenge/problems during the project life 

cycle? 

 

Formal control:  

25. Can you describe which forms of control occurred during the project? Why was control 

used during the project?  Can you describe the effects of use of control?  

 

Goal alignment & Projective objectives events (Jap, 1999): 

26. Did you have very similar project-related goals? 

27. Were goals adjusted over time? Why? 

28. Were new goals developed over time? When? Can you describe the goal alignment 

process? 
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Appendix F: names used in projects 

 

Maltesers X 

 

Name Company Level 

Bill PSX Strategic 

Jill  Mars Strategic 

Paul Mars Tactical 

Jack PSX Tactical 

Martin  PSX Tactical 

John Mars Tactical & Operational 

Marc PSX Operational 

Frank Mars Operational 
These are not the real names of involved persons during  Maltesers X 

 

Galaxy Icon News 

 

Name Company Level 

Bill PSX Strategic 

Jack PSX Tactical 

Susan Mars Tactical 

Martin PSX Tactical 

Ronald PSX Operational 

Jim Mars Operational 

Mike PSX Operational 

David Mars Operational 
These are not the real names of involved persons during  Galaxy Icon News 

 

 

 

 

 



 69 

Appendix G: List of respondents 

 
Interviews Maltesers X 
 

Name Company Number of 

interviews 

Time (minutes) 

Paul Mars 2 (90) (30) 

Jack PSX 1 (60) 

Martin  PSX 2 (90) (60) 

Evelyn Mars 2 (60) (30) 

John Mars 4 (90) (60) (60) (60) 

Marc PSX 2 (90) (60) 

Frank Mars 1 (90) 
These are not the real names of the respondents during  Maltesers X 

 

Interviews Galaxy Icon News 
 

Name Company Number of 

interviews 

Time (minutes) 

Jack PSX 1 (60) 

Susan Mars 2 (75) 

Martin PSX 2 (60) (60) 

Ronald PSX 1 (60) 

Jim Mars 2 (45) (30) 

Shirley PSX 1 (30) 
These are not the real names of the respondents during Galaxy Icon News 
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Appendix H:  Coding description 
All the abbreviations of the coding are explained here. For each variable examples and 

descriptions are given to categorize events. 

 

IBT (Identity based trust events): Events that demonstrate internalization of desires, wants 

and or a common identity that result in positive expectation of the partner's behavior (Sako & 

Helper, 1998). Expressions about common identity for example: changes in communication, 

they-we (Maguirre et al., 2001). Events that show that trustees forego opportunistic behavior 

not because of deterrents, penalties or rewards, but it seems to be the ‘right thing’ to do 

(Maguirre et al. 2001). Events or expressions that show the partner has positive believes about 

the partner's goodwill and intentions. Examples of partners questioning personal intentions 

and organizational objectives. Events that show suspicion about the partner from the side of 

the other partner. For example, partners are skeptical about confidential information is shared 

to a partner because they create new IP from it (Aulakah et al., 1996).  

 

EBT (Experienced based trust events): This is trust derived from partner's behavior in the 

past. In other words, I know how my contact person is going to act: he can always be counted 

on to act as I expect (Zaheer et al., 1998).The activities in the past improve the predictability 

of the partner’s behavior. Expression about positive beliefs about partner behavior based on 

the past (Zaheer et al., 1998) no need to control and monitor because the partner always fulfill 

obligations. The taking of decisions with a certain risk, because the partner never exploits 

vulnerabilities (Dyer & Chu, 2000).  Events that show suspicion about the partner's reliability 

(fulfilling obligations and expectations) from the side of the other partner. For example, 

partners are skeptical about confidential information is shared to a partner because in the past 

knowledge was not treat confidential (Aulakah et al., 1996). Competence trust is a form of 

experienced based trust. Partner's competences are questioned related to products and 

technology know-how, skills, giving (un)useful advices (Sako & Helper, 1998).  

 

CBT (Calculus based trust events): this stems from an ongoing calculation of the 

predictability of ‘others’ behavior. This type of trust is grounded in a system of rewards and 

punishment (Maguire et al., 2001). Potential sanctions in business relationships may include 

the loss of repeated business or reputation (Pantelli & Sockalingam (2004) 

 

OC (Open communication events): Face-to-face meetings, showing vulnerability and honesty 

in a conversation or meeting. Partner informs as soon as possible of any unexpected problems 

(Dharanaj, 2005). Transparency about feelings and doubts and given insights about work 

activities, communication about problems as soon as possible.  

 

SNV (Shared norms and values events): Describing norms & values, rules and procedures in 

documents. Institutionalization events:  Development of routines of communication and 

collaboration. Development of shared systems and integrative procedures as coordination 

mechanisms that can enhance the socialization between agents of collaboration. 

Organizational structure changes, common language, definition of roles, understanding of 

collaboration form 

 

GAC (Goal achievement events): Achieving milestones, deadlines and new products 

launches, achieved mutual objectives. Achieving sub-projects objectives and fulfillment 

project expectations (even unwritten) or progression of the project in general not directly 

related to a formal objective. 

 

C2C (Commitment to cooperation): The increase or decrease of provided resources during the 

collaboration, (not) working for each other, staying flexible; partners are willingly to make 

adjustments to help out the partner when faced with special problems or circumstances (Lado 
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et al, 2008), (not) making short term sacrifices (Wu, 2005), responding questions in time, 

partners are willing to help each other in ways not required under the agreement. Partners 

really care about the future of the collaboration (Grayson & Ambler, 1999) 

 

GA (Goal alignment): Recognition, acceptation of partner’s needs, choices and preferences 

(Maguire et al., 2001) 

 

FC (Formal control): Increasing monitoring, frequency of evaluations, increasing number of 

agreements, contracts, specifying contracts and agreements, sanctions and rewards. 

Involvement higher management and referring to contract or parts in the contract 

 

CA (Knowledge Collaborative activities events): no) sharing of knowledge, (no)co-

developing activities, knowledge creation, Brainstorm sessions, workshops, data 

transparency,  knowledge integration, explanation. 

 

PL (Partner learning events): Better understanding, faster understanding and communication, 

misinterpretation and conflicts, understanding on how to collaborate and how you should 

behave in a collaboration project, increase of experiences with collaboration understanding 

communication style of partner 

 

FOC (frequency of communication events); personal conversation, telephone calls, mails, 

company visits) 

 

MAK (Mutual absorbed knowledge events): Solved problems, new innovations, technology 

transfer, new IP. 

 

EK (Existing knowledge events):  new documentation, IP, new specialists, increase 

knowledge base  

 

PO (Projective objectives events): Formulation of new objectives, changes in objectives, 

removal of objectives, formulation of expectations, or increase of unwritten expectations from 

the partner  

 

IA (Internal alignment): convincing, preparing people in the organization, create commitment 

among employees, communication about projects and progress of the project and relationship 

internal. Forms of internal alignment: workshops & training and presentations 
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Appendix I: Overview empirical evidence for conceptual model 
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Appendix J : Observed causal loop model

Formal control

Commitment to
cooperation

Experience
based trust

collaborative
activities

mutual absorbed
knowledge

Goal
achievements

project
objectives

+

+

evidence leads

to trust

partner
learning

Identity based
trust

Open
communication

shared norms and
values

relational

embeddedness

habituation

existing
knowledge

knowledge

facilitates

+

1

Frequency
communication

+

+

+

+

+

+

Complementary
knowledge

-

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

Calculus bases
trust

Dependency

+

+ +

Learning stabilizes

creation

Learning leads to

commitment

+

2

3

5

6

7
8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17
18

19

20

22

23



Appendix K:  Variables that influence knowledge sharing in a 
network  

 
This table is based on the literature table of Van Burg et al. (2008), which is published in De 

Man, p.51), and the meta-analytic review (Van Wijk et al., 2008). For each variable, that 

influence knowledge sharing, the table shows the related paper. Furthermore, the table shows 

the kind of evidence the paper presents: case study results (C), quantitative results (i.e 

surveys) (Q), literature reviews (L), quantitative meta-analytic review (L(q)) and  theory 

development without empirical evidence (T).  

Characteristic 
Learning 
variable Type Article 

knowledge ambiguity L(q) Van Wijk et al. (2008) 

organizational 
absorptive 
capacity 

C 
 
 

Hamel (1991), Newell & Swan (2000) 
, Knight and Pye (2004) 

     Powell et al.(1996) 

    L(q) Van Wijk et al. (2008) 

    T Powell et al.(1996), Jones et al. (1997), 

     Larsson et al. (1998) 

     
Grant & Baden-Fuller (2004), Inkpen 
(2000), 

organizational 
personnel 
transfer C Dyer & Nobeoka (2000), 

    T Inkpen (2000),  

organizational cultural barriers C Dyer & Nobeoka (2000) 

relational 
direct 
communication C 

Dyer & Nobeoka (2000), Newell & 
Swan (2000), 

     Gittel & Weiss (2004), 

    L Ring & van de Ven (1994) 

    Q Hansen (1999) 

    T Inkpen (2000) 

relational goal alignment C 
Knight & Pye (2004), Knight & Pye 
(2005) 

    L(q) Van Wijk et al. (2008) 

    T 

Jones et al. (1997), Larsson et al. 
(1998),  
Inkpen (2000), 

relational 
rules and 
agreements C 

Dyer & Nobeoka (2000), Newell & 
Swan (2000) 

    T Jones et al. (1997) 

     Larsson et al. (1998), Inkpen (2000), 

relational 
trust an 
commitment C 

Dyer and Nobeoka (2000), Knight & 
Pye (2005) 

    L Ring & van de Ven (1994) 

    L(q) Van Wijk et al. (2008) 

    Q 
Powell et al. (1996), Hansen (1999);  
Kale et al. (2000),  

    T 
Jones et al. (1997), Larsson et al. 
(1998), 

      Inkpen (2000), 



Appendix L:Examples of observed loops of Malteser X 
 

In this appendix loops are clarified with examples observed during the project. 

 

The relationship between “Creation of personal ties” and “Evidence leads to trust” (p. 30) 

 

Figure 1:Interaction between “evidence leads to trust” and “creation of personal ties” 

It took some time until strong personal ties catalyzed a virtuous cycle of “evidence leads to 

trust”. It seems that knowledge sharing occurred due to an increasing level of Identity based 

trust (IBT) and commitment (C2C). This virtuous cycle was accelerated by the bringing the 

embedded manager, which is explained in the following text. 

 From the beginning of 2006 the personal connection at operational level became 

stronger which resulted in an increase of willingness to share confidential operational 

information (C2C). Furthermore, formal control (FC) (i.e. confidential agreement) played a 

role to increase the willingness to share knowledge.  

 

[John]:“Marc and I were talking openly about the operational problems and details in order 

to find a solution (CA). Marc and I had a good personal relationship because of frequent 

contact of 2 days a week (FOC). Furthermore I knew I could trust (CBT) because he signed a 

confidentiality agreement (FC).Furthermore if he would abuse the confidential knowledge he 

would be fired and his image in the packaging world would be damaged”.   
 

Marc was interested in the packaging and asked a lot of questions. Because of the strong ties 

and trust John was willing to share the operational knowledge. Marc became committed and 

organized a brainstorm session with a specialist from PSX to find a solution for operational 

problems with Mars (C2C).  

 

[John] “This is what you expect from a partner, you expect that they are willing to think about 

solutions and come up with new ideas and knowledge”(GA, EBT). 
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Transformation of a vicious cycle “Evidence leads to trust” into a virtuous cycle (p.33) 

Figure 2: Ignition of two vicious loops on tactical level by the addition of a new team member 

 In January 2007 Martin was added to the innovation leadership team on tactical level. 

At that moment people on tactical and operational level didn’t know him. Martin didn’t 

operate as expected, because expectations weren’t expressed. Information flows between the 

two levels and within the level were not directed which leaded to unnecessary delays and lack 

of information. This resulted in a vicious loop of distrust. This vicious cycle was stopped by 

an intervention (i.e. “explosion meeting”), as shown in figure 3. Paul and John organized an 

“explosion meeting” with Martin, where they expressed their frustrations and doubts. After 

this meeting Paul gave Martin the chance to prove himself to the collaboration team, which 

resulted in commitment from the side of Martin. The following text explains how the vicious 

cycle of distrust occurred and was terminated. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: a virtuous loop of creation of personal ties catalyzed by an explosion meeting 

For over several weeks Martin didn’t function as expected (EBT). [John & Paul] “Martin 

wasn’t 100% available which resulted in frustration from Mars’ side. We asked him about 

market insights about his vision about other projects but didn’t respond or responded without 
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a clear vision (C2C).” During several weeks John and Paul were talking about their 

frustration and where doubting the intentions of Martin and decided to talk openly with 

Martin to express their frustration and doubts (IBT, OC). [John] “During that meeting it 

became obvious that Martin didn’t know what was expected”.  Martin was really shocked and 

thought he was doing well. [Martin]:”I did not really know what people expected from me and 

I thought I was communicating well. In that meeting I felt a bit attacked personally. I didn’t 

expect this reaction.  But after the meeting Paul and I had a personal conversation and Paul 

asked me for my vision and ideas about the partnership and explained what he expected. He 

was willing to help to improve the situation, this gave me a good feeling about his intentions 

and I was motivated to prove myself and make this collaboration a success”.  After the 

meeting and personal conversation between Paul and Martin, Martin was offered a new 

chance by developing documents about way of working, vision, action plan and 

communication structures in order to structure the communication (SNV). This helped to 

build up strong personal in a short time span (IBT). Furthermore Martin, Martin’s supervisor 

and Paul agreed to use a measurement tool to review the progression of the achievement of 

assigned personal objectives. [Martin]:”this really provided me clarity on what was 

expected”. Since the end of 2007 and mid 2008 Martin structured the collaboration by the 

development of documents in collaboration with John and Paul. [John]: “during the 

development of the documents and procedures I got insights in the person’s intentions 

because of frequent contact. This resulted in a good relationship on tactical level”. A 

negative spiral of evidence leads to trust can be started because of lack of understanding what 

is expected from a partnership and non-collaborating behavior. A vicious cycle can be 

stopped by an intervention (i.e. explosion meeting) that increases open communication which 

catalyzes a positive cycle of “creation of personal ties” which resulted in a positive virtuous 

cycle of “evidence leads to trust”. Furthermore it is seen that formal control (i.e. supervision 

of higher management) can helps to accelerate a positive cycle of “evidence leads to trust”. 

During the operational another example is observed that open communication may catalyze a 

reinforcing cycle of “creation of personal ties”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix M: Event Sequence file & derived loops 
Figure 1: Event sequence file of Maltesers Cumulus 
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Figure 2: Example of derived loops based on the event sequence file, during Initiation phase of Maltesers X 



Appendix N: Overview Design propositions 
 

For each intervention and causal loop is described on which level it occurred marked with a 

letter  

(S  = Strategic, T = Tactical, O = Operational). For each rule is described in which project it 

was observed. 

Initiation phase 

Project Interventions (I) Influenced mechanism 

(M) 

Outcomes (O) 

Maltesers X Confidentiality 

agreement (O) 

Increases: commitment 

by calculus based trust (O) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of ” Evidence leads to 

trust” (O) 

Maltesers X 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Existing personal ties 

(S) 

Existing personal ties 

(T) 

Increases: commitment 

(O) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of  “Creation of personal 

ties”(O) 

 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

People selection (T) 

People selection (O) 

Increases: partner 

learning and shared norms 

and values 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “Habituation” (T,O) 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Embedded manager 

(O) 

Increases: frequency of 

communication 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “Creation of personal 

ties”(T, O)  

Maltesers X Strategic partnership 

(S) 

Increases: commitment 

by calculus based trust (O) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “Evidence leads to 

trust” (O) 

 

Operational phase 

Project Interventions (I) Influenced mechanism 

(M) 

Outcomes (O) 

Maltesers X Addition of person (T) Decreases: identity based 

trust (T) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle 

of “Creation of personal 

ties”(T)  

Maltesers X Lack of expressing 

expectations(T) 

Decreases: knowledge 

collaboration activities 

(T) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle 

of “Creation of personal 

ties”(T) 

Maltesers X Lack of internal 

alignment (O) 

Decreases: commitment 

(O) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle 

of “Evidence leads to trust 

“(O) and over time a 

vicious cycle of “Creation 

of personal ties”(O), 

“Evidence leads to trust”(T) 

and “Creation of personal 

ties” (T) 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Lack of Discussion 

about IP (S) 

Decreases: commitment 

(S) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle 

of “Evidence leads to trust 

(S) and over time also 

catalyzes  a vicious cycle of 

“Evidence leads to trust 

(T,O) 

Maltesers X Involvement third 

party (i.e. supplier of 

partner) (O) 

Increases: knowledge 

base 

by complementary 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “learning facilitates “(O) 
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knowledge (O) 

Maltesers X Explosion meeting (T) Increases: commitment 

and open communication 

(T) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “Evidence leads to trust 

“(T) 

 

Maltesers X 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Strategic partnership 

agreement (S) 

Increases: commitment 

based on calculus based 

trust (O) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “Evidence leads to trust 

“(O) 

 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Involvement member 

of MT (s):  cross level 

communication(T,O) 

Increases: commitment 

based on calculus based 

trust (O) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous cycle 

of “Evidence leads to trust 

“(T,O) 

 

Maltesers X 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Lack of transparency 

on decision making 

process (S)  

Decreases: commitment 

and suspicion with higher 

management on lower 

levels (T,O) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle 

of “Evidence leads to trust 

(T,O) 

Maltesers X 

Galaxy Icon 

News 

Embedded manager 

(O) 

Increases: frequent 

communication (O) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle  

of “Creation of personal 

ties”(O) 

 

Ending phase 

Project Interventions (I) 

 

Influenced mechanism 

(M) 

Outcomes (O) 

Maltesers X 

 

Unsuccessful projects 

(S) 

Decreases: experienced 

based trust (S) 

Catalyzes: a vicious loop 

of “Evidence leads to 

trust” (S) and over time a 

vicious loop of “Creation 

of personal ties” (T,O) 

Maltsers X 

 

Open communication: 

cross level 

Increases: identity based 

trust (cross level) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle  

of “Creation of personal 

ties”(O) 

 

Maltesers X Recognition of 

achievements (T,O) 

Increases: open 

communication (T,O) 

Catalyzes: a vicious cycle  

of “Creation of personal 

ties”(T,O) 

 

Maltesers X 

 

Strategic flexibility (S) Increases: commitment 

(s) 

Catalyzes: a virtuous loop 

of “Evidence leads to 

trust” (S) and over time a 

virtuous loop of 

“Evidence leads to trust” 

(T,O) 

Maltesers X Introduction of new 

objectives (S,T) 

Increases: commitment 

via strategic flexibility 

(S,T) 

Catalyzes: a vicious loop 

of  “Creation of personal 

ties” (S,T) 
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Appendix O: List of abbreviations   

      

CA  = Collaboration Activities       

CBT =  Calculus Based trust 

C2C  =   Commitment To Cooperation 

EBT  =  Experienced Based Trust       

EK = Existing Knowledge 

FC = Formal Control 

FCO =  Frequency of Communication 

GAC =  Goal Achievement 

IA = Internal Alignment 

(IP)  =       (Intellectual Property) 

IBT =  Identity Based Trust 

MAK =  Mutual Absorbed Knowledge 

OC = Open Communication 

PL = Partner Learning 

PO = Project Objectives  

SNV =  Shared Norms and Values 
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 Appendix P: Legend 
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