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Abstract

Sustainability alliances (SAs) are increasingly recognised as a relevant hybrid governance
mode for exploring sustainability opportunities (SOs) — ideas that simultaneously pursue
economic, environmental, and social value, resulting in sustainable innovations and
circular business models (CBMs). By pooling complementary resources, knowledge, and
perspectives, such alliances can generate systemic solutions that exceed the capabilities

of individual organisations, making them increasingly central to sustainability transitions.

However, such alliances often fall short of realising SOs. Alliance performance —
encompassing the two intertwined dimensions of relational quality (e.g., partner
commitment) and substantive opportunity realisation (e.g., financial returns, emission
reductions), is inherently difficult to achieve because goal and cognitive conflicts rooted
in bounded rationality and opportunism can undermine collaboration. In sustainability
transition contexts, the non-excludable nature of environmental and social value, the
wickedness of sustainability problems, and the emergence of novel partner constellations
make these inherent alliance conflicts particularly acute. Rich traditional alliance
governance research offers valuable solutions but remains incomplete because it is
grounded primarily in economic logics. Emerging SA scholarship offers valuable
theorising on domain-specific managerial activities relevant to SA operation. However,
it rarely adopts a governance process view that examines how firms select, form, design,
and continuously operate alliances while addressing these compounded goal and
cognitive conflicts, including the boundary conditions under which such governance

supports the realisation of SOs.

The dissertation comprises a cover essay and five interrelated articles exploring the
process of SA governance to pre-empt conflicts and support the realisation of SOs.
Employing a mixed-methods design, the research includes 11 in-depth case studies of
Swedish manufacturing firms, a Q-method study with 25 stakeholders engaged in
Sweden's transition to net zero emissions, and a literature review of academic studies.
Empirical material includes 90 interviews with company representatives and 16

interviews with regulatory, research, NGO, and financial actors.



This thesis advances SA governance research by developing a governance process
framework, thereby extending existing research on SA’s domain-specific managerial
activities to explicitly examine conflicts threatening SO realisation, the responding
governance mechanisms, and their boundary conditions. Moreover, it contributes to
transition studies by advancing understanding of actor agency and detailing the
governance process through which alliances help pre-empt unstable actor relationships —
a recognized source of failure in broader innovation systems. Finally, it extends CBM
research by viewing CBMs not primarily as a design challenge, but as embedded in
alliance governance processes in sustainability transitions. For practitioners, this
framework provides practical guidance on how to steer SAs in ways that reduces conflicts
and, ultimately, support the joint realisation of SOs, while also recognising the limitations

of such efforts.
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Introduction

1 Introduction

This chapter develops the case for advancing knowledge on sustainability alliance
governance processes. It begins by describing the background to the area of
investigation, followed by a more detailed discussion of the study’s positioning, purpose,

and research questions.

1.1 Research Background

Climate change has emerged as one of the foremost threats to humanity, with the United
Nations (2023) declaring the onset of an era of "global boiling." In response, a
sustainability transition is underway, defined as "long-term, multi-dimensional, and
fundamental transformation processes through which established socio-technical systems
shift to more sustainable modes of production and consumption" (Markard et al., 2012,
p. 956). Evidence of this transition is already visible: by 2025, the coordinated
deployment of solar PV, wind power, and electric vehicles had averted approximately 7%

of total global energy-related emissions (IEA, 2025).

Because industrial production accounts for the largest share of rising CO- emissions (IEA,
2020), firms occupy a central role in driving this transition. To this end, firms are
increasingly exploring sustainability opportunities (SOs) — ideas that simultaneously
pursue economic, environmental, and social value, and that give rise to sustainable
innovations (e.g., new products, processes, and technologies) and circular business
models (CBMs) through which value is created, delivered, and captured (Adams, 2016;
Frishammar & Parida, 2019; Khan et al., 2020; Pacheco et al., 2010). Although all
realized SOs generate value for nature and society, they differ significantly in scope.
Some entail efficiency gains within existing operations (e.g., improved energy flows),
whereas others involve more systemic innovations that extend beyond the focal firm to
include other industrial actors and emergent value chains, often with the ambition of
redirecting entire industries, sectors, or cities toward more sustainable pathways (Adams
etal.,2016). "Systemic", in this sense, denotes innovation whose "benefits can be realized
only in conjunction with related, complementary innovations" (Teece & Chesbrough,

1996, p. 67). Such innovation is arguably more conducive to transitions, given that
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transitions require simultaneous change across multiple socio-technical systems rather

than within individual technologies or firms (Elzen & Wieczorek, 2005).

Practically, firms may pursue SOs through different governance modes: markets
(procurement via arm's-length transactions), hierarchies (internal development), or hybrid
arrangements (inter-organisational relationships) (Williamson, 1991; Niesten & Lozano,
2015). The more systemic the innovation required to realize an SO, the greater is the focal
firm's dependence on external actors, rendering hybrid governance modes particularly
attractive (Chesbrough & Teece, 1996; Husted & De Sousa-Filho, 2017). Alliances —
formal agreements between two or more firms to pursue common goals (Arino et al.,
2001) — represent one such hybrid mode. By pooling complementary resources and
perspectives, alliances can generate enhanced resource combinations that are unavailable
to individual firms (Gulati et al., 2012). Sustainability alliances (SAs) constitute a
distinct sub-category, defined as "agreements between firms aimed at the development,
manufacture, and/or distribution of green and sustainable products or services in which
partners exchange, share, or co-develop environmental resources, knowledge or
technologies, to create economic and environmental value" (Jolink & Niesten, 2021, p.
3). Empirically, the number of SAs has surged over the past two decades (Cicerelli et al.,
2025), increasingly underpinning major decarbonization efforts. The HYBRIT alliance,
co-invested by industrial giants Vattenfall, LKAB, and SSAB, exemplifies this trend by
developing a fossil-free steelmaking process projected to reduce Sweden's total CO2

emissions by 10% (Vattenfall, 2024).

Despite their appeal, alliances are notoriously fragile and prone to underperformance
(Judge & Dooley, 2006; Gulati et al., 2012). While the literature does not converge on a
single conceptualisation of alliance performance, it is commonly assessed along two
interrelated dimensions (Becerra et al., 2008; Geringer & Hebert, 1991; Kale et al., 2002;
Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022). Although they are labelled differently in the literature, in
this thesis these dimensions are referred to as 1) relational quality — how well the alliance
functions as a collaborative arrangement, reflected in, for example, levels of partner
commitment, satisfaction and stability — and ii) substantive opportunity realisation —

concrete results of alliance work, such as innovative outcomes, financial returns, or
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improved market position (Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022). The fundamental difficulty of
sustaining a high-performing alliance stems from the bilaterally dependent nature of inter-
organisational ties, which renders alliances susceptible to two distinct forms of conflict:
goal conflicts (rooted in opportunism, or self-interested behaviour) and cognitive
conflicts (rooted in bounded rationality, or limitations and biases in information
processing) (Gulati et al., 2012; Foss & Weber, 2016; Williamson, 1998). These conflicts
erode relational quality. For example, the withholding of knowledge assets diminishes
the affected party's willingness to commit resources. Reduced resource commitments, in
turn, undermine operational activities and decrease the likelihood of realising the focal

opportunity.

In the context of sustainability transitions, these conflicts arguably pose an even greater
threat to the opportunity realisation. Goal conflicts intensify because the environmental
and social value that SOs pursue is largely non-excludable: firms cannot fully appropriate
the returns on their contributions, thereby increasing the incentive to "source as much
private benefits as possible to compensate for the cost of participation" (Hahn & Pinkse,
2014, p. 143). Cognitive conflicts, in turn, are exacerbated by the inherently wicked
nature of sustainability, with its extended time horizons, unintended consequences, and
novel partner constellations spanning actors across distant value chains (Ferraro et al.,
2015; Vurro et al., 2024; Watson et al., 2025), increasing the risks of misunderstanding
and sub-optimal work organisation. These amplified conflicts matter because high-quality
relationships are recognised as an essential precondition both for the realisation of
individual SOs and for the associated emergence of the broader innovation systems on
which sustainability transitions build (De Marchi et al., 2012; Weber & Rohracher, 2012;
Tziva et al., 2021). In other words, conflicts that fracture an alliance risk not only
undermining a focal SO but also reinforcing “weak actor interactions” — a recognised

source of innovation system failure (Weber & Rohracher, 2012; S6derholm et al., 2019).

At the same time, the governance required to curb these distinct conflicts in SAs remain
poorly understood. Traditional alliance theory (Arino et al., 2001; Deken et al., 2018;
Gulati et al., 2012; Keller et al., 2021) and inter-organisational perspectives within the

broader innovation scholarship (Teece & Chesbrough, 1996) have offered rich accounts
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of governance mechanisms aimed at pre-empting or mitigating goal and cognitive
conflicts. Governance is understood here as the "means by which order is accomplished
in a relation in which potential conflict threatens to undo or upset opportunities to realize
mutual gains" (Williamson, 1998, p. 76, emphasis added). Yet, these accounts were
developed primarily from the point of firms pursuing economic opportunities rather than
SOs and, consequently, many of their core prescriptions transfer poorly to SAs (Vurro et
al., 2024). For example, selecting partners from proximate value chains to pre-empt
cognitive conflicts (Gulati et al., 2012) is often unfeasible when novel competencies are
required for SOs. A growing body of recent SA research examines different facets of
alliance operation, often touching on governance-related issues, including engagement
logics (Watson et al., 2025), inter-partner communication (Donbesuur et al., 2021),
technology transfer (Simms & Frishammar, 2024), and learning (Hiibel et al., 2022).
However, these valuable contributions typically approach the phenomena through
domain-specific lenses, and only rarely adopt an explicit conflict and governance
perspective (with some exceptions, e.g., Niesten et al., 2017). Consequently, scholarship
has acknowledged that "very few studies focus on the governance of these alliances"
(Jolink & Niesten, 2021, p. 12). Building on Williamson’s definition of governance
(1998), I approach SA governance as the mechanisms by which order is accomplished in
sustainability alliances where conflicts threaten to undo or upset the realisation of
sustainability opportunities. 1 chose the term “mechanisms” as it is more established in
recent alliance governance papers (e.g., Keller et al., 2021; Samant & Kim, 2023)

compared to “means” (Williamson, 1998).

More specifically, many uncertainties remain regarding the process of SA governance.
Emergent research often conceives conflicts and responses as phase-specific (e.g.,
regarding contractual design, Jolink & Niesten, 2021) or investigates domain-specific
processual activities of SA operation without invoking a conflict-governance lens (e.g.,
technology transfer, Simms & Frishammar, 2024). To the best of my knowledge, no work
explicitly examines how firms govern goal and cognitive conflicts over the alliance
process — from early assessment of SOs and the selection of alliances as a governance
mode, through alliance formation and design, to the continuous operation — and under

what boundary conditions this governance supports SO realisation. Without this
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comprehensive processual account, firms may remain ill-equipped to manage the
inevitable alliance conflicts that transitions render particularly acute. This matters
because, given the importance of SAs to decarbonisation and emerging innovation
systems (Tziva et al., 2021), the consequences of this gap are arguably borne not only by
individual alliances but also by the sustainability transitions they are endeavouring to

support.

Against this background, this thesis investigates the governance process of SAs, with a
particular focus on addressing conflicts that hinder the successful realisation of SOs.
Sweden offers an apt empirical point of departure, having been recognized as one of the
most proactive nations in pursuing sustainability (Strand, 2024). The thesis adopts a
mixed-method approach, drawing principally on eleven in-depth case studies of
innovation projects in the Swedish manufacturing and process industries, in which firms
pursue SOs in collaboration with internal and external partners and stakeholders. It further
incorporates a Q-method study of 25 stakeholders engaged in Sweden's broader transition
to net-zero emissions, aimed at illuminating the exogenous boundary conditions shaping
actor efforts, as well as an extensive literature review pointing to endogenous limitations
of alliance governance in transition contexts. In total, the empirical material comprises
90 interviews with company representatives and 16 additional interviews with regulatory,

research, NGO, and financial actors.

1.2 Research Purpose and Theoretical Positioning

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the governance process of sustainability
alliances for pre-empting conflicts to support realisation of sustainability opportunities.
To achieve this purpose, the thesis is situated at the intersection of three broad literature
streams — circular economy and sustainability research, transitions scholarship, and
strategic alliance governance research. Figure 1 depicts this theoretical positioning,
although the intersections should be read as conceptual approximations rather than strict

disciplinary boundaries.

First, the circular economy and sustainability literature provides a foundational

understanding of the sustainability-specific challenges faced by private firms pursuing
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SOs (Falcke et al., 2024; Nuur et al., 2026; Nuur & Karabag, 2026). Its insights on
sustainable innovation and CBM innovation allow this research to be positioned within
debates on technological innovation and business model reconfiguration (Frishammar &
Parida, 2019; Geissdoerfer et al., 2020), thereby informing the conceptualisation of
sustainability opportunities (SOs). At its intersections, it advances understanding of the
different types and the progressive scope of SOs (Adams et al., 2016), conceptualising
them as a spectrum ranging from incremental changes to existing business operations to
more systemic opportunities, and the challenges they entail. This literature further
provides emerging insights on managing inter-organisational relationships in
sustainability contexts (Couture et al., 2023; Stadtler & Van Wassenhove, 2016; Watson
et al., 2025), of which SAs constitute a specific governance mode (Jolink & Niesten,
2021).

Second, strategic alliance governance research constitutes the core theoretical foundation
of this thesis. This stream provides rich insights into how partners in R&D alliances
employ relational and structural mechanisms (Keller et al., 2021; Rai & Surana, 2022;
Hanisch et al., 2025), especially throughout the life cycle (Deken et al., 2018; Kale &
Singh, 2009), to pre-empt core conflicts and their intertwined relationship with

technology development and other substantive alliance results.

Finally, the transitions literature grounds this thesis in higher-level analytical
frameworks that enhance understanding of the role of well-functioning alliances in
driving systemic change, especially their limitations. Specifically, the Multi-Level
Perspective (MLP) unpacks how groups of actors drive the transition process across
multiple socio-technical domains (Geels, 2002, 2016; Moritz et al., 2023), while the
Technological Innovation System (TIS) framework further underscores the role of actor
interactions as a key prerequisite for the emergence of novel innovation systems (Bergek
et al., 2008; Elzinga et al., 2023; Hekkert et al., 2007; Musiolik et al., 2020; S6derholm
etal., 2019; Weber & Rohracher, 2012). In doing so, it helps to better theorise the external
boundary conditions (e.g., challenges limiting actor interactions in MLP) and point to the
limitations of alliance governance mechanisms in realising SOs (e.g., how the nature of

relationships per se can hinder transitions such as actor interactions failure in TIS).
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Collectively, these three literature streams converge on the central concern of this thesis:
understanding how firms govern SAs across the process to support the realisation of SOs,
including the boundary conditions in the transition context. Yet, as elaborated below, no
single literature stream addresses this question comprehensively, and their intersections

remain underexplored.
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1.3 Research Gaps and Questions

Although the three literature streams outlined above are well established, some gaps
remain at their intersections. The gaps outlined below align closer with research gaps in
the appended papers, but they also constitute facets of the broader purpose, each
addressing a distinct part of the SA governance process. The first gap originates in the
circular economy and sustainability literature, yet it carries direct implications for the SA
governance process, especially concerning the point at which conflict may first emerge.
The CBM literature offers valuable insights into CBM archetypes and strategies
(Blomsma et al., 2019; Bocken et al., 2016; Guldmann et al., 2019), but it tends to treat
only tacitly the evaluative work that precedes CBM innovation, specifically the
assessment of whether a given SO is sufficiently viable to pursue. Although the high
uncertainty surrounding CBMs is acknowledged (Linder & Williander, 2017), the
underlying SOs are frequently treated as actionable inputs for subsequent CBM
archetypes (Pieroni et al., 2021), with limited theorisation of how firms systematically
appraise their viability. This omission is consequential for the SA governance process:
because SAs originate from SOs and are formed to pursue them, an inadequately assessed
opportunity is likely to place an alliance on unstable ground for subsequent conflicts (e.g.,

if partners later discover misaligned value capture).

The second gap concerns alliance formation and design — that is, the phase at which
conflicts are first more formally governed. Emerging research offers valuable insights
into SA antecedents and motivations (Niesten & Jolink, 2020), as well as novel
perspectives on early goal alignment (Slawinski et al., 2025) and relevant contractual
choices (Lin & Darnall, 2015; Jolink & Niesten, 2021). However, it is less explicit
regarding the processes of jointly selecting appropriate contracts and task programmes in
response to conflicts compounded by heterogeneous partners and the multidimensional,

wicked nature of sustainability goals.

The third gap concerns ongoing SA governance beyond the inter-partner dyad — that is,
the operation phase in which conflicts occur across multiple organisational levels, a

feature that is characteristic of transition contexts. Both traditional and emerging SA
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research have provided valuable insights into the operation of ongoing alliances (Gulati
et al., 2012; Hiibel et al., 2022; Jolink & Niesten, 2021; Slawinski et al., 2025), yet it
remains conceptually anchored in the bilateral relationship, generating blind spots at the
intra- and extra-organisational levels (Brattstrom & Faems, 2020; Lumineau & Oliveira,
2018; Ryan-Charleton & Galavan, 2024). This limitation is especially consequential for
SAs because, due to the non-excludable nature of SO value creation, goal and cognitive
conflicts are not contained within the dyad. They extend inward, as firm-internal
stakeholders with divergent interests can undermine support for individual projects (Hahn
et al.,, 2024), and outward, as external actors advance competing interpretations of

sustainability problems and their appropriate solutions (Elzinga et al., 2023).

The fourth gap concerns the boundary conditions under which this governance process
supports SO realisation. While the factors influencing alliance performance are well
established in traditional alliance research (Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022; Jolink & Niesten,
2012), their embeddedness in transition contexts remains poorly understood.
Exogenously, broader transition-level challenges, such as investment gaps (Penna et al.,
2023), regulatory stringency (Wesseling et al., 2015), cultural barriers (Ranta et al., 2018),
market dynamics, and geopolitical factors (Nuur et al., 2026), can constrain actor efforts
in driving transitions. Although such challenges have attracted considerable attention,
their relative salience is not fully understood. For example, while the transitions literature
recognises that transitions are inherently contested (Madsen et al., 2022; Wanzenbdck et
al., 2020; Wiarda et al., 2023), transition challenges are sometimes treated as objective
whereas the diversity of challenge natratives among stakeholders has not been
systematically examined. This can, in turn, obscure which exogenous factors are
perceived by actors as most influential in shaping their efforts. At the same time, context
matters: empirical research suggests that when regulatory frameworks exogenously align

actor incentives, the risk of goal conflict is reduced (Niesten & Jolink, 2012).

Endogenously, characteristics of the focal alliance itself can both spur and constrain the
achievement of substantive results (e.g., partner size, Calza et al., 2021). At the same
time, although a growing body of SA scholarship examines different aspects of SA
operation (Jolink & Niesten, 2021; Niesten & Jolink, 2020; Slawinski et al., 2025),

10
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comparatively little attention has been paid to the inherent limitations of SA governance
mechanisms. As Dzhengiz et al. (2023a) observe, the literature tends to treat sustainability
partnerships as a near-universal panacea, potentially obscuring the conditions under
which an orientation towards maintaining relational quality may undermine substantive
results, a phenomenon termed "means—ends decoupling" (Couture et al., 2023). A closer
examination of both exogenous and endogenous boundary conditions is therefore

warranted.

Taken together, these gaps delineate a collective gap at the intersection of all three
literature streams: understanding how SAs are governed to address conflicts that threaten
SO realisation, including the conditions that shape this process in the context of
sustainability transitions. The specific research questions underpinning this purpose are
collated in Table 1. The shading depicts the preliminary contribution of each paper to the
research questions.

Contribution of papers to the research questions

P4
Pl P3 “Varieties of | P5
« . P2 “Missions  as disagreement in “Sustainability
Assessing w . . . .
. S Managing multi-level transformative R&D alliances:
Research questions sustainability Lo . S .
o sustainability governance policy missions: Problematising
opportunities . - . .
X alliances: mechanisms  in A Q study on review and
for circular . R
. A goal-directed alliances for the lessons  from
business - . Lo L
- framework sustainable decarbonization transitions
models . - N .
innovation of Swedish research.
industry”

R1. How do firms assess SOs to support
their future realisation?

R2. How do prospective partners form
and design an SA to support the
realisation of SOs?

R3. How do SA partners operate the
alliance across organisational levels to
support the realisation of SOs?

R4. What boundary conditions shape the
realisation of SOs  through SA
governance?

Table 1. Research questions and paper contribution.
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2 Theoretical Background

This chapter provides the theoretical foundation underpinning the overarching purpose
of the thesis. It begins by defining sustainability alliances. Having established this
foundation, it then unpacks how alliance performance is conceptualised in this thesis and
the key conflicts that undermine it, in both the traditional and the sustainability transition
context. The following sections synthesise the state of the art in traditional alliance
governance and emerging developments in sustainability alliance scholarship, ultimately
arguing for the need to advance theorising on the sustainability alliance governance

process.

2.1 What are “Sustainability Alliances” and Why Do They Matter?

This section explains sustainability alliances as a hybrid governance mode, defines their
key characteristics and conceptual dimensions, and describes their role in sustainability
transitions. Transaction cost economics (TCE) posits that distinct governance modes are
available to minimize transaction costs — the costs of performing and monitoring tasks —
depending on the degree of asset specificity (Williamson, 1991; 1998). TCE distinguishes
three modes: market governance, in which prices govern; hierarchical governance, in
which managerial authority governs; and hybrid governance, in which interorganisational
agreements govern. TCE predicts that transactions requiring substantial asset-specific
investments are most efficiently internalised within the firm’s hierarchy. Hybrid
governance mode, by contrast, becomes relevant when transactions involve intermediate
levels of asset specificity, as it helps preserve ownership autonomy while enabling the
joint organization of work. It is defined as "agreements among legally autonomous
entities doing business together, mutually adjusting without the help of the price system,
and sharing or exchanging technologies" (Ménard, 2004, p. 4). Alliances constitute one
prominent form of such hybrid organizing, alongside other forms of inter-organisational

collaboration (Judge & Dooley, 2006; Ménard, 2004).

An alliance is "a formal agreement between two or more business organizations to pursue
a set of private and common goals" (Arino et al., 2001, p. 110). Although alliances can
vary in their orientation, including marketing, production, and global direct investment

arrangements (Demir & Soderman, 2007; Niesten et al., 2017), the term often refers to
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R&D agreements concerned with the development or transfer of technologies (Ménard,
2004; Shipilov & Gawer, 2020). A distinct subtype of R&D alliances is what this thesis
terms sustainability alliances (SAs): formal agreements between two or more firms to
pursue private and shared economic, social, and environmental goals through the
development of sustainability-oriented products, practices, processes, technologies, and

business models (Cicerelli et al., 2025; Jolink & Niesten, 2021; Slawinski et al., 2025).

2.1.1. Conceptual Dimensions of the Definition

This section unpacks several key conceptual dimensions of the SA definition, derived
from the extant literature, and distinguishes SAs from adjacent concepts. Specifically, the
definition highlights: 1) an inter-firm focus; ii) a sustainable innovation focus; and iii) a

formal agreement focus.

Conceptual clarity on SAs is warranted yet remains underdeveloped. SA scholarship
frequently employs divergent labels to denote the same phenomenon — for example,
terming R&D alliances in sustainability contexts as environmental (Jolink & Niesten,
2021; Slawinski et al., 2025), sustainable (Santa-Maria et al., 2025), or green (Cancela et
al., 2025), while other studies employ generic terms such as partnerships for sustainability
(Riegler et al., 2023). Conversely, the same label (e.g., environmental alliance) is applied
to meaningfully different phenomena, ranging from cross-sector partner constellations
(Stadtler et al., 2017) to exclusively inter-firm alliances (Jolink & Niesten, 2021). Table
2 inventories selected papers employing the SA label and related terms, assessing how
they map onto the three conceptual dimensions identified above. The proposed definition
above is therefore derived not only from what is implied by alliances in the traditional
literature (Arino et al., 2001; Shipilov & Gawer, 2020) but is also aligned with emerging
trends in SA theorising, as presented in Table 2. In this thesis, the adoption of
"sustainability alliance” is deliberate as it encompasses not only pro-environmental but
also pro-social innovation (e.g., fleet automation to improve working conditions),

consistent with the empirical context.
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Theoretical Background

The first conceptual dimension is inter-firm focus, which is also the least conceptually
settled in the literature. SAs are predominantly defined as firm-to-firm arrangements
(Niesten & Jolink, 2020), reflecting the longstanding tradition of applying the alliance
label to inter-firm settings (Gulati et al., 2012). This holds in sustainability contexts,
although participating firms tend to be more heterogeneous, spanning small and large
companies as well as competitors (Jolink & Niesten, 2021; Riandita et al., 2025;
Slawinski et al., 2025). At the same time, the broad skillset and diversity of perspectives
that sustainability demands (Vurro et al., 2024) appear to have produced a degree of
definitional drift, with some accounts extending the concept beyond for-profit actors to
also encompass public and non-profit actors (Inigo et al., 2020; Stadtler & Lin, 2017).
For instance, Stadtler and Lin (2017) define SAs as "collaborative arrangements between
a firm and other firm, government, university or non-governmental (NGO) partners"
(Stadtler & Lin, 2017, p. 710). This thesis adopts an intermediary stance: collaborating
organizations need not be exclusively firms, but firms must occupy a central role, with at
least two members being firms, thereby establishing an inter-firm focus. This
distinguishes SAs from public—private and other cross-sector collaborations in which
firms do not necessarily occupy a central or driving role. An illustrative empirical case is
the SMMART alliance in Sweden, which comprised firms across the value chain and also

included a representative of the Road Authorities (LKAB, 2019).

The second dimension is sustainable innovation focus. Although not all alliances for
sustainability are innovation-oriented (Lin, 2012), this thesis focuses on those that are,
encompassing new products, services, processes, organisational structures, and business
models. An innovation focus is also common across papers employing the SA label and
its derivatives (see Table 2). Importantly, this facet further sharpens the distinction from
the adjacent label of cross-sector partnerships. Cross-sector partnerships may feature
firms alongside other organizations, yet they are not exclusively focused on R&D projects
and can also be oriented towards broader pro-social campaigns — for example, the
Carrefour—FIDH partnership aimed at improving working conditions in supplier plants
(Ahmadsimab & Chowdhury, 2021).
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The third dimension is the formal agreement focus, referring to the presence of an explicit
bounded agreement (albeit of varying complexity) that governs the relationship. This
distinguishes SAs from other firm- and innovation-centric collaborative phenomena
whose scope exceeds what any single agreement covers. Networks, for instance, can refer
to collaborative phenomena encompassing the full constellation of actors required for
innovation commercialisation (Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2014). Similarly, innovation
ecosystems are firm- and innovation-centric, yet consist of actors linked through
qualitatively different types of ties — some dyads governed by bilateral contracts, others
interacting without direct connection to the focal actors (Adner, 2017; Shipilov & Gawer,
2020). Therefore, alliances are often nested within networks and ecosystems (Shipilov &
Gawer, 2020), although the latter are broader in scope. For instance, Apple's alliances
with Cisco, Aon, and Allianz for joint cybersecurity improvement coexist within the same
ecosystem as app developers such as Dropbox and Adobe; however, the latter are
governed only by Apple's generic Developer Program and not by formal alliance

agreements (Shipilov & Gawer, 2020).
2.1.2. Role of Sustainability Alliances in Transitions

SAs matter because they represent one of the key driving forces of sustainability
transitions (Musiolik et al., 2020; Tziva et al., 2021). The core transition framework — the
multi-level perspective (MLP) (Geels, 2002; Geels, 2016; Moritz et al., 2023; Lenfle &
Soderlund, 2022) — highlights the role of multi-actor interactions, including alliances, as
follows. At the heart of the MLP is the concept of regimes — namely, established rules,
institutions, and actor groups and technologies that together reproduce system stability
(Geels, 2002; Moritz et al., 2023). In contrast, niches represent the locus of radical
innovation — a less-institutionalised space where alternative actor groups and technologies
seek to interrupt the path of incremental change (Rosenbloom et al., 2016). Disruption is
thought to be set in motion by broader cultural and political shocks (Lenfle & Soderlund,
2022). The MLP perspective then assumes that it “constellations of actors” that make use
of these windows of opportunity, shaping the development of new technologies and
driving deployment (Rosenbloom et al., 2016, p. 1276). These “multiple groups and
constituencies” seek to establish a new dominant design until stability resumes once one

“group” prevails (Geels, 2016, p. 900).
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Zooming in, a complementary framework that further highlights the role of alliances is
technological-innovation systems (TIS), which focus “on the development, diffusion and
use of a particular technology (in terms of knowledge, product or both)” (Bergek et al.,
2008, p. 408). TIS complements the MLP by unpacking specific technological solutions
and explaining why they fail or prevail (Andersson et al., 2023; Markard & Truffer,
2008). TIS consists of structural dimensions — including actors, actor interactions,
institutions and infrastructures — and functional dimensions, such as knowledge
development, resource mobilisation, market formation, influence on the direction of
search, legitimisation, experimentation, and the development of external economies
(Andersson et al., 2023; Bergek et al., 2008; Wieczorek & Hekkert, 2012). Actor
interactions are defined as “cooperative relationships and links between actors”
(Wieczorek & Hekkert, 2012, p. 76) and represent a precondition for TIS functions to
materialise. These “cooperative relationships” often take the form of alliances. For
example, empirical evidence suggest that alliances promote different types of legitimacy
by developing multiple technological applications to increase adoption or by expanding
markets where new technologies can be sold (Kishna et al., 2017) and create important
TIS resources by mobilising investments, developing reports, and disseminating

knowledge (Tziva et al., 2021).

2.2 Alliance Performance

This section seeks to unpack alliance performance and its dimensions, which constitute
the key constructs of this research. It first defines the dimensions and explains their
interrelated nature as conceptualised in traditional alliance theory, and then contextualises

them in transitions contexts where SAs operate.

2.2.1 Relational Quality and Opportunity Realisation

Assessing alliance performance requires attention to two distinct but interrelated
dimensions: relational quality and the substantive opportunity realisation (Ryan-

Charleton et al., 2022; Becerra et al., 2008; Hoetker & Mellewigt, 2009; Kale et al., 2002).
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Relational quality refers to how well the alliance functions as a collaborative arrangement
(Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022). It is captured through subjective indicators, such as
perceived commitment, satisfaction, and stability (Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022).
Commitment reflects the extent of joint efforts and investments, including both tangible
resource contributions and intangible attitudes towards the alliance. Satisfaction denotes
expressed contentment with alliance processes and their perceived effectiveness. Stability
reflects the absence of major partner disruptions or premature termination. Opportunity
realisation, by contrast, concerns the domain-specific results of alliance work and is more
commonly operationalised through objective measures (Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022).
These include knowledge outcomes at the firm and alliance levels (e.g., creation,
acquisition, application), innovation outcomes (e.g., new products, processes, overall
innovativeness), competitive positioning outcomes (e.g., shifts in relative market share),

and financial outcomes (e.g., stock market returns, sales volume, total profit).

The two dimensions are strongly correlated (Becerra et al., 2008; Geringer & Hebert,
1991; Kale et al., 2002; Niesten & Jolink, 2015), with relational quality typically treated
as a precursor or intermediary variable for substantive results (Sambasivan et al., 2013).
For instance, Wittmann et al. (2009) identify strong commitment as a foundation for long-
term resource sharing, finding evidence that it ultimately promotes financial outcomes
and advising managers to invest in "relational resources" (p. 752). Accordingly, the two
dimensions are frequently employed in tandem to assess overall alliance performance
(Becerra et al., 2008; Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022). Kale et al. (2002), for example,
measure alliance performance through stock market gains and perceived alliance
effectiveness as reported by alliance managers two years post-launch. This practice is
common partly because many alliance surveys rely on snapshot designs, making it

difficult to track long-term results (Ryan-Charleton et al., 2022).
2.2.2 Alliance Performance in Sustainability Transition Contexts

This section contextualises relational quality and opportunity realisation within the

transition context in which SAs operate. Given the still developing state of SA theory, the
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discussion draws on adjacent literature streams, encompassing different collaborative

phenomena for sustainability, rather than studies referring specifically to SAs.

Regarding relational quality, recent work highlights the importance of previously
discussed relational constructs, such as commitment, in supporting knowledge transfer
(Santos et al., 2025). Nevertheless, relational quality does not seem to be established as
an explicit dimension of alliance performance in its own right. This is illustrated by Calza
et al. (2021), who examine the effect of having aligned “green aims” on environmental
outcomes, not explicitly considering relational quality as an intermediary mechanism.
Opportunity realisation — in this case SO realisation — is typically conceptualised through
the triple-bottom-line framework, encompassing environmental, social, and economic
outcomes (Santos et al., 2025). Environmental outcomes are commonly measured
through reductions in emissions, waste discharge, and resource use, as well as broader
indicators such as ESG ratings and sustainable innovations, including new products,
market entry, and eco-design (Cicerelli et al., 2025; Esfahbodi et al., 2017; Fontoura &
Coelho, 2022). Economic outcomes are often assessed through cost reductions, market
share, profitability, and net profit (Esfahbodi et al., 2017; Fontoura & Coelho, 2022).

A broad consensus holds that collaborative relationships relate positively to triple-
bottom-line outcomes (De Marchi et al., 2012; Esfahbodi et al., 2017; Santos et al., 2025).
For example, collaborative culture is argued to foster long-term engagement and
knowledge sharing and learning (Santos et al., 2025), supporting both environmental and
financial outcomes with innovation serving as a mediating mechanism (Esfahbodi et al.,
2017; Fontoura & Coelho, 2022). This suggests that the positive association between
relational quality and opportunity realisation likely extends to the sustainability context.
However, this relationship is nuanced. Exogenous conditions, such as stakeholder
orientation, labour rights regimes, and NGO activity, can moderate the extent to which
relational quality can translate into substantive triple-bottom-line results (Husted & de
Sousa-Filho, 2017). Emerging work also identifies a potential "means—ends decoupling,”
whereby well-functioning relationships may weaken sustainability ambition over time
(Couture et al., 2023). Similarly, from a TIS perspective, "actor interaction failure" can

arise from both weak and excessively strong ties (Weber & Rohracher, 2012). Interactions
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that are too weak, often characterised by instability, impede innovation (S6derholm et al.,
2019; Wieczorek & Hekkert, 2012). Equally, interactions that are too strong risk locking
actors into insular coalitions, reducing openness to new ideas (Elzinga et al., 2023;
Soderholm et al., 2019; Woolthuis et al., 2005). Taken together, these considerations
underscore the importance of examining SA performance through both dimensions as

well as influencing boundary conditions.
2.3 Alliance Governance

The recognition that relational quality constitutes an important pathway to substantive
opportunity realisation has motivated research on how it can be improved through
governance, understood, following Williamson (1998), as the "means by which order is
accomplished in a relation in which potential conflict threatens to undo or upset
opportunities to realize mutual gains" (p. 76, emphasis added). In alliance research,
governance is defined more broadly as "how an alliance is managed, how it is organized
and regulated by agreements and processes, and how the partners control and influence
its evolution and performance over time" (Doz & Hammel, 1998, p. 120). This broader
scope reflects the fact that different theoretical lenses direct attention to a variety of
problems in alliances. For example, agency theory, TCE, and property rights theory each
illuminate different dimensions of what can undermine relationships (Jolink & Niesten,
2012), with no single framework capable of fully explaining high alliance performance
(Mayer & Teece, 2008). This thesis, however, is grounded primarily in the TCE
conceptualisation of governance, centring on how relational quality is achieved by pre-
empting "conflicts" that "threaten to undo or upset opportunities” — in this case, conflicts
that threaten the realisation of SOs. In that sense, conflict pre-emption is viewed in this

thesis as a proxy for improving relational quality that supports the realisation of SOs.

This section synthesises the state of the art on alliance governance by first identifying key
conflicts, then reviewing the core postulates of traditional alliance theory, and finally
extending the discussion to emergent SA theorising. It concludes that SA governance
research remains nascent, particularly from a process perspective — a gap that motivates

the present thesis.
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2.3.1 Conflicts Threatening Opportunity Realisation

The two key conflicts threatening alliances are goal and cognitive conflicts. Goal conflict
is rooted in the assumption that economic agents are opportunistic and are therefore
inclined to prioritise self-interest over collective gain (Arikan, 2020; Williamson, 1998).
It refers to a state in which actors hold divergent objectives (Hennart, 2006). Its
conceptual opposite — goal alignment — is illuminated by Bacharach et al. (1996), who
posit that "alignment occurs when Party A's means are perceived by Party B as not
inconsistent with Party B's ends, and Party B's ends are perceived by Party A as not
inconsistent with Party A's means" (p. 478). Niesten and Jolink (2012) further argue that
aligned parties should each be able to "increase their income, and none of the parties
obstructs the ability of another contracting party to increase its income in the relevant
transaction" (p. 1033). Goal conflict, by contrast, arises when at least one party's pursuit
of its objectives is obstructed by another party's pursuit of theirs. It may manifest across
a range of domains, including price—quality trade-offs and divergent problem framings,
and emerges not only between inter-firm partners but also within intra-firm functional
teams (Corsaro & Snehota, 2011; Brattstrom & Faems, 2020). The consequences of
unresolved goal conflict are substantial. Goal conflicts are widely regarded as a precursor
to opportunistic behaviour (Blome et al., 2023; Niesten & Jolink, 2012), extensively
studied across temporal dimensions, risk levels, and active versus passive manifestations
(Das, 2004; Hoetker & Mellewigt, 2009; Niesten & Jolink, 2012; Wathne & Heide, 2000).
For example, Wathne and Heide (2000) distinguish passive forms, such as withholding
effort, quality shrinkage, and refusal to adapt, from more active forms, such as forced
renegotiations. Opportunistic behaviour erodes trust and can precipitate the premature
dissolution of otherwise beneficial relationships (Arikan, 2020; Lui et al., 2009). At the
same time, the affected party may experience heightened emotional distress, rendering
repair particularly challenging (Arikan, 2020). These negative consequences of goal

conflicts make it an important threat to alliances’ ability to realise mutual opportunities.

The second core conflict is cognitive conflict, rooted in bounded rationality (Foss &
Weber, 2016; Simon, 1972; Williamson, 1998). Bounded rationality denotes the limits of
human information processing, cognitive economising, and systematic biases (Foss &

Weber, 2016), describing how actors navigate uncertainty and information constraints to
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reach satisfactory decisions through heuristics (Lejarraga & Pindard-Lejarraga, 2020;
Simon, 1972). While bounded rationality can, under some conditions, support effective
decision making (Lejarraga & Pindard-Lejarraga, 2020), in inter-organisational settings,
it can also generate several distinct forms of cognitive conflict. These include
interpretation-based conflict, arising when actors apply divergent frames to make sense
of the same information; role-based conflict, when parties simultaneously claim
ownership of overlapping tasks due to poorly defined responsibilities; and evaluation-
based conflict, when parties assess their respective contributions differently, such as
through overestimation of their own capabilities (Foss & Weber, 2016). These cognitive
conflicts produce operational inefficiencies and delays even when firms are otherwise
committed to the alliance, as they struggle to map interdependencies and allocate tasks
and roles effectively (Gulati et al., 2012; Hoetker & Mellewigt, 2009). They can also
generate omissions in alliance design, particularly in the analysis of inputs and payoffs,
thereby amplifying the already described risk of opportunistic behaviour (Gulati et al.,
2012). These potential negative consequences of cognitive conflicts make it the second

core threat to be pre-empted.

2.3.2 Traditional Alliance Governance

Although misalignment and conflict can under certain conditions yield improved
outcomes (Bechtel et al., 2025; Corsaro & Snehota, 2011), a sufficient degree of
alignment is generally necessary to support technology development progression, albeit
the requisite level varies by context (Ingstrup et al., 2021). Alliance scholars have
accordingly developed a rich account of relational and structural mechanisms to pre-empt

conflict (Devarakonda et al., 2018; Faems et al., 2008; Keller et al., 2021).

Structural governance encompasses formal and administrative arrangements of the
alliance (Contractor & Reuer, 2014). Legal agreements broadly serve to align partners,
deter opportunistic behaviour, and facilitate conflict resolution when it arises (Schepker
et al., 2014; Schilke & Lumineau, 2018). Termination provisions, for instance, offer
partners flexibility to exit under specified conditions (e.g., missed milestones) while
simultaneously creating incentives, particularly in alliances with a broad scope (Hanisch,

2025). Contracts can also reduce misunderstanding by stipulating exchange processes
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(Rai & Surana, 2022), and explicitly specifying provisions for tacit knowledge exchange
(Samant & Kim, 2023). Steering committees further support decision making by
designating representatives from partner organizations to address goal conflicts equitably
and build consensus (Hanisch et al., 2024). Alliances can vary in the degree of
formalisation — the extent to which rules, plans, and procedures guide activities — which
supports predictability and reduces cognitive conflicts, but may constrain adaptive
capacity under unforeseen circumstances (Albers et al., 2016). The variety of relevant
structural mechanisms has generated a body of contingency research, in which
governance choices are shaped by alliance task, deal-specific variables (such as asset size,
and prior relational and alliance experience) and environmental factors (such as
competitive intensity and political uncertainty) (Contractor & Reuer, 2014). As a general
pattern, higher levels of interdependence, investment, and long-term orientation are
associated with a progression from simple performance contracts to more complex

contractual arrangements and, ultimately, equity exchange (Contractor & Reuer, 2014).

Relational governance complements structural mechanisms by drawing on informal
practices and trust (Brattstrom & Richtnér, 2014; Hoetker & Mellewigt, 2009). Trust
develops through repeated positive social interactions, progressively strengthening
confidence in partners' integrity and competence (Rai & Surana, 2022). It fosters pro-
social behaviour, thereby ameliorating both goal and cognitive conflicts by cultivating a
natural orientation towards mutual gain and a willingness to engage (Solinas et al., 2022),
It also enhances transactional flexibility, particularly in alliances requiring multiple
renegotiations (Lin & Ho, 2021). Trust is nonetheless fragile: it can deteriorate as the
alliance unfolds, especially under conditions of low performance, but it may be repaired
through the transgressor's proactiveness and the offended party's willingness to refrain
from retaliation (Solinas et al., 2022). It is widely recognised that structural and relational
governance operate in tandem rather than as mutually exclusive alternatives (Majchrzak
et al., 2015). For instance, Keller et al. (2021) highlight that contracts may be informal,
featuring loosely specified and flexible terms, while relational governance may itself

become formalised as trust-based mechanisms are codified over time.
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A prominent approach to explaining alliance governance moves beyond a static,
dichotomous framing by situating governance mechanisms within the alliance processes
(Kale & Singh, 2009). At inception, firms recognise that required knowledge, technology,
or legitimacy cannot be obtained internally or through markets, and therefore seek
partners with complementary resources (Deken et al., 2018). At the same time, to mitigate
future goal and cognitive conflicts through partner selection, firms may favour partners
with an established relational legacy, proximate contexts, similar status and reputation,
and structural and cultural compatibility (Gulati et al., 2012). Next, alliance managers
turn to alliance design — deciding how work will be conducted, and how returns will be
distributed and protected (Choi & Contractor, 2016). Carefully constructed contracts
increase the likelihood of detecting and deterring goal conflicts and associated
opportunistic behaviours. In contrast, joint ventures represent a particularly strong
alignment mechanism by rendering partners "hostages" of their equity investments, with
trust-building compensating for inherent contractual incompleteness (Gulati et al., 2012).
Cognitive conflicts are pre-empted through robust authority structures and procedures
that specify roles, tasks, and feedback channels to support smooth operation (Gulati et al.,
2012). As alliances become operational, established routines are subject to ongoing
evaluation and revision to sustain relational quality and maintain collective orientation
towards opportunity realisation (Kale & Singh, 2009). This entails contract renegotiation

and the optimization of joint task programmes (Gulati et al., 2012).

An ongoing debate concerns the optimal governance mix and its evolution (Hanisch et
al., 2025; Keller et al., 2021; Solinas et al., 2022). Continuous alternation between
structural and relational governance, for instance, has been associated with improved
innovation outcomes (Lin & Ho, 2021). Yet, the optimal mix is highly context-specific,
and the relative value of structural and relational mechanisms shifts continuously (Keller
et al., 2021). Relational governance provides flexibility under stable conditions, whereas
contractual provisions restore clarity and predictability when trust erodes — for instance,
following changes in key personnel (Keller et al., 2021). Relational governance is also
better suited when evidence of goal conflicts remains subtle, such as the withholding of

information (Klassen et al., 2023). Alliances must therefore identify an appropriate "fit"
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between the two poles (Hanisch, 2025; Rai & Surana, 2022) — a challenge that becomes

particularly salient in the novel context examined in the next section.

2.3.3 Perspectives on Conflicts and Sustainability Alliance
Governance in Transition Contexts

Goal and cognitive conflicts are present in SAs and are arguably compounded in transition
contexts. The sustainability and circular economy literature streams converge in
highlighting that the pursuit of sustainability entails significant challenges (Ferraro et al.,
2015; Nuur et al., 2026; Nuur & Karabag, 2026). With respect to goal conflicts, partners
in SAs face greater potential for disagreement than in purely commercially driven
initiatives, given potentially divergent "triple-bottom-line" priorities and less
commensurable objectives (Watson et al., 2025). This is further amplified by the non-
appropriable nature of environmental and social value, which incentivises firms to extract
"as much private benefits as possible to compensate for the cost of participation" (Hahn
& Pinkse, 2014, p. 143). Documented examples of goal misalignment in sustainability
initiatives include divergent interests in sharing business-sensitive information and
conflicting preferences regarding small-scale experimentation versus large-scale
recycling processes (Ingstrup et al., 2021). Compounding this, sustainability initiatives
typically involve more actors with greater heterogeneity across industries, emerging value
chains, firm sizes, and market positions and organisational levels (Niesten & Lozano,
2015; Santa-Maria et al., 2025; Slawinski et al., 2025). While actor diversity has been
shown to support innovation, it also intensifies resistance, inertia, and tension throughout
the innovation process (Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2017) because diverse actors bring
divergent goals and fundamentally different institutional logics (Watson et al., 2025).
Smink et al. (2015), for instance, document logic clashes between gas network operators
and biomethane producers arising from divergent priorities concerning grid safety versus
operational efficiency. Structural and contextual challenges, including inadequate
infrastructure, policy frameworks that favour reliability over experimentation, and
shifting normative views on sustainability (Nuur & Karabag, 2026), further complicate
goal alignment, particularly when investment cycles span decades. Although some
research suggests that actors in sustainability contexts become more altruistic, implying

that goal conflicts may not escalate into opportunistic behaviour as predicted by
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traditional alliance theory (Vurro et al., 2024), other work points to tendencies to conceal
sustainability shortcomings and evade detection (Plambeck & Taylor, 2016). This
includes evidence of elevated opportunism risk along the social dimension relative to the
environmental one (Sun et al., 2026). Goal conflicts thus remain an important and

arguably compounded threat to SAs.

Cognitive conflicts are similarly compounded by the inherent "wickedness" of
sustainability challenges (Falcke et al., 2024; Ferraro et al., 2015). Sustainability pursuits
involve interconnected actors and span socio-technical systems whose dynamic,
nonlinear interactions generate feedback loops with frequently unintended consequences.
They are characterised by high uncertainty in which future outcomes cannot be fully
anticipated (Ferraro et al., 2015). Moreover, they are inherently evaluative, as diverse
stakeholders define both the problem and acceptable solutions in value-laden rather than
objective terms (Elzinga et al., 2023; Ferraro et al., 2015). Even the foundational concepts
of "sustainable development," "transition," and "circular economy" used in this thesis are
primarily theoretical and widely contested, with no shared consensus on what must be
done or how (Bolis et al., 2017; Elzinga et al., 2023; Korhonen et al., 2018). Since
sustainability initiatives typically involve more heterogeneous actors, spanning
industries, emerging value chains, and firm sizes, who hold different cognitive frames
(Vurro et al., 2024), misunderstandings are compounded. This makes predictable alliance
deployment, with clear roles and pay-off structures, considerably more difficult (Vurro et
al., 2024). At the same time, many firms operate under resource constraints and have

limited tolerance for uncertain returns (Guldmann & Huulgaard, 2020).

Traditional alliance governance theory, however, falls short of fully unpacking how to
ameliorate these compounded conflicts. Its core prescriptions, such as selecting proximate
partners with established relational histories to minimize goal conflicts, or exhaustively
pre-planning work programmes to mitigate cognitive conflicts (Gulati et al., 2012), are
often difficult to fulfil in SA contexts (Vurro et al., 2024). Traditional alliance governance
is therefore subject to growing scrutiny (He et al., 2024). Given the context-dependency

of the relational and structural governance mechanisms noted above, SAs are likely to
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require either adapted or entirely novel governance mechanisms. An emerging literature

is beginning to address this need, as synthesised below.

At the ideation phase, SA formation is rarely driven by legitimacy concerns alone.
Instead, motivations reflect combinations of capability-building opportunities, risk
sharing, and network access, shaped by financial capacity, prior experience, and industry
concentration (Riandita et al., 2025; Santa-Maria et al., 2025; Stadtler & Lin, 2017).
Partner selection remains consequential: innovation outcomes are thought to benefit from
allying with novel partners such as start-ups (Inigo et al., 2020; Riandita et al., 2025) and
from customer—supplier dyads (De Marchi et al., 2022), while partnering with central,
influential actors can provide access to a broader knowledge base than allying with more
peripheral actors (Peterman et al., 2020). Firm-to-firm partnerships are generally better
suited to addressing environmental problems rooted in unsustainable production — such
as increasing waste circularity — whereas cross-sector constellations are more appropriate
when sustainability challenges extend significantly beyond partner firms' boundaries,
such as systemic inequality (Dzhengiz et al., 2023b). Prospective partners are thought to
reduce goal conflicts by developing shared engagement logics that define value salience,

instrumentality, temporality, and common language (Watson et al., 2025).

At the design stage, contracts and trust retain their relevance, although with greater
reliance on relational mechanisms given the difficulty of specifying complete contracts
in experimental settings (Melander, 2018). Non-equity governance structures are argued
to be more suitable for competency-oriented alliances pursuing radical innovations (Lin
& Darnall, 2015). SAs also tend towards signal-goal fit in design choices, with
economically oriented joint ventures emphasising financial value and R&D agreements
better signalling environmental value (Jolink & Niesten, 2021). Insights from adjacent
cross-sector partnership research further suggest that alliances may be governed not only
through trust in partners but also united by the sustainability mission itself. This form of
governance can mobilize actors to self-organise without hierarchical controls (Dentoni et
al., 2021) and attenuate competitive dynamics during moments of societal disruption

(Cloutier & Langley, 2017; Stadtler & Van Wassenhove, 2016).
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Ongoing management has attracted the most sustained scholarly attention. SAs can
leverage competitive dynamics to support the relationships, supported by paradox
mindsets and other means such as peer pressure and distributed ownership (Slawinski et
al., 2025). Continuous learning — both from and about partners — remains central to
innovation outcomes (Hiibel et al., 2022). Both cognitive trust in partners' capabilities
and affective interpersonal trust support innovation, particularly when reinforced by
relation-specific investments (Donbesuur et al., 2021), although affective trust is more

fragile in competitive environments (Liao & Long, 2019).

Despite these rich insights across alliance processes, a comprehensive process framework
that explicitly adopts a governance lens — tracing how alliances navigate core goal and
cognitive conflicts as they unfold across alliance phases — remains largely tacit. This gap
is consequential: goal and cognitive conflicts are key and inherent sources of alliance
instability (Gulati et al., 2012) that are further compounded in sustainability transition
contexts, as argued above. Given that alliances constitute an important driver of
sustainability transitions (Tziva et al., 2021), an incomplete understanding of how to
govern against these core conflicts threatens not only individual alliances but also the
broader transition at a moment when the window for meaningful emissions reductions is

rapidly narrowing.
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3 Research Methods

This chapter presents the methods employed in the dissertation. It begins with a
description of, and reflection on, my research journey. It then outlines my philosophical
positioning and the research approaches adopted in the study — namely, a literature
review, case studies, and a Q-study. Each approach is described in terms of data
selection, data collection, and data analysis. This section concludes with a reflection on

research quality.

3.1 Research Journey and Research Context

In 2020, I joined the Entreprenecurship & Innovation research group (Business
Administration and Industrial Engineering, ETKS) at LTU, under the supervision of
Johan Frishammar, Vinit Parida, and Anna Brattstrém. My doctoral studies began as part
of a Vinnova-funded project focused circular business models (CBMs), drawing on
empirical material from four industrial projects. As part of a different project, Paper I
draws on the more specific CBM literature stream and adopts a firm-level theoretical
perspective. Specifically, Paper I explored how companies assess SOs prior to engaging
in CBM innovation (roughly corresponding to RQ1). The results were presented at the
Continuous Innovation Network (CINet) conference (virtual, Gothenburg, Sweden, 2021)
and later published in Business Strategy and the Environment (2022). Still, Paper 1
revealed how the early involvement of different actors (e.g., key partners and customers)
was essential for assessing the viability of SOs and pointed to reasons why firms chose
to form alliances. I also recall a question from the CINet audience regarding why the role
of state and public organisations was not central to our framework. This further piqued
my interest in understanding both the role of industrial partners and the role of exogenous

factors.

This insight also aligned naturally with my onboarding to the MESAM programme.
MESAM was a larger, cross-university initiative among LTU, Lund University and
Chalmers University of Technology, funded by the Swedish Energy Agency. The
programme sought to investigate how multi-actor projects in incumbent industries could
be better organised and supported by policymakers in developing technologies essential

for reducing CO? emissions, such as electrification, hydrogen, and biomass. There, I was
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involved in three papers examining multi-actor dynamics from different perspectives.
Paper II focused on challenges and management activities in SAs, based on eight
empirical cases across the steel, electricity, chemical, and mobility sectors. Paper II built
on the findings of Paper I — if focal companies often need to involve partners to improve
the viability of SOs, how do they form, design, and manage the resulting alliances?
(roughly corresponding to RQ2). Early drafts of Paper II were presented at a doctoral
workshop at the Innovation and Product Development Management Conference
(IPDMC) (Hamburg, Germany, 2022) and at the Nordic Research School in Innovation
and Entrepreneurship (NORSI) Annual Conference (Oslo, Norway, 2022). The paper was
ultimately published in California Management Review (2024). Work on Paper II helped

me improve my ability to craft more actionable articles for managerial audiences.

Paper III, drawing on the same dataset, is focused on how alliances foster commitment
from both partners and diverse firm-internal and external stakeholders (roughly
corresponding to RQ3). The paper was presented at the Academy of Management
Conference (Chicago, USA, 2024) and at the Product Development and Management
Association Consortium (PDMA) (Syracuse, USA, 2024), which provided opportunities
for theoretical discussion and more international exposure. The paper is currently under
review in an academic journal, but its abstract has been published in the Academy of

Management Proceedings.

The final MESAM paper — Paper IV — was developed in collaboration with colleagues
from Chalmers University. The paper investigated narratives of transition challenges and
disagreement surrounding them (partially corresponding to RQ4), employing Q-
methodology. Despite its broader unit of analysis, making the paper somewhat of an
“outlier” in this thesis, the findings are relevant not only for policymakers but also for
alliances operating in transition contexts, as they point to the more saliently voiced
transition challenges that can constitute exogenous boundary conditions of SA work.
Paper IV introduced me to a new method, a new research stream (i.e., transition literature)
and new collaboration dynamics and was ultimately published in a leading transitions-

focused journal Environmental Innovations and Societal Transitions.
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The collective evidence from the four papers further strengthened my conviction that the
pursuit of sustainability depends on firms’ ability to engage with other actors and
participate in broader multi-actor processes. However, some findings from Papers III and
IV alluded to an unresolved puzzle — some disagreements resist convergence, despite the
alliance and adjacent partnership literature streams being built on a strong premise of the
importance of actor alignment. How can such misalignments be addressed among alliance

partners? More importantly, should they be addressed at all?

With this puzzle in mind, although not yet articulated as a clear research objective, I
undertook a single-authored paper — a problematising literature review connecting the
alliance and transition literature streams (Paper V). Bringing together the alliance and
transition literature streams made sense from the perspective of my thesis and on
theoretical grounds. It also provided valuable experience with yet another research
method and with conducting research independently. The aim of the paper was to
problematise emergent SA scholarship by systematically identifying a set of assumptions
and drawing on the transitions literature to develop alternative and complementary
assumptions. Paper V had a broader research purpose, consistent with its problematising
review nature. However, its findings can be partially repurposed for this thesis — namely,
to elucidate the inherent problems and endogenous limitations of alliances in transition
contexts (partially corresponding to RQ4). An earlier version of the paper was presented
at a developmental workshop hosted by the International Journal of Management
Reviews (virtual, 2024) and is currently under review in a peer-reviewed academic

journal.

Taken together, the papers led me to understand that, to succeed with sustainability, firms
often need to collaborate in alliances, with the process of managing these alliances being
iterative and influenced by external and internal factors, and the themes of alignment and
conflict emerging as the centres of gravity. As I made sense of the papers collectively, |
realised that they could inform our understanding of SAs from a governance process
perspective. Since the individual papers each followed their own trajectory, often shifting
direction through peer review, writing this cover essay sometimes felt like fitting together

pieces of a puzzle that were never quite designed for the same picture. At the same time,
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the governance lens felt like the most honest way to make sense of these papers
collectively — it is where the themes of alignment and conflict, process and boundary

conditions, converged most naturally.

3.2 Philosophical Positioning

Deliberately articulating a philosophical position is inherently challenging, not least
because I am myself a product of the research community within which I have been
socialised. I have thus been shaped by what Kuhn (1970) famously termed “normal
science” — the dominant and largely taken-for-granted methodological preferences of my
field and research group. Nonetheless, explicit reflection on philosophical positioning is
crucial, as ontological and epistemological assumptions condition methodological

choices and research conclusions.

Philosophical positions span a continuum from positivist to interpretivist assumptions
about the nature of reality (ontology) and knowledge (epistemology) (Guba & Lincoln,
1994; Jarvensivu & Tornroos, 2010). My philosophical position is best characterised
as critical realism (Easton, 2010; Geels, 2022; Martela, 2015), situated in a middle
ground between positivist and interpretivist approaches. Originating in the work of
Bhaskar (1978), critical realism emerged in response to interpretivist critiques that
challenged positivist ontology. That is, ontologically, I assume the existence of a single,
concrete reality independent of the researcher, reflecting the “realist” component of
critical realism. In this respect, I depart from interpretivist critiques that emphasize the
existence of multiple, socially constructed realities. At the same time, my position does
not collapse into full positivism, as epistemologically I accept that, although knowledge
pertains to a real world, it is socially produced, mediated through language, context, and
theory, and therefore remains provisional. Knowledge claims must therefore be

continuously tested, critiqued, and refined — hence, the “critical” dimension.

Importantly, critical realism has been widely acknowledged as compatible with both
management and transitions research (Easton, 2010; Geels, 2022), making it well suited
to this dissertation. It is also amenable to case-study research (Easton, 2010), the principal

research method of this thesis.
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This philosophical stance has shaped my approach to research. First, my ontological view
of a single reality has inclined me to value empirical breadth and systematic comparison.
If reality is assumed to be single, then studying multiple empirical instances should yield
more robust explanations. Consequently, across the appended papers, I argue that
multiple-case study designs produce more “accurate, and generalizable” findings
(Gehman et al., 2018, p. 287). At the same time, the interpretivist orientations sensitised
me to the fallibility of such as “our perceptions depend to some extent on our prior
knowledge and hence on our state of preparedness and our expectations” (Chalmers,
2013, p. 12). Prior theory and preconceptions not only guided my inquiry but also
conditioned what I was likely to overlook. For example, I may at times have downplayed
the role of competition, influenced by prevailing assumptions that collaboration is crucial
for sustainability. Polanyi (2012) conceptualizes this as filtering through “focal
awareness”. Within critical realism, such selectivity is not treated as a flaw to be
eradicated, but as an inescapable feature of scientific inquiry. Reality is understood as
stratified and only partially observable (e.g., one can observe behaviours but not the
causes). Consequently, multiple — and sometimes competing — interpretations of the same
phenomena are to be expected (Easton, 2010). Instead of knowledge, researchers are
viewed as producing “warranted assertions” — that is, “outcomes of inquiry that are so
settled that we are ready to act upon them yet remain always open to be changed in the
future” (Martela, 2015, p. 540). With that in mind, the aim of scientific inquiry is to
progressively refine explanations of reality, rather than to immediately arrive at

conclusive theories.

Importantly, however, acknowledging this component does not involve the normalisation
of bias. As Longino (1990) argues, science is a fundamentally social enterprise in which
knowledge accumulates through collective scrutiny, critique, and revision. Individual
subjectivities are not decisive insofar as claims are exposed to critical scrutiny. From this
perspective, the objectivity of research is assessed by the extent to which it enables critical
scrutiny (Longino, 1990). As Easton (2010) summarizes, “criticality within a discipline
becomes essential since only by seeing the same data through the different theoretical

lenses employed by different researchers can understanding of some of the features of the
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real world occur” (p. 123). Throughout this doctoral project, I have sought such critical
engagement through discussions, peer review, by considering key postulates of research
quality (see section 3.7) and by cultivating reflexivity at the individual level, following
Karl Popper’s famous warning about ignoring explanations that are dangerous to our “pet
theories” (Popper, 1963). This is evident in Papers III and V, where I explicitly revisit my

own published work.
3.3 Research Approaches

The general approach of this thesis has been explorative (Yin, 2018) (collated in Table
3). Explorative theorising is deemed relevant for phenomena that are novel and have

limited prior theoretical explanations (Edmondson & McManus, 2007).

Across five papers, I employed three methodologies described below — 1) case studies, ii)
a mixed-method Q-study, and iii) a literature review. Empirical data comprise a total of
106 interviews, including 90 interviews with senior managers, engineers, and project
leads and 16 interviews with other actors in sustainability transitions in Sweden (e.g.,
NGOs, universities, governmental bodies). The interviews are supplemented by statistical
analysis of key narratives, board meeting observations, three workshops, and archival
sources (e.g., company internal reports, press releases, and interviews available online).
In addition, insights from 92 academic articles spanning SA and transition research were
collected. The data were primarily analysed using thematic analysis, while the Q-study

combined statistical and qualitative interpretation.
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Purpose

Status

Research
approach

Data
collection

Data
analysis

Paper 1

To advance
understanding of
the assessment
criteria that
enables
incumbent
companies to
evaluate
sustainability
opportunities
prior to initiating
the circular
transition

Published in
Business
Strategy and the
Environment.

Qualitative

Multiple case
study of 4
innovation
projects™®

33 open-ended
and semi-
structured

interviews, 1
board meeting

observation, 2

workshops**

Thematic
analysis

Paper 11

To investigate
managerial
activities that help
address the
challenges of
sustainability in
alliances

Published in
California
Management
Review.

Qualitative

Multiple case
study of 8
environmental
alliances (steel,
mining, chemical,
mobility sectors) *

44 open-ended and
semi-structured
interviews**

archival data
(project webpages,
internal company
reports, publicly
available
interviews)

Thematic analysis

Paper 111

To explore how
alliances overcome
cooperative
concerns in the
pursuit of
multidimensional
goals of sustainable
innovation across
organisational levels

First R&R in ABS-3
journal.

Qualitative

Multiple case study
of 4 environmental
alliances™

38 open-ended and
semi-structured
interviews**

archival data
(project webpages,
internal company
reports, publicly
available
interviews)

Thematic analysis

Paper IV

To characterise
narratives among
stakeholders in
relation to the
transformative policy
mission of achieving
net zero emissions
from Swedish industry
by 2045 and negative
emissions thereafter

Published in
Environmental
Innovations and
Societal Transitions.

Mixed methods

25 Q-interviews with
25 stakeholders to
sustainability
transition in Sweden
(representatives from
firms, NGOs,
universities,
regulatory bodies)

Sorts of 56 challenge
statements, open-
ended questions

Q-method statistical
analysis and
qualitative thematic
analysis

Paper V

To identify and
problematise
assumptions in SA

research and adjacent
streams and propose a

set of alternative
assumptions from
transitions research

First R&R in ABS-3

journal.

Problematising review

92 articles across SA,

adjacent, and

transitions domains

Bibliographic analysis
and thematic analysis

* Some cases overlap across Paper I, I1, and IIT ** Several interviews overlap across Paper
I, I1, and III

Table 3. Overview of methodology of papers included in this dissertation.
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3.3.1 Case Studies

Across Papers I-111, a case study methodology was employed due to the complex and
under-theorised nature of the research topics (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Yin,
2018). For example, in Paper I, the aim was to understand Zow companies assess SOs
before CBM development — an activity shaped by subjective managerial judgment and
embedded in firm-specific and ecosystem contexts. Likewise, Papers II and
IIT investigated SA’s managerial activities — a complex, context-dependent phenomenon,
involving structures, contracts, and interpersonal interactions. Multiple cases enabled
replication logic and cross-case comparisons (Gehman et al.,, 2018; Eisenhardt &

Graebner, 2007).

The cases were selected on theoretical relevance (Yin, 2018). For example, Paper
I examined four circularity-targeting projects run by two large Swedish manufacturing
firms, focusing on how firms assess opportunities prior to project initiation. Data were
collected primarily through in-depth interviews (Yin, 2018), which evolved from open-
ended to semi-structured inquiries. These were supplemented with secondary
sources (e.g., press releases, websites, internal documents including project slides and
internal reports). The latter enabled triangulation of findings (Jick, 1979; Yin, 2018), the
collection of context-related information, and the compilation of event histories. To
validate emergent themes, workshops and feedback sessions were organised. Papers 11
and III are based in part on the same dataset. Initially, 44 interviews were conducted for
both papers. For Paper III, an additional 4 interviews were conducted, and some
interviews and cases were removed from the sample to enable more meaningful cross-
case comparison. These were also complemented by archival data — for example,
recordings of interviews with alliance leaders, which were used to gather additional

quotations.

Data analysis across all three papers adopted an iterative approach in data analysis,
largely following Gioia et al.’s (2013) structuring recommendations. Specifically, the
interviews were transcribed and quotations were coded into first-order codes close to
participants’ language, which were subsequently subsumed into second-order themes and

abstracted into aggregated dimensions. For example, in Paper II, first-order codes

38



Research Methods

captured concrete managerial activities, second-order themes represented clusters of these
activities, and third-order dimensions captured the phases along which these activities
unfolded. The themes and dimensions were subsequently interlinked through
frameworks, whereas first-order quotations helped enrich the narrative and explain the
connections. The identified themes were supported by evidence from at least two of the

studied cases to ensure replication.

3.3.2 Q-methodology

Paper IV relies on Q methodology, a mixed-method research approach originally
developed in psychology to systematically study human subjectivity (Stephenson, 1953;
Watts & Stenner, 2012). It has since been applied in various disciplines as a data reduction
process to distil the subjective viewpoints of a participant group. Participants sort a set of
predefined and carefully selected statements in a forced distribution matrix. This produces
quantitative data that are analysed statistically to extract “factors” representing clusters
of viewpoints. These factors are then qualitatively interpreted and articulated as

narratives.

To collect data, Q-studies involve the construction of a “q-sample” — a set of statements
that are representative of the variety of possible viewpoints on the focal issue (Watts &
Stenner, 2012). In this case, a set of 56 statements describing challenges in the
decarbonisation of Swedish industry was developed. These statements were generated
from expert interviews, academic literature, policy reports, industry roadmaps, media
sources, and refined through thematic grouping, feedback from colleagues, and pilot
interviews, ensuring adequate coverage. The participant sample included 25 stakeholders
from NGOs, government agencies, industrial firms, universities, research institutes, and
the financial sector. During the interviews, participants first sorted the 56 statements in a
forced distribution matrix, ranking them from -5 (“less important challenge”) to +5 (“very
important challenge”), and then answered open-ended questions to complement their

sorting.

Q methodology uses specific statistical analysis techniques to identify shared perspectives
among participants by correlating their statement rankings (Watts & Stenner, 2012). To

interpret the quantitative factors, weighted scores and rankings were reviewed to describe
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each factor’s idealised viewpoint. These statistical patterns were then interpreted
alongside participants’ reasoning from open-ended questions, enabling the development

of distinctive narratives.

3.3.3 Problematising Literature Review
Paper V relies on the problematising review methodology (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013;

2018; 2020). Increasingly recognised in top-tier journals (e.g., Dzhengiz et al., 2023a),
this methodology seeks to systematically analyse taken-for-granted assumptions and
stimulate new theoretical conversations. It entails selecting representative works from a
focal domain and drawing on more distant literature to suggest complementary

perspectives, culminating in a research agenda.

Representative SA readings were collected partially manually, following the protocol
proposed by Alvesson and Sandberg (2013; 2020) and partly through keyword searches
in Scopus. This involved a focus on SA articles in top-tier journals, supported by
searching for established SA concepts in adjacent streams, and more distant transition
literature. The search results were filtered using the 2021 ABS journal ranking list,
although transition “go-to” journals were exempted (Markard et al., 2012). The screening
process involved title, abstract, and full-text review. Bibliometric characteristics were

noted in Excel (e.g., outlets, methods, theories, and key concepts).

After selecting relevant articles, the analysis focused on identifying key assumptions in
the SA, adjacent and transition literature streams. The concepts of “coordination” and
“cooperation” were mobilised as analytical anchors as they transcend all the included
literature streams. The assumptions were coded in an abductive manner, primarily in
Atlas.ti and Excel, whereas the document group feature helped reveal similarities and
differences in the themes. These were subsequently examined and interpreted in relation

to the methods and theories used in each cluster.
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Research quality criteria Strategy and articles

Triangulation by drawing on multiple data sources (Papers 1, 11, and I1I)

Analytical trail is verifiable and well evidenced using quotations, examples, and

empirical descriptions (Papers I, II, 11, and IV)

Corroborating emergent analysis with participants (participant workshops)
Construct validity (Papers I, 11, and III)

Extensive discussions by co-authors on key constructs (Papers I, IL, III, and IV)

Striving to employ principles on construct clarity from seminal work —

definitions, scope conditions, construct relationships, coherence (Suddaby, 2010)

(Papers I-V)

Triangulation by drawing on multiple data sources (Papers 1, II, and I1I)

Analytical trail is verifiable and well evidenced using quotations, examples, and
empirical descriptions (Papers I, 11, and I1I)

Corroborating emergent analysis with participants (participant workshops)
(Papers I, II, and III)

Relying on a systematic analytical procedure (e.g., narrative strategy, temporal

Internal validity bracketing, and explanation building) (Papers I-V)

Prolonged engagement with a case (Paper I1I)
Joint analysis with co-authors (Papers I, II, III, and IV)
Joint data collection with co-authors (Papers I, II, III, and IV)
Iterating data analysis with new literature review (Papers [-V)
Semantics and visuals that allow for falsifiability of claims (Papers [-V)
Multiple case design with replication logic (Papers I, 11, and III)
Purposive sample selection with clearly described sampling logic (Papers I-V)
External validity Cases selection across several adjacent industries (Papers I, 11, III, and IV)
Thick case descriptions (Papers L, 1L, III, and IV)
Clearly described boundaries and limitations (Papers [-V)
Comprehensive and transparent description of research process in manuscripts
(including sharing of interview guides) (Papers I-V)
Carefully maintained study protocols (Papers I-V)
Reliability Systematic study database, e.g., audio recording and transcription of interviews,
collection of public and private archival documents (Papers I-V)
Using software (Excel and Atlas.ti) for data management and analysis (Papers -
V)

Table 4. Methodological strategies to ensure scientific rigour.
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3.4 Reflections on Research Quality

My reflection on research quality has developed gradually through experience,
discussions, coursework, and PhD workshops. It continues to evolve and is inevitably
partial at the time of writing this cover essay. Even my understanding of “theory” per se
— viewed as logical arguments that specify and explain relationships among constructs in
a falsifiable way (Bacharach, 1989; Doty & Glick, 1994) — began to crystallise later in
the PhD process and remains, to some extent, elusive. Below, I outline my current
reflections on the established criteria of research quality — construct validity, internal
validity, external validity, and reliability — based on Yin (2018) and the broader
management and alliance research (Aguinis & Edwards, 2014; Bacharach, 1989; Doty &
Glick, 1994; Keller et al., 2021). Concrete strategies adopted in each article are
summarised in Table 4. While researchers differ in their views on the relevance of these
criteria in qualitative inquiry (Creswell & Miller, 2000), I regard them as an important —

albeit limited — point of departure, which is consistent with my critical realist orientation.

Construct validity refers to the extent to which the phenomenon under investigation is
accurately represented by a given term and operational measures (Yin, 2018; Keller et al.,
2021). It remains a central concern in management science and has been repeatedly
identified as one of the field’s most serious methodological threats (Aguinis & Edwards,
2014), warranting careful consideration. Constructs are terms that are applied or defined
on the basis of observable phenomena (Kaplan, 1964). Although constructs constitute a
core component of theory, their validity is notoriously difficult in management research
(Bacharach, 1989). For instance, the construct of “opportunism” lacks unequivocal and
universally accepted operational measures (Niesten & Jolink, 2012). Two criteria of
construct validity are discussed in the literature. “Convergent” validity implies that
different tools designed to capture the meaning of the same construct yield similar results,
thereby signalling that they capture the same underlying idea (Bacharach, 1989). To
support convergent validity, strategies such as the use of multiple sources of evidence
gathered in different ways, a verifiable chain of evidence, and participant debriefing are
advocated (Bacharach, 1989; Keller et al., 2021). Across the empirical studies, I sought
to triangulate data (e.g. interviews, documents, and observations), provide illustrative

quotations, and corroborate emergent constructs with participants. “Discriminant”
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validity refers to the extent to which a construct is distinguishable from other constructs
(Bacharach, 1989). To enhance discriminant validity, I engaged in discussions with co-
authors on competing constructs and explanations. In non-empirical research (Paper V),
I sought to improve construct validity by drawing on established principles from seminal
work (e.g., Suddaby, 2010), employing clear definitions, explicit scope conditions,

semantic comparison with related constructs, and internal coherence.

At the same time, I acknowledge that many constructs in this thesis remain what may be
characterised as “umbrella constructs” — relatively broad and encompassing labels that
are common in research at the early stage of the developmental life cycle (Hirsch & Levin,
1999). Although such constructs are frequent targets of the “validity police” due to their
limited precision, they can still play a productive role in articulating and coalescing
emerging insights and therefore have a legitimate place in high-quality research (Hirsch

& Levin, 1999).

Internal validity deals with how accurately the relationships among different constructs
are explained — how confidently does A cause B? (Yin, 2018; Aguinis & Edwards, 2014).
In line with critical realism philosophy, this thesis does not aspire to make definitive
causal claims. Instead, conclusions in qualitative research are partially mediated by the
researcher’s interpretation (Chalmers, 2013). Nevertheless, to avoid spurious claims and
strengthen internal validity, researchers can employ a range of useful strategies (Keller et
al., 2021; Yin, 2018). On a more general level, steps must be taken to ensure that cause
and effect are associated, that the cause precedes the effect, and that rival explanations
are considered (Aguinis & Edwards, 2014). Of these criteria, the first is more readily
satisfied in qualitative research, whereas establishing temporal precedence and
eliminating rival explanations are more demanding (Aguinis & Edwards, 2014). To
increase confidence that cause and effect are meaningfully associated (e.g., that a specific
governance mechanism is linked to improved relational quality), the studies relied on data
triangulation, detailed case-by-case descriptions, use of illustrative quotations and
empirical examples, and participant debriefing through workshops. To ensure that the
cause preceded the effect (e.g., that a governance mechanism preceded SO realisation

rather than vice versa), the research employed analytical strategies such as narrative
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building, temporal bracketing (e.g., examining different phases of the alliance life cycle),
and explanation building. In Paper III, internal validity was further strengthened through
prolonged engagement with the empirical cases. With respect to rival explanations, I
addressed them by comparing patterns across cases, engaging in dialogue with co-authors
and peers through joint analysis and data collection, and conducting additional rounds of
literature review (Edwards & Berry, 2010; Yin, 2018). In addition, explanations are
regarded as higher in quality when they allow subsequent testing, which can be facilitated
by making them falsifiable (Bacharach, 1989; Doty & Glick, 1994). To the extent
possible, I adopted a language and articulation style that supports such scrutiny (e.g., by

using visual frameworks) and communicated limitations for each study.

External validity refers to whether findings can be generalized beyond the studied sample,
setting, and time (Yin, 2018). In management research, generalisation is inherently
constrained by spatial and temporal boundaries (Bacharach, 1989). For example, insights
on SAs in the Nordic context can be less applicable to contexts with different institutional
environments and other time periods. It can also be less applicable to alliances with
different partner constellations. However, one of the most widely recognized strategies
for increasing external validity is multiple-case study design (Eisenhardt & Graebner,
2007; Keller et al., 2021). Importantly, in management science, large samples do not
guarantee generalisability and may, in fact, come at the expense of internal validity
(Aguinis & Edwards, 2014). In this thesis, I have relied predominantly on multiple-case
study designs, employing purposive case selection with clearly articulated selection
logics and boundaries. This is less directly applicable to Paper IV, which focuses on
transition challenges in Sweden. However, the results can still offer a strong basis for
theoretical inference, even if they are not statistically representative of other regions.
Since Sweden can be considered an extreme case (Flyvbjerg, 2004) being one of the most
environmentally proactive nations in the world (Strand, 2024), the challenges observed
there are likely to be at least as salient, and potentially more so, in other contexts. Paper
V is a literature review, where external validity is less directly applicable, although it may
be interpreted in terms of the generalisability of insights beyond the included studies.
Under this interpretation, generalisability was supported through careful article sampling

and explicit acknowledgement of limitations.
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Reliability refers to the consistency of a study’s procedures, so that the methods can, in
principle, be repeated with comparable results (Yin, 2018; Keller et al., 2021). Exact
replication is rare in qualitative research due to the inherently interpretative nature of
analysis. It is advised that researchers take steps to ensure that the work can be repeated,
by making procedures as explicit as possible (Yin, 2018). In the appended papers, I
provided detailed, step-by-step accounts of the research process, including interview
guides. Case study protocols were employed to document data collection, recording
interview dates, duration, case and organisations, participant roles, interviewers involved,
and interviewer notes. Empirical materials were stored and categorised in structured
folders, while data analysis was conducted primarily using software tools, including

Excel and Atlas.ti.

3.4.1 Use of Generative Al
Generative Al tools, predominantly Chat GPT Edu and Claude, were used in Papers III

and V, and in this cover essay. Firstly, they were employed for general research.
Secondly, they served as brainstorming tools — for example, by providing
counterarguments or flagging weaknesses in logic. Finally, they were used to assist with
writing tasks, such as by refining style and grammar or shortening text to meet word

limits. In all cases, I reviewed, edited, and took responsibility for the final content.
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4 Summary of Papers

This chapter summarises the five appended papers. The summaries briefly present the
research gap, purpose, method, and key findings of the original papers. Together, the
findings of the five papers contribute to fulfilling the overall purpose of the thesis.

4.1 Paper |
Averina, E.!, Frishammar, J., & Parida, V. (2022). Assessing sustainability opportunities

for CBMs. Business Strategy and the Environment, 31(4), 1464-1487.

In response to the escalating climate crisis, many manufacturing firms are increasingly
exploring SOs — ideas that seek to create environmental, social, and economic value
beyond what conventional technologies can offer. Firms attempt to realise these
opportunities by designing CBMs, which aim to close or slow material loops while

delivering value. However, the transition to CBMs is fraught with high uncertainty.

Although prior literature has developed archetypes and strategies for CBMs, less is
known about the decision-making processes used to assess the feasibility of SOs before
initiating CBM design. This intermediate step — between conceptualising an idea and
seizing it through a CBM — remains under-theorised. That is problematic, given that
companies often face high uncertainty when deciding whether to invest resources in

transforming an identified idea into a full-fledged CBM.

Paper 1 identifies the criteria firms use to evaluate SOs before committing to CBM
implementation. Based on an explorative multiple case study of four innovation projects
in large Swedish manufacturing firms, the paper proposes a comprehensive framework
that outlines: (1) capability assessment — determining the internal and external
competencies needed for opportunity realisation; (2) ecosystem alignment — evaluating
partner and customer incentives and relational readiness; and (3) value-capture viability
— estimating commercial potential, including green premiums and supportive market
mechanisms. These findings culminate in a practical, decision-tree framework, which

helps firms screen SOs for feasibility, thereby improving their chances of circular

! Maiden name.

46



Summary of Papers

innovation success. Theoretically, the paper contributes by unpacking the intermediate
step between opportunity identification and realisation through CBM archetypes and

strategies, whereas prior research has often treated this step more tacitly.

Although not framed as a SA governance paper per se, this research contributes to the
thesis purpose by explaining the early-stage decisions that companies undertake when
pursuing sustainability. Specifically, it examines how focal firms assess the feasibility of
an SO that underpins a future alliance, with a special focus on the alignment of incentives
across the focal firm and its prospective partners and customers. In doing so, it represents
the front end of the SA governance process from a focal firm perspective (corresponding

to RQ1).

4.2 Paper I1
Johansson, E., Frishammar, J., & Brattstrom, A. (2025). Managing SAs: a goal-directed

framework. California Management Review, 67(2), 82-110.

Companies are increasingly forming inter-organisational SAs to jointly develop, diffuse,
and commercialize sustainability-oriented solutions. These SAs provide access to
complementary resources, competencies, and technologies, help share financial risks, and
improve public legitimacy — in a way that is beyond the reach of standalone firms.
However, the management of such alliances is difficult due to three key attributes:
multifaceted goals (balancing environmental, social, and economic outcomes), partner
heterogeneity (working with actors from divergent industries or sectors), and the wicked
nature of sustainability problems (characterised by high uncertainty and evolving

definitions).

Although SAs are gaining traction, there remains a lack of empirical research and
contextualisation of extant knowledge from traditional alliance management research.
Emerging SA studies tend to be conceptual or to focus narrowly on domain-specific
challenges and management responses, leaving the processual and practical dynamics
across different phases of alliance development under-theorised. Specifically, there is

uncertainty regarding how to manage SAs across their full life cycle — from formation to

47



Summary of Papers

design and post-formation — while navigating the compounded challenges of conflicting
goals, diverse partners, and wicked problems. This omission leaves both scholars and

practitioners without a comprehensive framework for navigating these complexities.

The paper addresses this gap by developing a goal-directed framework for managing SAs,
based on a multiple-case study of eight alliances in Sweden. The paper identifies critical
managerial activities in three alliance phases: (1) alliance formation — developing a
shared sustainability vision, harmonising attitudes, and attuning to external conditions;
(2) alliance design — formalising key sensitive areas while allowing flexibility elsewhere,
splitting and fusing sustainability goals, and creating coordination units for external
engagement; and (3) post-formation management — internally legitimizing sustainability
through sustained top-level support, bridging and accepting partner cultural and
operational differences, and proactively shaping sustainability narratives. This phase-
based framework provides actionable insights for managers and extends alliance theory

by discussing sustainability-specific management dynamics across the alliance life cycle.

These insights contribute to the thesis purpose primarily by explaining the formation and
design of SAs following SO assessment (RQ2), illustrating among other things, how firms
negotiate with prospective partners, establish contracts, and internally structure work. The
paper also touches on ongoing management, although it does not engage with these
questions as deeply as Paper III. While the paper does not address governance-related
conflicts and mechanisms directly, its findings are nevertheless directly relevant — for

example, in relation to overcoming goal conflicts when goals are multifaceted.

4.3 Paper 111

Johansson, E., Brattstrom, A. & Frishammar, J. (202X). Missions as multi-level
governance mechanism in alliances for sustainable innovation. First R&R in ABS-3

Jjournal.

SAs aimed at jointly developing and diffusing climate-friendly innovations are on the
rise. Despite their importance in providing access to complementary resources and

expertise, they are rife with cooperation challenges not only among direct partners but
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also across firm-internal stakeholders and broader ecosystem actors. Unlike traditional
alliances that focus on economic value creation for alliance shareholders, SAs also pursue
non-excludable environmental value creation. This can trigger conflicts across a range of
actors, ultimately threatening the alliance’s ability to progress in technology

development.

Prior literature on alliance governance has focused extensively on structural (e.g.,
contracts) and relational (e.g., trust) mechanisms to manage cooperative concerns, but has
overlooked how governance simultaneously plays out across multiple organisational
levels — intra-, inter-, and extra-organisational. Emerging research on managing
sustainability-oriented partnerships has acknowledged the role of “missions” — or joint
engagement logics, visions, and narratives — in aligning stakeholders and mobilising
action without hierarchical controls. However, these emerging insights remain
conceptually fragmented and predominantly descriptive, framing missions as front-end
motivations or alliance preconditions rather than as deliberate mechanisms with defined
properties and cross-level dynamics. That is problematic because without understanding
how missions operate and through which properties they function, we lack the basis for

strategically framing them and for delineating the boundaries of governance.

Paper III treats mission-driven governance as a novel and deliberate mechanism that
offers a third alternative to the ongoing debate on relational versus structural governance
mechanisms in alliances. Drawing on a multi-case study of four Swedish SAs, the paper
identifies a shared sense of urgency (SU) and pride (SP) as mechanisms that foster
cooperation across intra-, inter-, and extra-organisational levels simultaneously. It also
contributes to the emerging literature on the role of missions in overcoming collaborative
inertia by unpacking their concrete mechanisms of operation, whereas prior research has
largely treated them as front-end motivations, leaving their long-term implications largely
implicit. A sense of urgency motivates proactive commitment by framing sustainability
as inevitable and time-sensitive, while a sense of pride imbues participants with purpose
and emotional attachment. These dynamics mitigate opportunism and foster resilience to
uncertainty across multiple stakeholders. However, the study reveals limitations of

missions that arise in the long term, such as increased decision fatigue at the operational
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level, and shows how missions function best in tandem with other mechanisms. In doing
so, the study connects the two literature streams by revealing the interplay of established

and emergent governance mechanisms in SAs.

The paper contributes to the purpose of this thesis by directly engaging with the
governance lens. By leveraging a sense of urgency and pride, alliances pre-emptively
manage goal conflicts and develop tolerance to cognitive conflict, not only among
partners but also across intra-firm and external stakeholders, thereby addressing the multi-

actor nature of sustainability transitions (corresponding to RQ3).

4.4 Paper IV
Andersson, J., Hellsmark, H., & Johansson, E. (2026). Varieties of disagreement in

transformative policy missions: A Q study on the decarbonization of Swedish

industry. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions, 58, 101069.

Transformative policy missions — government-led initiatives aimed at addressing
complex societal challenges such as climate change — are increasingly guiding innovation
policy. A prominent case is Sweden’s mission to decarbonise its industry by 2045, backed
by strong legal and political mandates, thus providing directionality to innovation

pathways.

Although the role of stakeholder alignment has been well explored in the transformative
innovation policy literature and the actor disagreements involved in that process have
been acknowledged, few empirical studies have investigated the underlying nature and
implications. As a consequence, disagreement is often framed as a barrier to be overcome
rather than a phenomenon in its own right that may also shape or redirect missions. This
narrow focus limits understanding of why transitions succeed or stall and of how such

disagreements should be addressed.

This study applies Q methodology to unpack the nature of disagreement in the Swedish
industrial decarbonisation mission. The paper identifies four distinct narratives reflecting
different perspectives on the transition’s challenges. The findings reveal deep-seated

disjointment processes driven by normative and factual disagreements — especially
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concerning the technological direction and trade-offs with other social and environmental
goals. The paper proposes a conceptual framework that distinguishes types (factual versus
normative) and topics (problem, solution, intervention) of disagreement and suggests that
transitions are co-shaped by both alignment and disjointment processes. These
frameworks offer a new heuristic for designing responses to disagreement. They
recommend moving beyond seeking consensus-building approaches through dialogue
and the aggregation of insights to recognising that transitions inherently create
asymmetries, producing winners and losers whose positions may not be reconciled
through dialogue alone. Consequently, an effective response may require mediation,

redistribution, and compensation of transition “losers” as appropriate.

Although Paper IV departs from the perspective of policymakers, its empirical insights
remain relevant for actors involved in transitions, including alliances. Specifically, the
paper contributes to the purpose of this thesis by identifying important transition
challenges, articulated through salient narratives. In doing so, it situates the findings of
Papers I-1II within the broader context of sustainability transitions and provides a basis

for theorising plausible exogenous boundary conditions (RQ4).

4.5 Paper V

Johansson, E. (202X). Sustainability R&D alliances: Problematising review and lessons

from transition research. First R&R in ABS-3 journal.

Previously fragmented across various scholarly communities, SA scholarship is
beginning to consolidate. This consolidation is reflected in an increasing number of
empirical surveys published in top-tier outlets, as well as in emergent literature reviews
that offer helpful syntheses of SA motivations and the application of traditional alliance

governance theory.

Despite these valuable insights, SA scholarship has paid relatively little attention to the
underlying assumptions shaping its development. As some scholars have noted,
partnerships are often treated as a “panacea” for sustainability challenges, diverting

attention away from competition and trade-offs. This tendency aligns with the dominant
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“gap-spotting” approach, where scholars depart from prior work by focusing on
overlooked aspects, sometimes internalising prevailing narratives. This is problematic for
practitioners as it may lead them to adopt assumptions on governance ideals that
unintentionally hinder sustainability — for example, by viewing SAs as inherently

beneficial and downplaying unintended consequences.

The paper conducts a problematising review, following the protocol of Alvesson and
Sandberg (2013; 2020), to identify assumptions in SA scholarship and directly adjacent
literatures, and to examine similar phenomena under different labels. The review
ultimately makes explicit several assumptions, including: (1) a bright-side view of
alignment and innovation, (2) a predominantly instrumental view of power, (3) a near
absolute view of partner agency, and (4) a temporal coupling of alliance and sustainability
solution lifespans. As a source of contrast, the paper draws on transitions literature to
propose complementary perspectives that shed light on the dark side of alignment and
innovation, the politics of capture, the integrative role of bridging organisations, and a
co-evolutionary view on sustainability alliances and solution trajectories. The paper
contributes to the literature by proposing a novel problematisation of assumptions,
providing one of the few focused specifically on SA, and strengthening bridges between

transition studies and management theorising.
The insights from the paper contribute to the thesis by highlighting potential limitations

of assumed SA governance ideals in the context of sustainability transitions. In doing so,

it contributes to RQ4 by helping to theorise endogenous boundary conditions.
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5 Towards a Process Framework for Sustainability
Alliance Governance

This chapter synthesises the findings of the appended papers and uses them as building
blocks to theorise the process of sustainability alliance governance. It begins by

introducing the framework and then discusses each of its elements in detail.

5.1 Framework Introduction

This framework (Figure 2) seeks to advance understanding of the SA governance process
by drawing together insights from the appended papers and the wider literature. The
framework first describes the phases. Each phase outlines the background conditions
derived from the empirical data and the literature. For example, Phase 1 begins from the
premise that SOs are characterised by uncertainty, as conceptualised in the literature and
corroborated by the empirical evidence. The framework then details the governance
mechanisms corresponding to the empirical insights, with the themes underpinning
Phases 1-3 corresponding sequentially to the themes in Papers I-III. The relational
outcomes should be interpreted with caution. Although they are empirically evidenced,
they are also conceptually mapped to the goal and cognitive conflicts, as theorised in the
literature (Gulati et al., 2012; Foss & Weber, 2016). The framework also theorises
boundary conditions that shape the extent to which SA governance processes support the
realisation of SOs, including exogenous conditions based on Paper IV, and endogenous
conditions based on Paper V. The connections among governance mechanisms, outcomes
in conflict pre-emption, SO realisation, and the boundary conditions are represented by
dashes. First, the studied alliances were ongoing, making it difficult to systematically
measure the realisation of SOs. Second, the boundary conditions are conceptualised
through the transitions’ lens, at a higher unit of analysis, rather than being empirically
tested. In other words, these connections are partially inferred based on alliance research
suggesting a positive relationship between relational quality and substantive outcomes
(Judge & Dooley, 2006) and emphasising the importance of mediating factors (Husted &
de Sousa-Filho, 2017). Thus, the framework does not claim exhaustiveness, but only a
“warranted assertion” in line with the critical realism perspective (Martela, 2015). Rather,
it primarily serves to visually connect insights across the appended papers and to propose

a plausible explanation of SA governance process to support the realisation of SOs.
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Results

5.2 Phase 1: Assessing Sustainability Opportunities

Background. The first phase begins well before a formal alliance is established. It occurs
inside individual firms, where managers face significant uncertainty when building the
business case for sustainability (Linder & Williander, 2017) and assess whether an
identified opportunity is sufficiently viable to warrant further exploration (reported in
Paper I). This assessment process involves three underlying themes, as empirically

identified in Paper I.

Mechanisms. The first theme concerns capability assessment, encompassing both an
internal and external outlook (reported in Paper I). Internal competence fit involves
comparing a company's in-house knowledge and resources (such as engineering skills,
market knowledge, design expertise, financial resources, and facilities) with the
competencies required for opportunity realisation. Poor internal fit often constitutes an
early barrier, prompting firms to look outwards. Initially, companies assessed the
feasibility of upgrading by recombining existing expertise, hiring additional talent, or
engaging consultants. Where internal upgrading proved unsuitable, firms considered
whether investing in entirely new competencies aligned with their strategic direction.
When this was not viable, focal firms assessed the competence readiness of prospective
partners, typically beginning with established contacts. If the required competencies

remained unavailable, firms considered forming alliances.

Following this, data from Paper I illustrate how firms assess ecosystem strategic
alignment for the focal opportunity —whether it is strategically attractive to key partners
and customers based on their triple-bottom-line priorities. Partner incentives were found
to arise from several sources. Partners may be motivated by business expansion prospects,
such as future revenue streams or intellectual property opportunities. Alternatively, they
may be driven by environmental or social imperatives, even in the absence of guaranteed
financial returns — for example, where firms face high CO2 emissions or seek early-mover
advantages. Customer buy-in, in turn, depends on how directly the opportunity addresses
customers’ stated needs, such as specified emissions reduction targets, and how well it

aligns with their prior and ongoing R&D investments. Customers additionally expect
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quantifiable benefits, such as life-cycle assessments or CO- reduction costs supported by
reliable data. Establishing transparency at this early stage enhances the prospect of

preliminary customer commitment.

Finally, empirical data from Paper I indicates that firms assess value-capture viability —
that is, whether the strategic interests of prospective parties involved in opportunity
development are supported by financial benefits in which returns outweigh required
investments. Because such opportunities often rely on product—service systems, financial
analysis shifts from traditional CAPEX to OPEX-based models, extending payback
periods and involving a broader set of actors. Firms evaluate potential market
inducements, such as governmental subsidies for R&D or EU OPEX-reduction grants,
which offset costs or reduce risk. Financial structures that lower upfront investment are
also considered, including programmes where banks facilitate monthly customer
payments or mechanisms for trading CO: allowances. The potential for a green premium
is further explored by reviewing customer remuneration history and evaluating the total

cost of ownership.

Outcomes. This phase constitutes the front end of SA governance, where focal firms can
lay the groundwork for reducing conflicts. Cognitive conflicts can be partially mitigated
through systematic capability mapping, as it helps reduce misunderstandings about roles
within the emerging ecosystem (Paper I). Goal conflicts can be attenuated by
systematically surfacing the strategic interests of prospective partners and reconciling
them with value-capture assessments across financial and sustainability dimensions

(Paper 1), thereby reducing the risk of opportunistic behaviour.

As part of this assessment, firms often recognise that pursuing SOs depends on capability
co-development with partners, requiring deeper engagement and necessitating formal

alliance formation (Phase 2). This was empirically evident in two cases in Paper I.

5.3 Phase 2: Forging Sustainability Alliances

Background. Once an SO is deemed sufficiently feasible and alliance partners are

identified as necessary for capability co-creation, firms commence formal negotiations.
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Yet, prospective partners enter with divergent goals, cultures, and institutional logics, and
the inherently wicked nature of sustainability makes it difficult to agree on and plan work
and contracts (Paper II). These misalignments complicate the formation and design of a

functional alliance, giving rise to a dedicated set of governance mechanisms.

Mechanisms. First, focal firms engage in envisioning sustainability jointly with
prospective partners (Paper II). This entails not merely aligning business cases but rather
what informants described as "harmonising sustainability attitudes" — a qualitative
process involving the articulation of why sustainability matters, what a desirable
industrial future might look like, and how early commitment can reduce long-term risk
while securing first-mover advantages. Importantly, firms engage in joint scoping of the
alliance rather than having a focal firm seek to fill pre-determined capability gaps,
meaning that the SO assessment from Phase 1 remains subject to revision. Partners are
selected not only on the basis of prior relational ties but primarily on the perceived
alignment in strategic orientation towards sustainability. For example, findings
underscore the importance of remaining open to adding or removing members to avoid
"partner monopoly" arrangements characterised by suboptimal labour division. Tentative
goals, complementarities, timelines, and financial expectations are co-developed
iteratively. As part of negotiations, partners seek to further align their shared vision of the
SO with prevailing external conditions by scanning regulatory developments, funding
schemes, value-chain readiness, and anticipated impact such as CO: reduction potential,

thereby anchoring the alliance in a realistic yet mutually attractive pathway forward.

Second, the findings from Paper II show that prospective partners design the emerging
alliance by preserving flexibility. This involves a careful balance between protective
safeguards and the adaptability that sustainability contexts demand. For example, "semi-
formal" contracts were found to protect the most sensitive areas such as large investments,
pricing arrangements, and core intellectual property while leaving room for
experimentation elsewhere (e.g., non-disclosure before meetings). Notably, knowledge
spillovers fell into the area that was perceived as less in need of protection, given partners'
shared ambition of disseminating knowledge to promote broader sustainability

transitions. In practice, this balance can be achieved through detailed letters of intent or
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equity-sharing arrangements. Regarding concrete work programmes, these are pursued
through the temporal splitting and fusing of tasks. Specifically, sustainability goals are
decomposed into discrete operational technical work packages, while joint road mapping
and reflection periodically reconnect these tasks to the overarching mission. This
temporal design allows partners to make progress under high uncertainty while
maintaining the visibility of synergies and trade-offs across workstreams. Design choices
also include the establishment of formalised functions that are particularly important in
SAs compared to traditional technology contexts, such as functions for external outreach

and lobbying.

QOutcomes. This phase constitutes the earlier formal work of SA governance. Cognitive
conflicts can be partially mitigated through extensive joint discussions, such as those on
future industrial scenarios, as these exchanges help surface and reconcile divergent
interpretations across parties (Zack, 2001). The decomposition of operational tasks
renders tasks more predictable while fusing them with the broader mission, thus helping
to reduce role-based misunderstandings among R&D teams (reported in Paper II). The
establishment of a dedicated function for external outreach makes promotion of the
alliance's sustainability narrative more deliberate and coordinated across stakeholder
audiences. Goal conflicts can be attenuated through the extensive joint scoping of
objectives and through selective structural safeguards such as contracts and equity-
sharing arrangements (Paper II). These are further partially alleviated by partners' agreed
commitment to knowledge sharing, which reduces the perceived need for more stringent

protective means (Paper II).

Yet inter-organisational SA governance alone proves insufficient, as the solutions
advanced by the alliance frequently trigger resistance among both firm-internal
employees and external ecosystem actors — such as regulators, suppliers, and customers
who hold divergent values and interests (Papers II and III). This dynamic renders Phase

3 necessary.

5.4 Phase 3: Aligning Alliance Stakeholders

Background. In sustainability contexts, alliances must contend with a broader and more

heterogeneous set of stakeholders than is typical in conventional collaborations, many of
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whom hold competing views regarding the alliance's proposed solution (Paper III).
Internally, employees may defend incumbent technological trajectories or advocate
alternative pathways; externally, actors may be reluctant to undertake the simultaneous
changes required to complete an emerging value chain (Paper III). These multi-actor
conflicts call for governance mechanisms that extend relational and structural

mechanisms (e.g., dyadic contracts and trust-building among teams).

Mechanisms. Paper I11 underscores the importance of framing and continuously enacting
a sustainability mission statement, referred to here as mission-driven governance (MDGQG).
Promoting a mission implies evoking arguments that trigger a sense of urgency and pride
in the mission. Having a mission and enacting high sense of urgency and pride, in turn,
ameliorates conflicts in ways complementary to contracts and trust. Specifically,
promoting a sense of urgency involves invoking the temporal pressure of environmental
deadlines and targets. Respondents in Paper III repeatedly emphasised that climate
thresholds impose hard time limits: if technology shifts are not initiated now, there may
be no viable path to producing core materials or meeting regulatory demands by 2050.
This framing renders delay itself risky and irresponsible. Urgency can also be cultivated
by positioning sustainability as an inevitable pathway to securing financial gains,
reducing costs, and managing investor-relationship risks (Paper III). Continuing with
legacy technologies is depicted as a route towards asset depreciation, tightening liabilities
(such as the indefinite management of mine waste) and eroding investor confidence, while
sustainable technologies are framed as offering higher efficiency and first-mover

advantages.

In parallel, promoting a sense of pride involves fostering affective attachment to the
proposed solution (Paper III). This is achieved by positioning the solution as a flagship
innovation (particularly in terms of national leadership and strategic security) and by
portraying joint projects as historic breakthroughs or as a means of strengthening national
and European self-sufficiency in critical materials. Partners are invited to see themselves
as pioneers redefining their industry rather than merely complying with external
mandates. This is further cultivated by reinforcing the individual significance of

contributing to society and future generations: work within the alliance is framed as
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protecting future societies and improving human well-being — for example, by replacing
hazardous or isolated tasks with safer, more meaningful work, thereby transforming the

broader mission into a source of personal achievement.

Outcomes. This phase helps ameliorate conflicts that emerge across organisational levels.
Cognitive conflicts are partially mitigated through the presence of a mission per se —
described as a "flag in the ground" — which provides a reference point for organising work
across different technological alternatives rather than allowing them to emerge in the
fuzzy front end (Paper III). Having a mission also fosters greater tolerance of cognitive
conflicts when they emerge, helping partners treat inevitable setbacks as part of otherwise
valued work (Paper III). Goal conflicts are attenuated by rendering self-interested
behaviour less legitimate through both framing and active promotion of the mission — for
example, through the moral weight of potential public condemnation should the mission
fail, or by actively evoking urgency to underline the inadequacy of slow progress in

legislative steps (Paper III).

Notably, Phase 3 has its limitations. For example, while sense of urgency and pride are
especially helpful in the earlier stages of alliance operation, their effectiveness diminishes
over time and is uneven across organisational levels (e.g., increasing decision fatigue
across organisational units, limited safeguarding effect among partners). This triggers the
strengthening of alliances’ structural mechanisms, such as further specifying contractual
clauses, formalising tasks for R&D units or equity sharing (hence, the increasing

importance of semi-“formal” agreements and structures in the previous phase).

By pre-empting and addressing cognitive and goal conflicts alliance governance
mechanisms support SO realisation, as partially evidenced across the papers through
progression in technology development across cases in Papers I-III and successful

product commercialisation in one case in Papers TI-II1.

5.5 Boundary Conditions
Background. Importantly, there are boundary conditions that may constrain the extent to

which improved relational quality translates into opportunity realisation (Husted & de
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Sousa-Filho, 2017). Papers IV and V point to plausible exogenous and endogenous

factors that warrant consideration.

Exogenous factors refer to broader transition-level challenges that shape the conditions
under which actors pursue sustainability (Paper IV), including alliances. The most
prominent challenge narrative concerns weak networks and infrastructure, primarily
related to insufficient electrical grid expansion and to underdeveloped linkages between
industry, researchers, investors, and customers, thereby constraining capability exchange
and development (e.g., where universities are perceived as detached from industry and
inadequately preparing the workforce). A second significant narrative concerns
technological immaturity: informants expressed concern that society places excessive
reliance on technologies that remain immature or face major infrastructural and
implementation barriers, while the speed and feasibility of the large-scale deployment of
these solutions may be overestimated. A third notable narrative concerns insufficient
policy support, encompassing slow regulatory processes and inadequate public
investment. The narrative also stresses that the transition may generate social inequalities
or negative consequences for some groups unless governments actively manage and

compensate for these effects.

Together, these challenges suggest that even well-governed alliances, in which goal and
cognitive conflicts have been effectively pre-empted or addressed, may remain
constrained in their capacity to support the realisation of focal SOs. For example, if a
focal SO relies on the electricity grid, it cannot be fully realised without infrastructural
expansion (Papers IV and II), which is outside the direct control of an SA and its

governance mechanisms.

Endogenous factors concern limitations intrinsic to alliance governance mechanisms
themselves. Although collaborative relationships are in general positively associated with
substantive results (Esfahbodi et al., 2017; Santos et al., 2025), the correlation may be
inverted when the relationships become overly strong (Wieczorek & Hekkert, 2012), a
phenomenon sometimes referred to as means—ends decoupling (Couture et al., 2023).

Paper V identifies at least two conditions under which this dynamic may become salient.
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First, well-aligned incentives and widely supported narratives tend to coalesce around
relatively incremental pathways to sustainability — for instance, broad stakeholder
consensus around recycling targets in food packaging (Sundqvist-Andberg & Akerman,
2022). While relationally tractable, such pathways leave existing business models largely
intact (Ranta et al., 2018). By contrast, more radical solutions have been observed to
emerge from conditions of conflict and even polarisation (Stam et al., 2023) — conditions
that SA governance, by virtue of its orientation towards taming conflict (Gulati et al.,
2012; Slawinski et al., 2025), may inadvertently foreclose. Second, high alignment may
in some cases be a feature of what has been termed "transition capture" — the strategic
narrowing of solution space by incumbent actors seeking to slow or redirect transitions
(Holmgren et al., 2022; Lindberg et al., 2021). This can occur through discursive means,
such as selectively increasing uncertainty, equating scientific evidence with ideological
advocacy, or contesting the causes of sustainability crises (Diaz et al., 2013; Holmgren et
al., 2022; Lowes et al., 2020). It may also occur through "institutional laundering" — the
routing of private agendas through formally neutral channels, blurring the boundary
between private and public perspectives. Examples include the heavy funding of political
campaigns that influence governmental communications (Hess, 2016) and the shaping of

the scope of innovation programmes (Holmgren et al., 2022).

These dynamics suggest that conflict pre-emption achieved through SA governance may
have a more conditional association with SO realisation, particularly where alignment
renders innovation more incremental or reflects the strategic interests of incumbents

seeking to slow rather than advance the transition.
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6 Discussion
This chapter presents the main theoretical contributions of the thesis and their practical

implications. It concludes by identifying avenues for future research.

6.1 Theoretical Contributions and Implications

This thesis theorises the SA governance process in pre-empting or mitigating conflicts
that may threaten SO realisation, including the boundary conditions. This is timely, given
that research on managing inter-firm relationships in innovation contexts remains
"nascent" (Watson et al., 2025, p. 314), with even less attention devoted to alliance
governance specifically (Jolink & Niesten, 2021). It is also consequential: hybrid
governance modes are particularly well suited to pursuing SOs (Husted & De Sousa-
Filho, 2017) yet remain fragile and prone to premature failure (Slawinski et al., 2025) at
a moment when the window for meaningful industrial decarbonisation is narrowing (IEA,

2025).

The thesis offers contributions and implications across three interconnected literature
streams — alliance governance, sustainability transitions, and circular economy research.
Below, I summarize the key contributions of the thesis, beginning with the overarching
framework and then turning to the contributions of the individual papers. I then discuss
the implications for practitioners and the limitations that provide avenues for future

research.

6.1.1 Contributions to the Alliance Governance Literature

The core contribution of this thesis lies in alliance governance theory and, particularly, in
its sub-stream on sustainability alliances. The integrative framework developed across
the five papers advances ongoing processual frameworks that unpack domain-specific
aspects of SA operation such as learning processes (Hiibel et al., 2022) or technology
transfer processes (Simms & Frishammar, 2024). It does so by focusing specifically on
the governance process through which key conflicts rooted in opportunism and bounded
rationality — rendered especially salient in sustainability transition contexts — are pre-
empted across phases. In doing so, it seeks to channel energy to the SA governance lens
from the TCE perspective (Williamson, 1998; Hoetker & Mellewigt, 2009), which

constitutes a core intellectual foundation of alliance research (Gulati et al., 2012) but
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remains somewhat “esoteric” or relatively tacitly utilised in the SA literature. This is
surprising, given that conflicts rooted in opportunism and bounded rationality are inherent
to any SA, but are likely to be highly compounded, as argued in previous sections. This
thesis also enriches the explanation of boundary conditions that qualify the relationship
between decreased conflicts from alliance governance and ultimate SO realisation.
Whereas prior research has highlighted institutional and firm-level factors (Husted & de
Sousa-Filho, 2017; Santos et al., 2025), this thesis additionally discusses endogenous
limitations intrinsic to alliance governance per se, including alignment towards
incremental solutions and the risk of transition capture (Holmgren et al., 2022), as well
as exogenous factors that may be of comparatively greater salience, such as weak

infrastructure and underdeveloped network ties.

Individual papers contribute to traditional and SA governance literature in the following
ways. Paper II contributes to the traditional alliance literature (Gulati et al., 2012; Keller
et al., 2021) by tailoring established governance mechanisms to the specific challenges
of sustainability pursuit. This is timely since such mechanisms are known to be highly
context-sensitive (Rai & Surana, 2022; Hanisch, 2025). Whereas prior literature has
examined specific configurations of contracts and equity structures deploying monetary
safeguards to pre-empt goal conflicts (e.g., termination provisions; Hanisch, 2025), and
to stimulate innovation processes (e.g., tacit knowledge transfer commitments; Samant &
Kim, 2023), Paper II suggests that firms selectively apply these mechanisms to protect
large investments and pricing arrangements, while devoting comparatively less effort to
safeguarding knowledge sharing and intellectual property when public dissemination of
societal benefits is the expressed ambition. Paper III contributes novel insights into the
complementary workings of mission-driven governance, thereby challenging the
dichotomous framing of contracts versus trust in the governance mix (Keller et al., 2021;
Samant & Kim, 2023; Solinas et al., 2022; Watson et al., 2025; Jolink & Niesten, 2021).
While the role of missions has been acknowledged in adjacent literature streams — for
example, as front-end aspirations in collaborative work (Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2017),
narratives for ecosystem alignment (Dentoni et al., 2021) or top-down R&D policies with
missions (Foray et al., 2012; Elzinga et al., 2023) — they are not actively viewed as a

governance mechanism interacting with core conflicts in alliances, including when and at
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which organisational levels the role of missions fades to give way to other governance
mechanisms. Paper III addresses this gap. Paper V contributes by revisiting core
assumptions that shape the emergent SA literature and offering complementary
perspectives drawn from transitions research. Among others, it makes explicit a dynamic
that SA scholars have tended to overlook — the dark side of alignment. While partner and
stakeholder alignment is important for securing commitment (Dentoni et al., 2021), strong
alignment can also signal the premature formalisation of agendas along conservative

transition trajectories, thereby stalling discourse and learning.
6.1.2 Contributions to the Transitions Literature

This thesis also contributes to the transitions literature. Transitions research has long
emphasized multi-actor and collaborative dynamics as central to driving systemic change
(Bergek et al., 2008; Elzinga et al., 2023). However, it has been repeatedly critiqued for
underexplaining actor agency and the concrete organisational activities through which
transitions are navigated — the "how" question (Geels & Ayoub, 2023; Farla et al., 2012;
Lindberg & Kammermann, 2021; Weckowska et al., 2025). This thesis, and the details
furnished by the appended papers, augments the growing body of work addressing this
gap (Farla et al., 2012; Musiolik et al., 2012; 2020; Tziva et al., 2021). Specifically, it
adds to prior research examining how alliances support TIS functions (Musiolik et al.,
2012; 2020; Tziva et al., 2021). Rather, it draws attention to how alliances govern their
interactions, whereas actor interactions constitute an important structural element of TIS
preceding functional performance and are a recognized source of TIS failure (Weber &

Rohracher, 2012).

Paper IV contributes more specifically to transitions theory by unpacking the diversity of
challenge narratives among transition stakeholders and examining their disagreements.
While prior research tends to treat contestation and disagreement as a background
condition or a problem to be overcome (Elzinga et al., 2023), Paper IV treats it as a
phenomenon in its own right, investigating different narratives and conceptualising
qualitative dimensions of disagreement among them (e.g., factual versus normative
disagreement on problems, solutions, and interventions). In doing so, it offers a clearer

diagnostic foundation for understanding transition challenges. Paper V offers a further
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contribution by extending efforts to integrate SA and transitions scholarship (Kohler et
al., 2019; Tziva et al., 2021) through making explicit assumptions in SA scholarship that

may hinder such integration.

6.1.3 Contributions to the Circular Economy Literature

This cover essay makes a more modest contribution to the circular economy literature.
The principal contribution from the overarching framework is to position the CBM
perspective not primarily as a design problem (Guldmann et al., 2019) but as embedded
within a broader alliance governance process in the context of sustainability transitions.
Prior research has long acknowledged the importance of orchestrating interactions among
ecosystem actors (Reim et al., 2026) and leveraging supply-chain collaborations to realise
circular value (Aarikka-Stenroos et al., 2022). However, this discourse has rarely
connected the CBM perspective with the conflicts rooted in opportunism and bounded
rationality. This thesis draws attention to the front-end processes in CBM innovation,
demonstrating that early analysis of value capture, capability assessment, and ecosystem
strategic alignment can support not only CBM innovation but also pre-empt goal and
cognitive conflicts that would otherwise threaten stability of alliances underpinning focal
CBMs. In doing so, it also highlights the importance of understanding relational aspects
underpinning CBM innovation processes and the value the CBM canvas per se can bring

to improving alliance relationships.

With regard to individual papers, Paper I addresses a specific gap in CBM research by
unpacking how firms assess the viability of SOs prior to commencing the CBM
innovation process. Prior research has instead focused on subsequent stages, such as CBM
archetypes and strategies (Blomsma et al., 2019; Bocken et al., 2016; Guldmann et al.,
2019), sometimes implicitly treating identified opportunities as largely actionable once
identified. By proposing systematic decision-making criteria for this front-end
assessment, Paper I redirects CBM scholarship from its prevailing focus on what CBM
types exist and how they are implemented towards a consideration of the front-end

processes that determine whether they should be pursued in the first place.
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6.2 Practical Implications

The governance process framework developed in this thesis is of practical value to SA
managers seeking to address the key conflicts inherent in alliances — namely, goal and
cognitive conflicts — and their distinct character in sustainability transition contexts. The
three phases address these conflicts progressively: firstly, by assessing the SO, secondly,
by jointly designing the alliance, and thirdly, by aligning a broader set of stakeholders

around the emerging solution and its limitations.

In Phase 1, alliance managers should systematically assess the SO before proceeding to
alliance formation. This involves evaluating internal capabilities — including engineering
skills, market knowledge, design expertise, and facilities — against the requirements of
the opportunity. Where internal fit is weak, managers can assess whether capabilities can
be recombined, upgraded through hiring or external consultants, newly developed, or co-
developed with partners. A more systematic approach at this stage helps pre-empt role-
based cognitive conflicts concerning who is responsible and for what. Simultaneously,
managers can mitigate the risk of goal conflicts by assessing whether prospective partners
and customers hold meaningful strategic and economic stakes in the opportunity. Partners
may be attracted by anticipated green premiums, first-mover advantages, reductions in
total cost of ownership, or available subsidies. Customers are more likely to commit when
the opportunity aligns with their emissions targets, builds on prior R&D investments, and

offers transparent, quantifiable benefits.

In Phase 2, once capability co-development is identified as necessary, SA managers can
further mitigate cognitive conflicts by scoping alliance goals jointly. Given that the
business case remains highly uncertain at this stage, much of this work is qualitative in
character — discussing why sustainability matters, articulating what desirable futures
might look like, and identifying where first-mover advantages may arise. This joint
envisioning process enhances shared interpretation across partners. Misinterpretations are
further reduced by actively aligning goals with regulatory developments, value-chain
readiness assessments, and expected CO: reduction impacts. Flexible alliance design
helps pre-empt role-related conflicts: decomposing work into concrete tasks renders

operations comprehensible to operational units, while joint roadmapping and cross-
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partner reflection forums reconnect these tasks to broader sustainability ambitions. Goal
conflicts are addressed through joint goal scoping — which incorporates partner incentives
into the shared agenda — and through semi-formal contracts that selectively protect
investments, pricing arrangements, and core intellectual property without impeding

experimentation or knowledge sharing.

In Phase 3, SA managers extend governance beyond the formal alliance dyad by aligning
a broader set of stakeholders. Sustainability solutions frequently generate resistance from
employees, regulators, suppliers, customers, and other ecosystem actors who may defend
incumbent technologies, advocate alternative pathways, or hesitate to undertake the
simultaneous changes required to complete an emerging value chain. Conflicts are
addressed by communicating a clear mission — a "flag in the ground" that helps actors
select among technological alternatives within the timeframe, build tolerance for conflict
as an inherent feature of meaningful sustainability work, and make conflicts less
legitimate given the importance of the mission. Managers can reinforce this mission by
cultivating urgency and pride. Urgency frames inaction as risky by invoking climate
deadlines, regulatory pressure, asset depreciation risks, tightening liabilities such as
indefinite mine waste management, investor concerns, and foregone first-mover
advantages — all of which reduce goal conflicts by making delay seem costly. Pride fosters
affective commitment by presenting the alliance's work as a flagship innovation, a historic
breakthrough, or a contribution to national and European self-sufficiency in critical
materials, thereby rendering goal conflicts harder to justify when the alliance is publicly
and morally associated with societal imperatives. However, alliance managers need to be
aware that missions tend to foster varying effects across organisational levels and through

time, which often necessitates revision of the alliance design (Phase 2).

The boundary conditions established in this thesis suggests that reducing goal and
cognitive conflicts within the alliance is necessary but not sufficient for SO realisation.
Exogenous conditions can constrain even well-governed alliances. For example, weak
networks and infrastructure, particularly insufficient electrical grid expansion, can
prevent solutions from scaling. Such factors are outside the direct control of SA managers

and should be considered by policymakers as important bottlenecks, limiting alliances
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from maximizing their generative role in driving decarbonisation. On the other hand,
endogenous boundary conditions refer to alliance governance itself. SA managers should
be aware that reducing conflicts can be counterproductive if it leads to consensus around
incremental rather than transformative solutions. Another dark side of pre-empting
conflicts is that it can slow transitions, which occurs when actors narrow the solution
space, promote uncertainty around alternatives, conflate scientific knowledge with
political activism, or channel private interests through ostensibly neutral channels such
as governmental communications or innovation programmes. Managers should therefore
deploy the governance mechanisms outlined across the three phases to address goal and
cognitive conflicts, while remaining alert to the risk that excessive alignment may

foreclose the more radical solutions that transitions ultimately require.

6.3 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

This thesis has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the empirical
context is geographically bounded to Sweden which enjoys a relatively proactive public
policy and institutional support for sustainability (Strand, 2024). This may restrict the
transferability of the findings to other national and institutional settings where regulatory
frameworks and industrial landscapes differ substantially. Future research should
examine SA governance processes and boundary conditions across a broader range of

contexts.

Secondly, there are limitations inherent in the empirical material. On the one hand, the
majority of empirical insights were derived from projects that were ongoing at the time
of data collection. As a result, the study primarily captures mid-phase dynamics (e.g.,
intermediary progress in technology development) while the ultimate realisation of focal
SOs remained largely outside the scope of observation. Conclusions pertaining to the
relationship between SA governance mechanisms and SO realisation, including the role
of boundary conditions, are therefore less strongly grounded empirically than the earlier
phases of the framework. They are instead partially inferred through the integration of
broader alliance and transitions literature. Therefore, longitudinal research that tracks
alliances from formation through to SO realisation would be valuable for testing and
extending the theoretical claims proposed here. On the other hand, empirical insights were

gathered primarily from interviews with alliance managers. This makes it difficult to
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assess dynamics that are not readily accessible through retrospective self-reports, such as
the inter-partner communication capability as it manifests in practice, which may have an
important moderating effect on the governance mechanisms discussed here. Future
research would benefit from complementing interview-based data with observational

methods.

Third, since all the alliances studied are SAs, it is difficult to fully disentangle which
conflicts and governance mechanisms are more distinct compared to traditional alliances.
Future research could address this limitation by adopting an explicit comparative design,

examining sustainability and non-sustainability alliances in parallel.

Finally, as a compilation thesis, this cover essay integrates insights from alliance
governance, circular economy, and transitions literature streams. At the same time,
achieving a seamless theoretical account across these rich bodies of knowledge exceeds
what is feasible within a single research effort. This thesis should therefore be understood

as one contribution to an ongoing process of theoretical integration.
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