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ABSTRACT 
 

Title: How to manage flexibility and control in an inter-firm R&D collaboration?  A 
study of knowledge integration between companies in the explorative phase of 
innovation. 
Authors: Hanna Lindberg and Henrik Rinstad 
Supervisor: Cecilia Enberg 
 
Background and problem: There are a number of  benefits that can be gained from an 
inter-firm R&D collaboration, however it is at the same time a challenging task. An 
important factor to achieve a sucessful R&D collaboration is the knowledge integration 
between the companies. Handling the two problems of cooperation and coordination are 
key to this success and can be done by using different mechanisms. These mechanisms 
suggest that the increasing degree of problems with cooperation and coordination 
requires increased control. As a result, an interesting aspect is how to manage the 
contradiction between control of knowledge integration and the need for flexibility 
which are both necessary for the explorative phase of an innovation process. 
 
Objective: The purpose of this thesis is to explore how an inter-firm R&D 
collaboration in the explortive phase of innovation can manage the knowledge 
integration contradiction of flexibility and control. 
 
Method: To fulfill our purpose we have made a ethnographically inspired case study on 
an inter-firm R&D collaboration in the explorative phase of innovation. 
 
Definitions: 
Knowledge integration: Taking advantage of specialists’ knowledge that exists in 
collaboration 
Inter-firm R&D collaboration: A partnership between external companies undertaking 
research and developing something together. 
The explorative phase of innovation: The early phase before the architecture of the 
innovation has been set. 
 
Conclusion: Our results indicate that a loose structure, high trust, bigness as a source of 
power, vertical collaboration, close collaboration and limited size of the collaboration 
are mechanisms that the collaborators use to manage the contradiction between 
flexibility and control in the explorative phase of innovation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This thesis addresses the issues of knowledge integration in inter-firm R&D 
collaborations during the explorative phase of an innovation. Exploring the tension 
between how to handle the control issues as a result together with the need for 
flexibility that is associated with the exploration phase of innovation. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
“Great discoveries and improvements invariably involve the cooperation of many 

minds.” (Alexander Graham Bell, somewhere between 1847-1922) 

 

Bell was way ahead of his time realizing the benefits of collaborations when the 

purpose is to discover something new. It’s not until the last decade that collaborations to 

achieve innovations have become a subject of interest in practice and science (Grant and 

Baden Fuller, 2004; Linnarson, 2005; Hagedoorn, 2002). An inter-firm R&D 

collaboration1 is an opportunity for various companies to become more flexible, reduce 

expenses of R&D, reduce the time required to market and avoid the risk of missing a 

window of opportunity (Leifer et al, 2001; Linnarson, 2005). It is also a good solution 

to access missing competence (Leifer et al, 2001), since innovations may require 

knowledge from many different areas of competence and sources (Schmickl and Kieser, 

2007). A company’s ability to recognize and understand the value of new, external 

knowledge, adjust it, and apply it internally is critical to its innovative capability 

(Cohen and Levinthal, 1990).  

 

Ericsson is a company that for a long time has had a solid core business. They are 

currently trying to reshape their business and one of the opportunities they want to take 

                                                
1 To avoid a confusing introduction our definitions of concepts are found in a separate part in the end of 
the chapter. 
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advantage of is the environmental trend (Ericsson annual report, 2010). This requires 

them to be more innovative and explore new business opportunities. As a result, they 

are now developing a mobile payment solution for Electrical Vehicle charging (EV 

charging). As most people know Ericsson’s ordinary business is the 

telecommunications industry, thus EV charging might seem as an unusual area for them 

to explore. The reason for Ericsson’s interest is that they perceive a business 

opportunity in EV charging. The payment solution requires communication in networks, 

an area where Ericssson is a world leading company. To develop a payment solution 

with features and functionality for EV charging Ericsson decided to complement their 

competences and initiate a collaboration with two smaller companies, Info24 and 

Exformation Communication (ExCom). They wanted to become more flexible using 

external knowledge from smaller companies. The collaboration between these three 

companies is right now trying to combine their competences in different ways to 

construct a solution. According to Linnarson (2005) that is defined as being in the 

explorative phase of an innovation process. The collaboration between Ericsson, Info24 

and ExCom is the focus of this report to determine how to manage knowledge 

integration successfully.  

PROBLEM DISCUSSION 
The purpose of the aforementioned collaboration is to take advantage of each other’s 

specialists’ competence to develop an innovative solution. Taking advantage of 

different specialists’ knowledge is in literature referred to as knowledge integration 

(Grant, 1996). Knowledge integration is a critical activity within an inter-firm R&D 

collaboration, but also a challenging task (Lhuilley and Pfister, 2009). To be able to take 

advantage of the each other’s knowledge the collaborators need to handle the two 

problems of cooperation and coordination (Grant, 1996; Roberts, 2004; Postrel, 2009). 

The problem of cooperation arises when knowledge integration is undertaken between 

firms, rather than within firms. This means that the characteristics of the relationship 

effects knowledge integration (Grandori, 2001). Different firms’ individual goals for the 

collaboration could complicate knowledge integration. The problems of coordination 

that are related to the characteristics of knowledge may itself complicate knowledge 

integration (Grant, 1996). For example, it might be more difficult to integrate 

knowledge, if it is specialist knowledge that only a person who knows about it 
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understands, than if the knowledge is easy to communicate in words (e.g. Grant, 1996; 

Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Kogut and Zander, 1992). 

 

Not too long ago R&D was the least expected activity for companies to collaborate 

around (Hagedoorn, 2002). But times have changed and the interest in inter-firm R&D 

collaborations has increased in both practice and science (Hagedoorn, 2002). As we 

explained initially, one of the most critical factors to create a successful inter-firm R&D 

collaboration is knowledge integration. Since R&D in most cases is related to being 

innovative the question of how you handle knowledge integration is an interesting 

subject of discussion. Linnarson (2005) addresses parts of this discussion and explains 

that the most significant affect on innovation in collaboration structure is during the first 

explorative phase of the innovation. The coordination of knowledge in the collaboration 

is another important aspect to consider. It is our understanding that the issue of how 

knowledge integration, including both cooperation and coordination, is handled during 

the explorative phase of innovation is unexplored. Johansson et al (forthcoming) agrees 

when they argue that their research indicates that the problems of knowledge integration 

in inter-firm R&D collaborations vary in the innovation phase. Because of that they 

suggest that further research should be conducted concerning knowledge integration in 

different innovation phases. 

 

The explorative phase of an innovation process is the phase where different aspects are 

tested and the collaborators are combining their competences in different ways to find a 

solution that can be commercialized (Linnarson, 2005). It´s within this phase the 

companies get to know each other and try to understand the other collaborators 

competences. The phase is characterized by high uncertainty and according to 

Linnarson (2005) the recipe to successful collaborations in this phase is flexibility and 

open communication. To be able to combine their different competences in the 

explorative phase the collaborators have to share their knowledge and understand each 

other. In view of the fact that theories of knowledge integration handle these two issues 

specifically we think that it’s an interesting and relevant aspect to study, in this context. 

 

As previously mentioned knowledge integration in inter-firm R&D collaborations is 

affected by the two problems of cooperation and coordination (Grant, 1996; Roberts, 

2004; Postrel, 2009). These two problems arise from the fact that the companies in the 
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inter-firm R&D collaboration are all concerned with how to share and integrate their 

knowledge without becoming subject to potential expropriation by their partners 

(Johansson et al, forthcoming). The companies are confronting the issue of 

understanding each other while trying to coordinate the knowledge. Simultaneously 

they are exposed to the risk of unintentionally leaking their valuable knowledge to the 

other companies in the collaboration (Heimann and Nickerson, 2004). 

 

To find the balance between sharing enough knowledge without sharing too much, the 

collaboration needs to be controlled (Williamson, 1985; Grant, 1996). Depending on the 

characteristics of the relationship (cooperation) and the knowledge (coordination) 

certain governing and integration mechanisms should be used to avoid risks of 

knowledge expropriation (e.g. Williamson, 1985; Grant, 1996; Nooteboom, 2000;). The 

characteristics of the relationship between the companies and the influencing factors of 

coordination that underlies the choice of these governing and integration mechanisms 

reveals another interesting aspect to consider, in the context of an explorative phase of 

the innovation process.  

 

With an increasing degree of uncertainty, which is one of the main characteristics of the 

explorative phase and a feature that affects both the problems of cooperation and 

coordination, literature suggests that a tight governing mechanism is needed to avoid 

problems with cooperation (Williamson, 1985). A tight governing mechanism is 

characterized by restricted and controlled communication of knowledge (Williamson, 

1985). This means that the tight governing mechanism, which is suggested in the 

explorative phase of an innovation process, contradicts the need for flexibility and open 

communication related to the phase (Linnarson, 2005). Linnarson (2005) explains that a 

tight structure in the collaboration during the exploration phase of the innovation might 

have consequences on the ability to adapt, which is necessary for the understanding of 

the development in the innovation (Linnarson, 2005). This contradiction further 

strengthens our opinion that it is both interesting and relevant to increase the 

understanding of how knowledge integration, in an inter-firm R&D collaboration, is 

handled in the explorative phase of an innovation. This is an issue that we will address 

by studying the collaboration between Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom, an inter-firm R&D 

collaboration in the explorative phase of innovation.  
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PURPOSE 
The purpose of this thesis is to explore how an inter-firm R&D collaboration in the 

explorative phase of the innovation process handles the knowledge integration issues 

related to the problems of cooperation and coordination. In undertaking this, we hope to 

strengthen the theoretical framework of knowledge integration in inter-firm R&D 

collaborations, by documenting the potential effects of the contradiction between 

flexibility and control in the explorative phase of innovation.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
To fulfil this purpose we will answer the following three research questions: 

 

• What are the characteristics of the collaborators and the collaboration, which 

might affect the problems of cooperation and coordination? 

• How do the involved companies within our empirical case study handle these 

two knowledge integration problems, cooperation and coordination? 

• How do the uncertainties and the need for flexibility, related to the explorative 

phase of innovation, affect how the companies in our empirical case study 

manage the two knowledge integration problems (cooperation and 

coordination)? 

LIMITATIONS 
In this study we focus only on the aspect of knowledge integration in inter-firm R&D 

collaborations. The aspect of knowledge integration related to what happens inside the 

firm is not included in this thesis. The study is also limited to the explorative phase of 

the innovation process.   

DEFINITIONS OF CONCEPTS 
I N T E R - F I R M  R & D  C O L L A B O R A T I O N  

Inter-firm R&D collaborations are according to our definition a partnership between 

unconnected companies undertaking research and developing something together. 

 

E V  C H A R G I N G  
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EV stands for all kinds of electrical vehicles that require electricity as fuel. In this thesis 

we will use the concept to refer to electrical cars. The development of electrical cars 

requires an efficiently functioning public charging infrastructure, in another way than 

other EV’s and will therefore be our focus. 

 

K N O W L E D G E  I N T E G R A T I O N  

We define knowledge integration as the taking advantage of specialists’ knowledge that 

exists in collaboration (Grant, 1996) 

 

T H E  D E V E L O P I N G  P R O C E S S  O F  A N  I N N O V A T I O N  

The process is divided in two phases, exploration and commercialisation. The 

exploration phase is the phase prior to the construction of the innovation has been 

determined and the commercialization phase is the later phase during which the 

innovation is brought to the large market. (Linnarson, 2005) 

OUTLINE OF THE THESIS  
In the I N T R O D U C T I O N  we presented the background to this study. Our discussion 

on the problems that arise, have been the starting point of this study. In addition, we 

will present the purpose and research questions of the study. The introduction chapter is 

intended to introduce the subject and the reason for undertaking this thesis. 

 

In the T H E O R E T I C A L  F R A M E W O R K  we will present the theoretical background 

in further detail. We will discuss the concepts of knowledge integration, problems of 

cooperation and coordination and how to handle them. The content of the theoretical 

framework is intended to provide a theoretical basis for the analysis, as well as support 

the concept beyond the studied organization. 

 

T H E  M E T H O D O L O G Y  C H A P T E R  is meant to describe and dispute the 

methodological choices made for the collection of the empirical data as well as how we 

selected to handle the relationship between the empirical data and theory. The purpose 

of this chapter is to provide the reader with the opportunity to reflect on the way the 

study was undertaken. 

 



8 

In the R E S U L T S  chapter we will present the empirical material that is relevant to 

resolve the objectives of this study. The chapter will first present an overview of the 

collaboration we are examining, followed by descriptions of the firms involved in the 

collaboration. Finally we will illustrate the work within the collaboration we are 

studying. 

 

The A N A L Y S I S  is structured according to the three research questions. In this chapter 

the empirical evidence is evaluated in relation to the theoretical framework. The 

analysis of the first research question is considered when analysing the second research 

questions. The analyses of these two questions then form the foundation of which we 

analyse the third research question. 

 

In the C O N C L U S I O N  we will summarize the results from the analysis in relation to 

our purpose and research questions. In undertaking this, we will present our 

contribution to the theoretical framework. Finally we will provide suggestions for 

further research. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Albert Einstein once said that it is the theory that decides what we can observe. In this 
chapter we will present the theoretical framework that later on will help us to 
understand what we observe. 
 
 

KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION 
Knowledge integration is a wide expression that consists of many different aspects. We 

will focus on knowledge integration theories concerning inter-firm R&D collaborations. 

An inter-firm R&D collaboration consists of a combination of companies with already 

existing knowledge, where they intend to use and combine their different specialists’ 

knowledge to develop a solution. To undertake this successfully, they need to take 

advantage of each other’s specialists’ knowledge that within the collaboration, which 

we define as knowledge integration (Schmickl and Kieser, 2007; Grant, 1996).   

 

As previously mentioned, in the background section, there are two problem areas that 

usually affect the knowledge integration in an inter-firm R&D collaboration, problems 

of cooperation and coordination (Roberts, 2004; Postrel, 2009). Previous studies tend to 

focus on these two issues separately (Johansson et al, forthcoming). However, when 

studying collaborations between unconnected companies, the problems of cooperation 

and cooperation, are important to focus on together (Johansson et al, forthcoming). The 

companies are confronting the issue of understanding each other while trying to 

coordinate the knowledge. Simultaneously they are exposed to the risk of 

unintentionally leaking their valuable knowledge to the other companies in the 

collaboration (Heimann and Nickerson, 2004). To manage the tension between the need 

to coordinate knowledge and the potential risk of knowledge expropriation, there are 

different governing and integration mechanisms that can be utilised. Governing 

mechanisms can handle the problems of cooperation and integration mechanisms can 

handle the problems of coordination. The problems of cooperation could for example be 

governed through structures and problems of coordination could be governed through 

meetings or routines. (Grant, 1996; Williamson, 1985)  
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Besides the fact that companies in inter-firm R&D collaborations need to consider both 

the problems of cooperation and coordination, they also need to consider how they 

affect each other and handle them simultaneously (Johansson et al, forthcoming) 

PROBLEMS WITH INTER‐FIRM KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION 
The problems of cooperation and coordination are defined by the characteristics of the 

relationship and the knowledge. Below we will describe these characteristics and how 

the affect the problems of cooperation and coordination.  

 

PROBLEMS OF COOPERATION 
The problems of cooperation are a direct consequence of the fact that the knowledge 

integration is done in collaboration between unconnected companies. Companies that 

need to control the risk of knowledge expropriation, act according to their own reality 

and in their individual interests. This might lead to problems related to the 

characteristics of the relationship (Chesbrough and Teece, 1996; Hamel, 1991). The 

discussion about the problems of cooperation takes its foundation in Williamson (1985) 

and other literature mentions three different characteristics that affect the cooperation 

and the relation between the companies; asset specificity, uncertainty and conflict of 

interest (Johansson et al, forthcoming). 

 

 Figure 1: Illustration of the problems of cooperation 

 Source of reference: Created by the authors 

 

ASSET SPECIFICITY 

Asset specificity is according to Williamson (1985) the characteristic that most affects 

the problems of cooperation. Asset specificity is the degree at which an asset is specific 

Problems of cooperation

Asset specificity Uncertainty Conflict of interest
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to the collaboration or if it can be used in other areas as well (Williamson, 1985). A 

high degree of asset specificity means a bigger risk for a company of losing money 

since the investments will be worthless if the collaboration fails. The risk of 

squandering money affects how the collaborators react to the other characteristics that 

affect the relationship such as conflict of interest and uncertainty. The effects of a high 

degree of asset specificity on problems of cooperation are thereby especially high in a 

combination with a high degree of conflict of interest and/or uncertainty (Williamson, 

1985). Since many R&D projects aim to develop something new, the firms do not know 

if they can use the outcome in other areas or not. The asset specificity question is 

therefore of high relevance to inter-firm R&D collaborations.  

UNCERTAINTY 

Uncertainty is another feature that has an impact on the companies’ relationship causing 

cooperation problems. We define uncertainty, according to Osborn and Baughn (1990), 

as the uncertainty that arises from the degree of novelty. This results in many firms 

competing for a position, making the possibility of success for a single competitor more 

unlikely. This leads to high uncertainty for the collaboration. (Osborn and Baughn, 

1990; Leifer et al, 2000) talks more specifically about uncertainties related to 

innovations. They explain that market uncertainty is related to trying to understand the 

customer needs and wants (Leifer et al, 2000). Since we are examining a collaboration 

that are developing an innovation we will use the Leifer et al (2000) definition of 

market uncertainty as a complement to the definition from Osborn and Baughn (1990). 

Even if uncertainty in itself may lead to problems of cooperation, the effects become 

greater if it is combined with high asset specificity (Williamson, 1985). Uncertainty 

makes the outcome of the collaboration unpredictable, which in turn make the risk of 

losing unsalvageable resources immense (Williamson, 1985). 

 

Uncertainty is particularly relevant to our study since the explorative phase of an 

innovation process is characterised by high uncertainty (Linnarson, 2005). The reason 

for this is according to Linnarson (2005) that the explorative phase is about testing a 

solution to see if it is applicable to the market. Thus a company will not know what the 

final solution will look like or if the solution will be the one the costumers like, which 

increase the uncertainty. The uncertainty related to the explorative phase seems to be 
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well correlated to our definition of uncertainty and degree of novelty (Osborn and 

Baugh, 1990).  

CONFLICT OF INTEREST 

Conflict of interest between the companies is the third characteristic of the relationship 

that affects the problems of cooperation. Opportunism is a big part of the expression 

‘conflict of interest’ and refers to the fact that firms will act selfishly and will only see 

to their own good (Williamson, 1985). More generally, though, conflict of interest has 

its starting point in that different firms in the collaboration have different perspectives 

and might have different objectives for participating (Johansson et al, forthcoming). 

Different objectives might lead to a conflict if it means that the collaborators have 

difficulties in aligning their objectives (Mora-Valentin et al, 2004) or for competitive 

reasons (Linnarson, 2005; Hamel, 1991).  

 

The first reason for conflict of interest is the difficulties associated with the aligning 

objectives. If an inter-firm collaboration is unable to align their objectives, conflicts 

could arise due to disagreements (Campbell, 1997; Cyert and Goodman, 1997). For a 

collaboration to organize the goals of the collaboration, flexibility is required in the 

formulation of the objectives (Ghoshal et al, 1992), a clear definition of responsibilities 

and existence of objectives and common targets are important factors (Mora-Valentin et 

al, 2004). 

 

The second reason for conflict of interest is because of competitive reasons (Linnarson, 

2005; Hamel, 1991). The risk for conflict of interest has been argued to be higher in 

collaborations between competitors since they are more afraid of losing important 

knowledge to the other collaborators (Lhuilley and Pfister, 2009). Linnarson (2005) 

agrees and calls the collaboration between competitors a horizontal collaboration. The 

opposite to a horizontal collaboration is a vertical collaboration where the problems 

related to being competitors will be less influencing on the cooperation and therefore 

the risk of conflict of interest is smaller (Linnarson, 2005; Lhuilley and Pfister, 2009). 

A vertical collaboration might be were some of the collaborators act as a suppliers and 

another one delivers due to the closeness to the market of interest (Linnarson, 2005).  
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However if conflict of interest in itself is enough to create problems of cooperation 

(Johansson et al, forthcoming), if it’s combined with high asset specificity the risk of 

problems will become even bigger. The reasons for this is that if one or several of the 

collaborators are worried about losing money they will be more concerned about 

controlling the conflicts that occur (Williamson, 1985).  

 

To summarize this section we can establish that the collaboration faces the biggest 

potential of problems with cooperation where one or several of the companies have high 

asset specificity, the companies have a conflict of interest and the collaboration act in an 

uncertain environment (Williamson, 1985; Johansson et al, forthcoming). How the 

problems of cooperation could be governed will be discussed later on.  

 

PROBLEMS OF COORDINATION 
The problems of coordination take its foundation in the fact that different knowledge 

has different characteristics, which could make it complicated to communicate (Grant, 

1996; Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). Coordination of knowledge is about benefiting from 

a collective set of individual competencies (Grant, 1996). Since the purpose of inter-

firm R&D collaborations is to learn from each other and take advantage of each other’s 

competences, the ability to coordinate knowledge is vital. Therefore it’s necessary to 

handle problems of coordination in inter-firm R&D collaborations. Literature suggests 

four commonly identified factors that affect the problems of coordination, degree of 

common knowledge (Mowery et al, 1998), degree of tacit knowledge (Zollo and 

Winter, 2002), interdependence (Gulati and Sytch, 2007) and uncertainty (Casciaro, 

2003).  We also decided to add the aspect of innovation architecture (Linnarson, 2005) 

because our study looks at the development of an innovation. 

 

Problems of coordination

Common 

knowledge

Degree of tacit

knowledge

Interdependence 

and innovation

architecture

Uncertanty

 
Figure 2: Illustration of the problems of coordination 

Source of reference: Created by the authors 
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COMMON KNOWLEDGE 

Knowledge integration demands interaction of the involved parties’ individual 

knowledge, according to Grant (1996) this demands at least some common knowledge. 

Common knowledge may be that the involved parties speak the same language, in 

which we include all kind of symbolic communication like literacy and numeracy, not 

just the verbal aspect. Furthermore it could be that the companies have a common 

specialized knowledge, which means the level at which you have the conversation at, or 

a shared meaning, that enables an easier understanding of each others tacit knowledge. 

Knowledge integration also requires the involved collaborators to recognize each 

other’s knowledge repertoire to increase the common knowledge. (Grant, 1996)  To be 

able to have an efficient integration of knowledge a high degree of common knowledge 

is needed (Grant 1996) and a low degree of common knowledge would lead to problems 

of coordination (Mowery et al, 1996; Lane and Lubatkin, 1998; Caloghirou et al, 2003; 

Cummins and Teng, 2003).  

DEGREE OF TACIT KNOWLEDGE 

Another factor that affects the coordinating of knowledge is the degree of tacit 

knowledge. Tacit knowledge is the opposite of explicit knowledge and refers to how the 

knowledge is intrinsic in the action of the specialist and not articulated. (Grant, 1996) 

Another explanation is that explicit knowledge is expressible and easy to write down 

while tacit knowledge is impossible to write down and reveals itself through its 

application (Polanyi, 1967). A high degree of tacit knowledge is argued to create 

coordination problems in inter-firm R&D collaborations (Lam, 1997). Heimann and 

Nickerson (2004) agree when they argue that a high degree of tacit knowledge creates 

costly problems of coordination. Grant (1996) states that when collaborating there is no 

need to take all knowledge into consideration, just the relevant knowledge for that 

specific task. To strengthen his argument Grant (1996) provides an example of him and 

another scientist writing a joint paper. To maximize the efficiency the best way is not 

that they learn everything about each other’s areas, but learn enough so that their 

knowledge can be integrated into a new paper. 

INTERDEPENDENCE AND INNOVATION ARCHITECTURE 

Another important factor for problems of coordination is interdependence (Gulati and 

Sytch, 2007). It refers to the number of activities to be integrated and the number of 

possible connections between them where a change of one component affects all the 
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other activities (Thompson, 1967). When a company does not have the ability to control 

all of the conditions necessary for the achievement of an action it creates the 

phenomenon of interdependence (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Thompson (1967) 

identifies three types of interdependence pooled, reciprocal and sequential. Pooled 

interdependence refers to activities using the same pooled resources, sequential is when 

the output of one activity is the input for another activity, and reciprocal is where the 

interdependence is mutual. Mutual interdependence is that the output from one activity 

is the input for another activity and vice versa. (Thompson, 1967) Reciprocal 

interdependence is the most integrated form of interdependence, which leads to further 

difficulties with coordination since it requires intensive interaction (Grant, 1996). The 

interdependence we discuss above is focused on the organizational aspects. Since we 

are looking at a collaboration that develops a technological innovation we complement 

interdependence with a more technical aspect, the innovation architecture.  

 

Depending on the innovation architecture the knowledge within the inter-firm 

collaboration needs to be coordinated differently (Schmickl & Kieser, 2007). The 

innovation architecture could be either modular or integral (Linnarson, 2005). Modular 

architecture means low interdependence, which is characterized by well-specified 

interfaces and leads to a change within one module which doesn’t affect the others as 

long as the interfaces doesn’t change (Linnarson, 2005). In a modular architecture the 

modules can be developed relatively independently by specialists and can still be 
composed into a functioning whole (Baldwin and Clark, 1997), which means that a less 

coordination of knowledge is needed (Schmickl & Kieser, 2007).  Integral architecture 

is the opposite, which means that it can be compared to high interdependence where the 

parts are closely integrated and a change within one of them can have a big impact on 

the others. (Linnarson, 2005) The modular architecture needs less interaction to 

integrate the components and creates, compared to the integral, less coordination 

problems (Linnarson, 2005; Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004). 

UNCERTAINTY   

Uncertainty is, apart from influencing cooperation, also suggested to affect the problems 

of coordination (Casciaro, 2003). In the section about the problems of cooperation we 

define uncertainty as the degree of novelty. We will use the same definition in this 

section, but with a slight extension. The high degree of novelty results in a more 
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complex search process, increasing the time it takes to solve problems and decreasing 

the extent to which the collaboration has knowledgeable outcomes (Van de Ven et al, 

1976). Uncertainty affects the problems of coordination by making it difficult to set 

clear goals which in turn make it difficult to coordinate work through standardization 

and creating routines (Johansson et al, forthcoming), two integration mechanisms that 

we will explain further in the governing section.  

INTER‐FIRM KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION 
Knowledge integration within inter-firm R&D collaborations is about handling the two 

problems of cooperation and coordination. To do this literature suggests a number of 

mechanisms that we, according to Johansson et al (forthcoming), refer to as governing 

mechanisms and integration mechanisms. Governing mechanisms are to handle the 

problems of cooperation (Williamson, 1985) and integration mechanisms are to handle 

the problems of coordination (Grant, 1996). 

 

GOVERNING MECHANISMS 
Governing the problems of cooperation is a question of how much an entity will have to 

control the collaboration of their knowledge to handle the risk of knowledge 

expropriation. Based on the level of the characteristics related to the collaboration’s 

problems of cooperation the degree of control to handle them will vary (Williamson, 

1985). If the degree of asset specificity, uncertainty or/and conflict of interest is high 

firms are facing a greater risk and they will want to have a tighter control of the 

collaboration (Williamson, 1985). If the degree of the characteristics is low, a loose less 

expensive governing mechanism is sufficient to handle the problems of cooperation 

(Williamson, 1985). Previous literature identifies two governance mechanisms to handle 

problems of cooperation, trust (Linnarson, 2005; Ring and Van de Ven, 1994) and 

governance structure (Nooteboom, 2000). 
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  Figure 3: Illustration of the governing mechanisms 

  Source of reference: Created by the authors 

TRUST 

Trust is, according to Mora-Valentin et al (2004) related to integrity and benevolence. 

Integrity is referred to as acting in belief that the other participants will keep their word 

and act honestly (Zaheer et al, 1998). Benevolence refers to the participants’ beliefs in 

that the other participants will stay in the collaboration in the case of new 

circumstances, in which no commitments have yet been made (Zaheer et al, 1998; 

Aulakh et al, 1996). A close cooperation could also enable a higher trust (Linnarson, 

2005). Linnarson (2005) states that a close cooperation is characterized by frequent and 

intensive communication between collaborators and few information filters. 

Furthermore he characterizes a distant cooperation as cooperation where 

communication is infrequent and non-intensive (Linnarson, 2005).  

 

Trust is debated on whether it is a governing mechanism or not (Ring and Van de Ven, 

1994). Some authors argue that trust between the collaborators work as a governing 

mechanism to handle the problem of cooperation (Linnarson, 2005). Meanwhile other 

authors dispute that, even though trust could encourage confidence and desirable 

behaviour, it requires interaction between the collaborators. Since the governing 

mechanism is set in the beginning of the collaboration, when there has been no 

interaction between the collaborators, trust could not be achieved and therefore not be 

used as a governing mechanism (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). Trust is also considered 

to reduce the conflict of interest, which in turn reduces the need of tight governing 

mechanisms (Linnarson, 2005). 
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Ring and Van de Ven (1994), argue that trust could be a governing mechanism but 

requires interaction. They also state that too much reliance on trust could be a risk. If 

the collaborators have high trust and no formal structural safeguards, they will expect 

too much from each other without having anything to back up their expectations. The 

development of such an extreme imbalance between personal bonds and formal legal 

arrangements increase the risk for a breach of trust, leading to the termination of the 

relationship. (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994) 

GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES 

With governance structures we mean contracts, restrictions and safeguards that give the 

collaborators their desirable control of the collaboration (Nooteboom, 2000). Literature 

suggests that these structures can stretch in a range from tight to loose including four 

different structures (Johansson et al, forthcoming). The loosest structure is called 

unilateral contract, which is the most “market like” structure where one of the parts has 

to fulfil the agreement while the other one can choose whether to fulfil it or not. The 

second structure that falls into the category of loose governing mechanisms is bilateral 

contracts, which is what we normally refer to as an agreement. Bilateral contract means 

that both parts are tied to fulfil their part of the agreement.  

 

The two tight forms of governance structure are called minority shareholding and split 

ownership, which is similar to a joint venture. Hierarchy is another option, which is 

considered the tightest form of governance structure. Hierarchy may also provide 

safeguards against opportunistic behaviour (Williamson, 1985). Even though it is shown 

to be beneficial, both Grant (1996) and Williamson (1985) argue that it is difficult to 

enforce a hierarchy between unconnected firms. Therefore it is more common with 

formal alternatives such as joint ventures that may provide room for hierarchical 

employment (Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004; Williamson, 1985). Since our study focuses 

on inter-firm collaboration hierarchy is of low relevance for our study case and will not 

be further investigated in this chapter. As previously mentioned, joint ventures are 

similar to the two tightest forms of governing structures split ownership and minority 

shareholding, which therefore will be used in this study. Both are different equity-based 

structures where the collaborators are tied to each other more closely through 

contractual agreements (Casciaro, 2003). The starting-point is that the two tight 
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structures provide better opportunities to control and align objectives in the 

collaboration and therefore, although they are more expensive, should be chosen when 

the collaboration is exposed to potential problems of cooperation (Williamson, 1985). 

 

More recent literature has suggested some exception from this assumption (Folta, 1998; 

Linnarson, 2005; Leifer, 2000). Folta (1998) argues that the benefits from tighter forms 

of governance structures in the collaboration are eliminated by uncertainty. This 

exception is highly relevant to R&D collaborations that often are associated with a high 

degree of uncertainty (Leifer et al, 2000). Linnarson (2005) agrees that a tight 

governance structure is inappropriate in collaborations that face uncertainty and relates 

his argument to innovations. Furthermore he argues that the uncertainty is especially 

high during the explorative phase of an innovation and concludes that a tight 

governance structure in the exploration phase of innovation might not be desirable, 

since the consequences are a lack of flexibility and open communication. (Linnarson, 

2005) 

 

INTEGRATION MECHANISMS 
To handle the problems of coordination a set of integration mechanisms is suggested 

(Johansson et al, forthcoming; Grant, 1996; Thompson, 1967). According to Thompson 

(1967) the integration mechanisms can be divided into two major categories called 

impersonal and personal mechanisms. 

 

  Figure 4: Illustration of the integration mechanisms 

  Source of reference: Created by the authors 
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IMPERSONAL AND PERSONAL 

The impersonal mechanisms are based on non-direct communication between 

individuals, which limits their interaction. These are divided into three types of 

integration mechanisms, direction and rules, sequencing and routines (Grant, 1996). 

Direction and rules may be viewed as standards and directives as a low cost method of 

communicating between specialists and non-specialists (Demsetz, 1991). Sequencing is 

about organizing the production activities in a time-pattern sequence (Grant, 1996) and 

routines are defined as the integration mechanism that, through a small effort, makes a 

relatively complex task work in a relatively automatic way (Winter, 1986). The personal 

mechanisms are than, naturally, the mechanisms that include direct personal 

communication encouraging learning through interaction (Grant, 1996). In this category 

Grant (1996) mentions one coordination mechanism called group problem solving and 

decision-making. This is preferably combined with impersonal mechanisms (Grant, 

1996). 

EFFICIENCY IN INTEGRATION MECHANISMS 

The impersonal coordination seeks efficiency in integration by avoiding the costs 

related to communication and learning (Grant, 1996). This efficiency is achieved 

differently through different integration mechanisms. Routines and sequencing 

efficiency could be achieved through modularization (Grant, 1996; Schmickl and 

Kieser, 2007), which in an innovation context means an innovation with modular 

architecture (Linnarson, 2005). A modular architecture provides the possibility for one 

specialist to work on his own part without having to interact with another specialist, 

which enables the creation of routines and sequencing (Schmickl and Kieser, 2008; 

Linnarson, 2005). Consequently there is a less need for personal coordination and thus 

avoiding costs of communication. Efficiency in direction and rules could be achieved 

through goals, rules and standardized information (Grant, 1996). To be able to set the 

direction and the rules you need information and goals to base it on (Grant, 1996). Other 

tasks may instead require more intensive personal communication (Grant, 1996). An 

innovation process is one of those tasks and therefore demands the last category of 

coordination mechanism, problem solving and decision-making, where common 

knowledge is fundamental for the coordination (Grant, 1996). This category includes, 

for example, formal meetings, informal meetings and integrated teams (Schmickl and 

Kieser, 2007).  
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DETERMINANTS FOR CHOOSING INTEGRATION MECHANISMS 

The problems of coordination determine which integration mechanisms are suitable. 

The different factors that affect the problems of coordination affect the selection of the 

integration mechanism in different ways.  

 

Degree of tacit knowledge 

Grant (1996) argues that directives provide a means for converting tacit knowledge to 

explicit when there is an imbalance of knowledge. For example a person could set up 

directives on how to make a quality control product, teaching others the tacit knowledge 

making it explicit. This does not work with all tacit knowledge, as most of the time a 

high level of tacitness makes the information more difficult to express, in for example 

documents, which demands a more intensive coordination and therefore a more 

personal integration mechanism. If the knowledge is explicit on the other hand it’s 

easier conveyed into documents and demands less intensive coordination. (Schmickl 

and Kieser, 2007)  

  

Interdependence 

The type of interdependence also determines the form of coordination deployed. Pooled 

and sequential interdependence can rely on impersonal coordination through rules 

respectively plans. When the interdependence is reciprocal more personal coordination 

should be used through mutual adjustment. (Grant, 1996) 

 

Innovation architecture 

If the innovation has integral innovation architecture there is a need for more intensive 

coordination and a personal coordination mechanism due to a higher level of 

integration. Modular architecture on the other hand needs less intensive coordination, 

which make an impersonal coordination mechanism more suitable. (Linnarson, 2005; 

Grant, 1996) 

 

Uncertainty 

With a higher uncertainty a higher form of personal integration mechanisms should be 

implemented, especially group coordination (Van de Ven et al, 1976). Group 

coordination is a more communication-intensive method, using meetings as an example, 



22 

which is more appropriate since high uncertainty demands intensive interaction 

(Schmickl and Kieser, 2007). 

 

Size of the collaboration 

Besides how the different coordination problems affect the selection of coordination 

mechanism, Van de Ven et al (1976) argues that the size of the collaboration also has an 

impact. They state that in a small collaboration it’s easier and less costly to use personal 

integration mechanisms. Since these are more effective then impersonal integration 

mechanisms in general, small collaborations should always use the personal 

mechanisms. (Van de Ven, 1976). 

 

GOVERNING OF BOTH COOPERATION AND COORDINATION SIMULTANEOUSLY 
Previous sections suggest that both problems of cooperation and problems of 

coordination are important to handle in inter-firm collaborations. To improve the 

understanding in this area, Johansson et al (forthcoming) suggests that cooperation 

issues and coordination issues have to be treated simultaneously with a similar amount 

of focus on both of them. They mean that knowledge integration is about more then 

coordinating the integration of knowledge according to the characteristics of it, at least 

in inter-firm collaborations where you also have to consider the characteristics of the 

relationship and how these influence the coordination of knowledge (Johansson et al, 

forthcoming). If to much focus is made on coordination without settling an appropriate 

governance structure to handle the cooperation, the collaboration becomes exposed to 

hazards of knowledge expropriation and conflicts. On the other hand, if you focus only 

on the cooperation issues you will probably end up with tight and expensive governance 

structure without any coordinated knowledge to govern (Johansson et al, forthcoming).  

 

The reason to why the problems of cooperation and coordination need to be handled 

simultaneously is that they affect each other. Literature concerning inter-firm 

relationship processes provides some clues as to how they affect each other (Ring and 

Van de Ven, 1994; Doz, 1996). These theories propose that the governance mechanisms 

to handle the cooperation problems are chosen first and that these constitute a 

framework to interparty activities (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994; Doz, 1996). This 

would, in the context of inter-firm R&D collaborations, mean that the choice of 

governing mechanism constitutes a framework for the choice of coordination 
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mechanism (Johansson et al, forthcoming). In reality this means that the selection of a 

tight governance structure decreases the risk of losing knowledge to the collaborators 

and therefore creates an opportunity to use more personal communication without 

having to worry about loosing important information (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994).  

 

With all the above on consideration or interpretation of the theoretical framework, that 

we also will use as our model of analysis, is presented below. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  Figure 5: Illustration of the interpretation of the theoretical framework 

  Source of reference: Inspired by Johansson et al (forthcoming), created by the authors 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
Method could be seen as an intellectual instrument, which make it possible to, with 
starting point in the known, produce knowledge about the unknown. In line with Jacopo 
Zabrella’s wise words this chapter will describe the procedure we used to produce 
knowledge about the unknown. 
 
 

RESEARCH STRATEGY APPROACH 
Our  selection  of  method  in  this  study  is  instigated  according  to our purpose and 

research questions. The purpose of this study is to explore how the collaborators in an 

inter-firm R&D collaboration handle the knowledge integration issues related to 

problems of cooperation and coordination in the explorative phase of innovation. When 

the purpose is to describe how individuals and groups experience different phenomenon 

a qualitative method is preferable (Kvale, 1997; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008; 

Bryman and Bell, 2007).   

 

To separate between qualitative and quantitative research methods is not an obvious 

task. Bryman and Bell (2007) mean that a qualitative study is characterized by words 

more than numbers that is characterizing a quantitative study (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

The separation is not quite as simple. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) mean that in a 

qualitative research the object of study is in focus instead of as in a quantitative study 

where the researchers and the dimensions and categories will control the outcome of the 

research (Alveson & Sköldberg, 2008). Our study is based on a purpose where the inter-

firm R&D collaboration is in focus where we have no possibility to control the outcome 

of our study, therefore defining it as qualitative. Since there is an obscurity in the 

distinction between qualitative and quantitative research strategy we will not base the 

rest of our methodological choices on the single fact of doing a qualitative research, 

instead we will make the methodological choices that in the best way help us to fulfil 

our purpose.  
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The research strategies also include the relation between empirical facts and theory 

(Bryman, 2002). There are two key approaches when considering the relation between 

empirical facts and theory, the deductive and the inductive approach. An inductive 

study is based on empirical data and deductive has its starting point in theory. There has 

been an increasing interest in a third option of research strategy, an abductive approach 

that uses both inductive and deductive thinking. Abduction is based on empirical facts 

just as induction but doesn’t reject the theoretical pre-assumptions made in theories and 

is therefore also close to deduction. (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008) 

 

This thesis was undertaken on behalf of Ericsson. Therefore we had a first meeting with 

Ericsson in a early stage of the process to get a brief description of the collaboration that 

they are in. We had an open discussion about which area they wanted us to focus on and 

what challenges they experience. After the meeting we started to read up on previous 

research concerning the matter and looking for relevant and interesting theories related 

to it. In this way we obtained an overall picture of the phenomenon. When theory was 

decided we created an overall theoretical framework to narrow down our research. The 

theory was then used to find theoretical patterns in our empirical facts and to create an 

understanding of the observed facts. During the study we have continuously improved 

our theoretical framework to get a deeper understanding of the empirical case. This 

work-process is in line with what Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) refers to as an 

abductive study. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
Our study is looking at the collaboration between Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom where 

our purpose is to investigate the current on going collaboration between the companies 

and their development of an innovative solution within its real life context, which 

according to Yin (1989) would be defined as making a case study. According to 

Bryman and Bell (2007) a case study is favorable when the researcher wants to focus on 

one specific event to do a detailed examination of it. We have been studying the 

different representatives from each of the involved companies in the collaboration, still 

looking at one specific event by studying the inter-firm collaboration.  Defining our 

study as a case study. 
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To separate a case study from other methods Yin (1989) means that a case study is 

when the phenomenon is diffuse and difficult to narrow down and could be understood 

and explained through multiple sources. Looking at our case as the collaboration 

between the three companies we could have applied other theoretical frameworks to 

understand and explain the case. However we chose to relate the phenomenon to the 

theories of knowledge integration since our purpose of the study is to strengthen the 

theoretical framework of knowledge integration with another case concerning how the 

three involved companies handle the issues of knowledge integration in the explorative 

phase of innovation. According to Siggelkov (2007) there are two important areas of 

use with a case study, where one of them is to motivate the study’s existence and to 

illustrate its importance strengthening the theoretical arguments. Yin (1989) also argues 

that a single case study could be used when it represent the critical case in testing a 

well-formulated theory. We believe that the studied collaboration will help us do that. 

SELECTION PROCESS 
Bryman (2002) means that its important to describe the selection in detail when making 

a qualitative study. This is to increase the transferability to other situations by making 

specific description of what we are looking at.  

 

Our case study has been made on an on-going collaboration between the three 

companies Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom where the choice of representatives became a 

natural selection. To investigate the issues of knowledge integration the representatives 

needed to have a relation to the involved companies and be responsible for the 

communication between the companies concerning the development of the mobile 

payment solution for EV charging. Ericsson provided us with contact information and 

led us to the right representatives, which was an easy process since the collaboration has 

one main representative from each company. The three interviewees and their role in 

the collaboration we study are here presented further.  

 

Jan Arwald, Ericsson, Coordination manager. 

Jan is Ericsson’s coordinating manager in the collaboration. He works at Ericsson’s 

research department, which is the department responsible for the development of the EV 

solution. His responsibility is to identify and help implementing products and solutions 

that can be future business to the organization. 
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Hans Nottehed, Info24, Project manager 

Hans is the project manager at Info24 for this project and the only representative in 

contact with the other companies. He is the chief technology officer at Info24 and one 

of the owners of the company since it started six years ago. 

 

Stefan Hagbard, ExCom, Project manager 

Stefan is the project manager at ExCom for this project. He is the chief financial officer 

at ExCom and one of the owners of the company since it started two years ago.  

RESEARCH METHOD 
INSPIRED BY ETHNOGRAPHY 
According to Bryman and Bell (2007) a research method is the technique for the 

collection of data. During our six weeks of collection of empirical data we were located 

at Ericsson’s research department, in Kista Stockholm, where the representatives from 

Ericsson in this project work. When the researcher spend a long period of time close to 

the group being studied, with the purpose to get close to their natural habits to 

understand it better it is referred to as ethnographic studies (Garsten, 2003; Alvesson 

and Deetz, 2000). Our study was only a period of six weeks which can´t be classified as 

a long period of time. Also being located at Ericsson hasn’t allowed us to observe the 

whole collaboration since it between three disconnected companies not located at the 

same place. These factors would indicate that our research is not considered as an 

ethnographical study. Even though, the fact that being located at their office have 

enabled us to ask questions, get thorough description of the developing solution and 

enabled an easy contact to all the collaborators. During these weeks we also participated 

in an industry exhibition where we met many different companies exploring the same 

possibilities as the collaborators in our collaboration. The possibilities to observe the 

daily work and perceive things would have been impossible to perceive if we weren´t 

there. Making us consider our research as an ethnographically inspired study.  

 

Our observations during this time were written down as facts, thoughts and reflections 

in a diary, allowing us to easy go back to observed them. Silverman (1993) means that 

to really understand a group of people the researcher has to engage in an extended 
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period of observations. Even if our period was short and our observations limited its 

unusual to get that kind of access as a student and we think it will strengthen our results. 

 

INTERVIEWS 
The ethnographical inspiration has helped us to use our research method. Garsten 

(2003) and Alvesson and Deetz (2000) mean that during an ethnographic study the 

researcher could observe naturally occurring events and complement it with interviews 

and other material, e.g. documents, to understand the object of study. We are of the 

opinion that spending the time at Ericsson has allowed to easy get interviews and 

valuable insights. Since our purpose is to understand how the collaborators handle 

issues related to knowledge integration we have chosen to make qualitative interviews 

where the collaborators could express, not only what they do, but also why they do it. 

Kvale (1997) means that the qualitative interview is an interview whose purpose is to 

get descriptions of the interviewees’ perception to be able to interpret the phenomenon 

the study is trying to describe.  

 

We chose to make the interviews less structured with open questions within specified 

categories. This form of interview allowed us to be more flexible in the way that it is a 

bigger focus on the interviewees’ point of view rather than ours. The four categories we 

used have, as long as it was possible, been asked in the same order to able to analyse 

and compare the results of the interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2007). According to Patel 

and Davidson (2003) a qualitative interview should have a low degree of 

standardization. The degree of standardization within the qualitative interviews may 

vary but our choice of interview are defined as semi-structured interviews (Bryman and 

Bell, 2007). This means that the interviewees is given space to answer the question 

relatively open and choose their own way of approaching open questions. According to 

Bryman and Bell (2007) this gives the respondent the opportunity to contribute with 

information that was unknown to the researchers before the interview. 

 

INTERVIEW PROCEDURE 
To perform the interviews we first formed an interview guide (see appendix 1). With 

help from our purpose and theoretical framework we divided our problem into four 

categories of questions. The open questions was later formed that could help us gather 
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empirical facts to answer our purpose. One week before every interview the interview 

guide and a short introduction of the focus of our study was sent to the respondents’ to 

eliminate answers far from the subject of our study. We only chose to include the four 

categories without the question and a brief introduction to minimize the risk of prepared 

and socially accepted answers. Since one risk with this is that the respondent will 

answer what they think we want to hear instead of the truth (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

To handle that risk we asked follow-up questions during the interviews to try to get 

more reality related answers. 

 

We made two interviews with each representative from each company. The first three 

interviews were deep interviews and took between 1-2 hours depending on the 

respondents’ answers and interest to discuss. They were all made in Swedish and in the 

respondents own company environment to make them feel relaxed and more 

comfortable with the interviews. When we had done all the interviews and compiled the 

results we wanted to complement some of the facts. Thus we did follow up interviews 

asking more questions where the respondents could chose to get the questions by phone 

or email. Two of the follow up interviews were made through Skype to enable recording 

of the conversation. The interviews varied between 45-70 minutes. One of the 

respondents chose to answer the questions through email due to lack of time. All the 

interviews were recorded after approval of the respondent and were later transliterated 

by us. Later on all the respondents had the possibility to approve to the empirical results 

based on the interviews. 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 
To be able to do analyse our data we have transliterated our interview structuring the 

results in categories. We started out by doing word-by-word transliteration of our first 

two interviews. According to Kvale (1997) a transliteration is when you translate a 

verbal communication to text. There is no standard answer to how detailed a 

transliteration should be, that should be decided by how the material will be analysed 

(Kvale, 1997). The important thing to our analysis is what our respondents say and not 

how they say it. Making us decide that the effort and time it required to do a word-by-

word literation was not worth the result. Therefore we did detailed but not exact 

transliteration of the rest of the interviews.  
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To analyse our empirical findings we have used our theoretical framework to 

understand and interpret our result. We have been interpreting the meaning in what have 

been said in terms of placing the respondents’ answers in a bigger context and 

understand them in relation to our phenomenon (Kvale, 1997). To gain a deeper 

understanding of our empirical facts we have included different authors view on the 

subject of knowledge integration in the explorative phase of an innovation in our 

theoretical framework.  

 

When interpreting empirical material there is no standard way of structure the 

interpretation since it only would limit it (Kvale, 1997). To structure our material we 

identified similar answers from the respondents and placed them in categories, which 

can be seen in the chapter of results. This allowed to us to get a better overview and to 

identify parallels even if the respondents themselves didn´t express them. We also have 

translated the quotation from Swedish to English to strengthen some parts in the results. 

The answers from the respondents have been interpreted both according to the interview 

in itself and according to our joint interpretation of the context.  

CRITERIA’S IN BUSINESS RESEARCH 
We are making a qualitative case study where the phenomenon is diffuse and difficult to 

narrow down and could be understood and explained through multiple sources, which 

could make it difficult to measure the quality of the study. According to some authors’ 

criteria’s of quantitative research, validity and reliability are not applicable on 

qualitative research since they treat measurements, the accuracy of them and how they 

are collected (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Kvale, 1997). Lincoln & Guba (1985) suggest an 

alternative method to evaluate qualitative studies where they use four other criteria’s, 

credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability.  

 

CREDIBILITY – HOW BELIEVABLE ARE THE FINDINGS? 
Credibility means the degree of which the description of the social reality and the case 

is trustworthy (Bryman and Bell, 2007). During our case study we were located at the 

research department at Ericsson, allowing us to get a deeper and wider perspective on 

our case, which could be compared to prolonged engagement and persistent 

observations, factors that increase the credibility (Guba & Lincoln 1985). Using 
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interviews as research method allowed us to focus on the interviewees’ point of view 

rather than ours. During the interviews we also asked our respondents if we have 

understood their answer right to ensure that we had the same perception of given 

answer. We have also asked every respondent if we can get back to them if there is 

something we don´t understand later. They have been positive to this and when we 

processed our material we had follow up interviews and clarified certain facts. Which 

according to Guba and Lincoln (1985) would be considered as peer debriefing that 

strengthens the credibility. 

 

TRANSFERABILITY – DO THE FINDING APPLY IN OTHER CONTEXTS? 
When making a case study it cannot be representative to other situations (Bryman and 

Bell, 2007; Siggelkow 2007). Even if a case study cannot be generalizable representing 

many situations, it can instead be transferable (Bryman and Bell, 2007). We have as far 

as possible tried to give detailed description of our case, the companies involved and 

their representatives and the collaboration itself. Further we have tried to create a 

description of how the context for EV charging influence our collaboration and and the 

process of developing an innovation in an inter-firm R&D collaboration.  Guba and 

Lincoln (1994) call this thick descriptions and by explaining the case as detailed as 

possible the researcher give the reader an opportunity to compare it with his own reality. 

The understanding of the context and our case has been important to our ability to 

increase the transferability of our study. It is then up to the reader to decide for himself 

or herself from this description if they think the analysis and conclusion is applicable 

for their situation.   

 

DEPENDABILITY – ARE THE FINDINGS LIKELY TO APPLY AT OTHER TIMES? 
This criteria focus on whether the results would be applicable another time, similar to 

reliability criteria in a quantitative research. To strengthen this the researcher shall 

clarify all the stages in the research process so that the reader can judge if the 

conclusions is trustworthy (Bryman, 2002). To enable a trustworthy research we have 

during our process saved our transliterations, interview guide and notes from our 

conversations and observations. Our supervisor and students in our opponents group 

have also inspected us during the process. One weakness with our dependability would 

be the size of the studied collaboration. The companies only have one representative 
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involved in the collaboration and it might be questioned if it could representative for 

other inter-firm R&D projects. To have in mind is that each company has more involved 

people that work with the project. Though it is representatives that have the 

responsibility for the communication between the companies that were relevant to our 

study. Our intention has been to present the research process and the case in a specific 

and honest way. 

 

CONFORMABILITY  ‐   HAS  THE  INVESTIGATOR  ALLOWED  HER  VALUES  TO 
INTRUDE? 
Conformability can be compared with objectivity, has the investigator let her own 

values intrude to a high level? (Bryman and Bell, 2007) We agree with Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2008) that objectivity is not possible or preferable in qualitative research. 

The intention for us is not to be objective but to show to the reader that we actively have 

tried not to let our personal values and perceptions get in the way for our presentations 

of results and interpretation in the analysis.  

 

Some aspects may have made us be more subjective. First of all our study was 

undertaken on behalf of Ericsson, which may have influenced our analysis of the results 

towards Ericsson’s perspective. Secondly, we did a lot of basic research in the 

beginning of the study to understand the market of EV’s and the background for the 

companies, which may have influenced our way of looking at the case. Thirdly our 

analysis has been formed from our previous theoretical knowledge, which might have 

led us to seek specific answer when we collected the empirical material.  

 

Hanna, one of the authors, has previous working experience from Ericsson and ExCom 

and already has a perception of what they do. To neutralize this we have chosen to let 

Henrik, the other author, lead the interviews of those companies so that we don´t miss 

information because of Hanna’s pre-knowledge. In our analysis of the empirical 

material our intention has further been to highlight different aspects to increase our 

conformability.  

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 
ETHICAL ISSUES 
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When making a research involving individuals ethical issues need to be considered to 

make the respondents feel comfortable and safe. To do that we beforehand informed the 

respondents of our purpose of the interviews, that the interviews and choice of which 

questions to answer is voluntary. During the interviews we asked for their permission to 

record the interview and made clear that the material only would be used to the purpose 

of our study. Later we also asked if we could use them by name in our writing thesis. 

During the research process we have been careful to not give false promises. All these 

factors are according to Bryman and Bell (2007) considered ethical rules, which we 

have taken in consideration. Other ethical considerations concerning questions about 

private life as Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) brings up has not been relevant in our case.  

 

METHODOLOGICAL DISCUSSION 
In our study an abductive approach was used where interplay between empirical facts 

and theory was used. Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) mean that facts and empirical 

evidence is loaded with theory, which makes it impossible to look at the results without 

being influenced by theory. We agree, meaning that research process in reality is 

moving between results and theory all the time. An abductive study has allowed us to 

get a deeper perspective of our research using both theory and empirical facts alongside 

each other (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). Our method of analysis interpreting the 

meaning in the results had its influence during both the interviews and analysis of the 

results (Patel & Davidson, 2003). Where the abductive approach have enabled us to use 

our theoretical framework and after our empirical findings continuously improving the 

theories to better understand our phenomenon. 

 

To gather our empirical facts we have chosen to make a case study, studying the 

collaboration between three companies developing an innovative solution. When having 

an abductive approach Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) mean that it should be 

strengthened by more than one case study. We see that our case study will be an 

additional contribution to already existing theory concerning knowledge integration 

within inter-firm R&D collaborations where case studies already have been made. What 

we could see no earlier research has been made concerning knowledge integration, 

considering both cooperation and coordination, in the explorative phase of an 

innovation looking at how control is balanced with flexibility. Which we think will 

strengthen the theoretical framework.  
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Since our study is influenced by the ethnographic approach through us being situated at 

Ericsson’s facilities, having easy access to their comments and way of looking at the 

collaboration it might influence our analysis. Also, by using an abductive approach 

where interplay between empirical facts and theory was used the pre knowledge of our 

theoretical framework might make us do pre assumptions of the interpretations, 

constructing our own view. Since our purpose is to understand what is happening in the 

collaboration we still think that the positive effects of the element of ethnography and 

an abductive study out conquer the negative ones.  

 

Since our case study involves companies from different industries and the market for 

EV charging where the future is uncertain we are studying open and ambiguous 

empirical facts making it important to see the case from the perspective of the involved 

participants (Alveson & Sköldberg, 2008). Therefore we chose to make semi-structured 

interviews to gain their perspective of the reality. We are aware of the risks that 

interviews opens up for interpreting the answers, situation and answers could be angled 

from the individuals’ perspective as well as our own. The reason for a less structured 

interview method is to avoid these risks, allowing the respondent to choose some 

directions of the interview himself within the framework chosen by us. The intention 

with the interviews was also to follow our chosen categories in the interview guide to 

enable comparable answers, but at the same time gain a deeper perspective of the 

individuals’ perception of the knowledge integration of the collaboration we therefore 

didn’t chose fully structured interviews. 

 

Our thesis is undertaken on behalf of Ericsson, who also has the coordinating role and 

responsibility for financial investments in the collaboration. Because of this the two 

smaller companies might have answered what they consider to be socially accepted 

answers, something Bryman (2002) brings up as a problem using interviews. To avoid 

this we have been clear at pointing out the representatives’ roles and the company 

responsibility in the collaboration. 
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RESULTS 
 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe once said that thinking is more interesting than knowing, 
but less interesting than looking. With his inspiring words in our minds we have looked 
at our empirical case and will in this chapter present what we saw. 
 

CASE OVERVIEW 
We are studying an inter-firm collaboration involving Ericsson and two smaller 

companies, Info24 and ExCom2, trying to develop an innovative mobile payment 

solution for EV charging. Ericsson initiated the collaboration when they realized a 

business opportunity during their involvement in a bigger environmental project. They 

identified the possibility to use their already existing revenue management system, 

which includes their specialty of communication through networks, in a payment 

solution for EV charging. To be able to develop a payment solution with features and 

functionality for EV charging, Ericsson initiated collaboration with first Info24 and later 

Exformation Communication (ExCom). They wanted to access missing competence and 

to gain speed and flexibility, which they as a bigger company have troubles of being 

otherwise.  

 

Info24 and ExCom were chosen for their core competence within their specific areas. 

Info24 was earlier a part in another project at Ericsson where they provided a 

communication infrastructure that enables machines to communicate with other 

machines. When it became interesting to develop a mobile payment solution for EV 

charging they were a natural choice for Ericsson. In this case they make the cell phones 

communicate with computers and the charging unit, and all the user have to do is 

making one choice at the cell phone. Info24 has been involved in projects concerning 

EV charging before, competence that Ericsson did not yet have. After a few months of 

                                                
2 When naming the companies from here forward we do not refer to them as the whole organization, it 
will refer to the representatives from the companies involved in this collaboration. 
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developing Ericsson wanted to extend the solution with a security aspect and contacted 

ExCom a company, which developed security solutions. 

 

“The project had started, they were in the first phase and had already developed some 

things together. When they wanted to proceed they needed the security and we were 

one of few who had something in the area” (Stefan Hagbard, ExCom) 

 

ExCom entered with the competence of mobile security, which offered a solution for 

authentication of individuals. Therefore, when making payments with each cell phone, 

ExCom provide the identification and verification of the consumer who wishes to 

charge their vehicle. 

 

Since their mobile payment solution is meant for EV charging infrastructure, an area 

under development, they are dependent on other factors. An EV charging infrastructure 

demands energy, which depends on the energy companies’ ability to develop a smarter 

energy system that could provide adequate energy to a charging infrastructure. All the 

participants state that the release for EV’s is going to be the determinant for the future 

of their solution. Today they are not aware of customer behaviour or the establishment 

of standards concerning EV charging. 

THE COLLABORATORS 
To get a better insight of the companies participating in the collaboration and what 

challenges they may encounter working together. We will now present a brief company 

overview, their involvement in the collaboration and their previous experience. 

Therefore this will provide us with an overall understanding of their vast variety of 

knowledge, diverse backgrounds, and their ways of working. 

 
ERICSSON AB 

COMPANY OVERVIEW  

Ericsson’s main role is to provide telecommunications and equipment related services to 

cell phone and fixed operators (URL2). They are the leading company in this field, 

providing networks to more than 175 countries. (URL1). Ericsson is currently 

restructuring their business, with the intention of incorporating the environmental sector 
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into their business plan.  Their aim is to use their communication solutions to reduce the 

environmental footprint therefore taking advantage of the business’ opportunity in 

todays increased climate pressure. (URL1)  

ERICSSON WITHIN THE COLLABORATION 

Ericsson initiated the collaboration when they realised the business opportunity of EV 

charging and its impact on the environment. Therefore getting involved with this project 

was ideal for the restructuring of their business. Ericsson and Info24 had previously 

joined forces in another project and when EV charging was initiated, they continued to 

work together. ExCom was later invited to assist Ericsson and Info24 with the 

development of a security solution. The project is part of Ericsson’s research 

department. This department has the responsibility to identify and implement the 

solutions, which may initiate future businesses opportunities. Therefore this initiated 

collaboration is in line with the department’s goals. Ericsson express that their goal with 

the collaboration is to identify and collaborate with companies to develop a new 

solution and understand if it is valid and repetitive on a bigger global market.  

 

The revenue management system that Ericsson uses in this project is not explicitly 

developed for this collaboration. They use their existing communication solutions with 

some minor modifications. It is neither specific for EV charging nor the business area 

within Ericsson as an organization.  

 

“As long as there are things that needs to communicate with other things or humans it 

could be re-utilized” (Jan Arwald, Ericsson)  

 

Ericsson expresses that if this collaboration in the market for EV’s failed to launch, 

Ericsson as an organization have alternative uses for this solution all over the world. 

 

When Ericsson initiated the collaboration they knew they had the technical abilities to 

develop the whole EV charging solution on their own. What they realized was that such 

a process would be time consuming and due to the rapid developments on the market, 

they needed to act fast. The collaboration is meant to speed up the process. They 

included the fact that they are currently only three people working full time on this 

project, which is a small proportion of people compared to other projects within 
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Ericsson. This leads to reduction in cost but limits their ability to capture the 

opportunities that may emerge on the market for EV’s. These scarce resources may 

prohibit Ericsson from seizing market opportunities as EVs, are new and many 

companies are involved with EV’s as a result the market has become extremely 

competitive. 

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE 

In regular R&D projects, Ericsson identifies a problem and then waits for a global 

standard to be established before they develop a solution that could create business 

opportunities. Following this they commence a process to implement the specific 

standard, which in turns provide them with a product, which may allow them to achieve 

their goal. In this case they have chosen another structure, working with smaller 

companies, and developing solutions for a market where standards have not yet been 

developed. However they stated that they lack experience in the above field. 

 

Even if Ericsson has little experience working with smaller firms, they have worked 

with Info24 in a similar project. They also had developed a personal relationship with 

ExCom before the collaboration was initiated.   Ericsson as an organization has vast 

experience in developing communication solutions and coordinating projects. Therefore 

the representatives from Ericsson in this collaboration don´t see that any of the 

companies in the collaboration are competitors. They are convinced that the others share 

their view; otherwise they would have not collaborated in this project. 

 
INFO24 

COMPANY OVERVIEW 

Info24 is a Swedish IT company that was established in 2005 and currently employs ten 

employees. They develop ERP-systems that connect machines to machines. They do 

this by providing a solution that enables different machines like a cell phone, a 

computer and in this case the EV charging unit to connect with each other and other 

machines without human involvement. They express that they want to get the machine 

to be a natural part of the business.  

INFO24 WITHIN THE COLLABORATION 
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Info24 were invited by Ericsson to collaborate in this project. They both had previously 

worked together on a similar project.  

 

“We hope that we have done good work during the years and got a good reputation that 

we deliver” (Hans Nottehed, Info24) 

 

They express that they choose to enter the collaboration because it is in line with what 

they do; they have worked with charging infrastructures for many years. The purpose is 

mostly the marketing possibility and that they get to work with a major company with 

good establishments that could be used as a good reference later.  

 

Their machine-to-machine competence is not related to any specific industry or product. 

In turn, the mobile payment solution they are developing with Ericsson and ExCom is 

in line with their core business of machine-to-machine communication and is not 

dependent on the development of EV’s. However, they express that they think it’s great 

to be in front in the environmental development and participate in a project with a major 

company like Ericsson. Info24 express that they just do small modifications to get it to 

work with the others interfaces and minor changes in the graphical parts. They say that 

this is a small collaboration for them compared to other projects and as mentioned they 

are using their ordinary solution making it an easier development process. 

 

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE 

Info 24 has good experience from collaborations with bigger companies and means that 

they like that kind of constellations. They were involved in a similar project concerning 

EV charging previously, but that project included other collaborators. That project was 

concerning EV charging solutions as well, which they express is their key competence 

in this collaboration. They can use the acquired knowledge they had previously gained 

and contribute this to this project as the others have no experience in this area. Info24 

has previous experience from working with Ericsson but no previous experience from 

working with ExCom and no specific personal relationships with them either. 

 

EXFORMATION COMMUNICATION AB (EXCOM) 

COMPANY OVERVIEW 
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ExCom is a Swedish technology company that were established in 2009 and currently 

have six part time employees. They are currently developing their main product, which 

is a micro SD card that allows individuals to communicate securely and to authenticate 

themselves with their cell phone. The two features have the identical core technology 

focusing on mobile security. (URL3) ExCom uses encryption technology and according 

to them they are the only company that have managed to protect the encryption key of 

the SD card increasing its security.  

EXCOM WITHIN THE COLLABORATION 

ExCom was invited to the collaboration in phase two of the development when Ericsson 

realized they wanted a secure solution. ExCom identified this collaboration as a great 

opportunity. This is turn provides them a greater market for their product and reaching a 

wider costumer base through Ericsson’s connections. They also like the benefit of using 

them as a good reference for future collaborations.  

 

ExCom uses their core product in the project, which was not developed specially for 

this solution and has other application areas than EV charging. Still, they mean that it is 

an interesting development within this market and within this collaboration that they 

don’t want to loose. To create a joint solution with Ericsson and Info24, ExCom only 

require minor modifications in their presentation of the product. As a small firm they 

don’t have the resources to develop the solution on their own. 

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE 

ExCom have no previous experience working with EV charging or in this kind of 

constellation. The individuals within ExCom they have previous experience within the 

telecom industry and along with prior involvement with Ericsson. As a result they have 

a perception of how the industry and Ericsson works.  ExCom employees had no 

previous relations with Info24. 

THE COLLABORATION 
Following the presentation of the collaborators we will now focus on the interaction 

between them.  

INCENTIVES FOR THE COLLABORATORS TO WORK TOGETHER 
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All three companies involved see this as a possibility to create a new business 

opportunity. They also agree about the fact that, to be able to capture this opportunity, 

collaboration between small and big companies is an advantage. Ericssons’ hierarchical 

decision making slows down their ability to capture business opportunities, which small 

companies seize but they may not have the resources or organizational strength to 

capture it. 

 

“In this combination of small and big companies, we have an opportunity to try pretty 

unique concepts and to get that exiting explorative thinking. It doesn´t have to be a 20-

years old technical solution, we can go as far as the technical development is right now 

and see if we can offer something interesting. Such dynamic would probably not be 

possible if it only was big companies collaborating. Then their lawyers and technicians 

would say that there is a need for specifications everywhere and 10-years later they 

would agree.” (Hans Nottehed, Info24) 

 

Ericsson states that even if they have acquired competencies within their organization 

they still may not have the ability to control what already exists. Internal resources are 

always at a risk of being re-prioritized and considered of better use somewhere else. 

Ericsson continues by saying that involvement of external parties enables better control. 

They therefore chose to collaborate with smaller companies to increase their speed and 

innovate their capacity. They also want to work to their full potential within their main 

business areas. This is not their normal day-to-day running of the business therefore 

internal processes are not customized for speed and innovation. 

 

“ It is a pretty complicated process if you are going to start build a charging unit with 

Ericsson employees. Even if you probably could find the competence on how to do it, 

you than need to gather it from many different areas, start ordering in material, build it 

and get it verified. It is much easier to put it on someone else.” (Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

Ericsson express further that even if they could provide the competencies and make it 

work they don’t have the acquired knowledge in relation to customer behaviours, which 

the smaller companies have better insight of. Ericsson believes that the smaller 

companies have the daily connections in their primary business areas while they don’t. 

When they collaborate Ericsson could easily increase their knowledge when it comes to 
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gaining an insight to their customers requirements. Meanwhile for small companies 

their incentive to be a part of the collaboration to avail Ericsson’s valuable connections 

and increase their marketing. 

 

As mentioned earlier, all three companies are using their existing products to develop 

this solution. Ericsson and Info24 already have products and many years experience of 

their main business area and ExCom use their existing, almost finished, product. Since 

all of them are using their exiting technology they don’t have to focus on making basic 

research before developing a solution. They could now instead focus on creating a new 

solution together. This also enables them to start thinking about the services related to 

the solution right away instead of starting building products and gathering market 

information in the business areas. According to Info24, it is Ericsson that is the force 

behind the initiatives for further development but that the smaller companies 

competencies in relation to the market and their industries are making the outcome more 

realistic. 

CHOSEN COLLABORATION STRUCTURE 
 
“You can’t structure it before you know all the deliverables, volumes and where you 

should deliver. It is too much that we don’t know to be able to find a solution for an 

agreement. “ (Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

ExCom agree with Ericsson by when they mean that there are no established 

frameworks on how to do things since they don’t know what to do. The collaboration is 

not regulated by any formal contractual agreements except the contract called none-

disclosure agreement (NDA), which is a confidentiality agreement that restricts the 

collaborators from sharing knowledge to a third party. The only legal commitment that 

the companies have to each other is during the purchase orders that Ericsson place to 

Info24 and ExCom. During the placed order Ericsson is in a buyer position and the 

small companies take up the supplier role. According to Ericsson this choice is made 

since they can´t demand that the small companies invest in the collaboration. Ericsson 

states that the structure of the purchase orders provided them with a control mechanism. 

Still they work actively to not fall into the classic behaviour of a buyer and a supplier, 

as Ericsson could be in a position to destroy the values that the small companies can 
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offer. Values like them building an own network of costumers and suppliers around 

their own business idea, which Ericsson can get the input from. 

 

“ If we are trying to make them a part of us, in worst case a part of the organization of 

Ericsson, they will become power point drawing and meeting lovers and maybe not be 

that innovative and run that fast.” (Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

 Info24 and ExCom express the same point of view and add that Ericsson succeeds with 

their ambition not to be a buyer only ordering specific things. They also offer space for 

suggestions and innovative thinking in between the purchase orders.  

 

“All the parties have to be open to new ideas and willing to discuss them. That works 

well in this collaboration. It´s easy that the big companies traditionally says that we do 

formal and specific orders to you. That doesn’t work in this kind of development 

projects where you look at the limits of what is possible and the opportunities with 

that.” (Hans Nottehed, Info24) 

 

“Ericsson has the leading role and we are suppliers. But we do not only deliver like, 

make a screw and we do a screw. We think of how things could work and come up with 

suggestions of how it could work and how to proceed. So it works both ways so to say. 

We support and come with suggestions” (Stefan Hagbard, ExCom) 

 

The benefit of working with small companies according to Ericsson is that it gives them 

control without loosing the speed, a greater knowledge while focusing more on their 

goals. Further they added that a collaboration with larger companies would demand 

more structure and the choice of structure would be dependent on the size of the other 

collaborators. ExCom say that they are happy with the structure that allows them to take 

small steps forward, since they don’t know what will happen in the future. All three 

participants agree that this structure gives them flexibility.  

 

The lack of contractual agreements and official commitments, except for NDA’s and the 

purchase orders in the collaboration has the consequences that, right now, all of the 

collaborators own their particular part of the solution. All three participants express that 

they don´t know what the future has entails. Both ExCom and Ericsson believe that they 
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won’t know the outcome until the solution will be finalised and introduced to the wider 

market. They all agree upon that the structure probably will be different when they 

introduce the solution to a wider market, but none of the participants believe that this as 

a problem at present. 

 

THE WORK PROCESS  IN THE COLLABORATION 
Ericsson initiated the collaboration and all of the participants agree upon that they have 

the coordinating role in the collaboration. They create the idea and vision while using 

the smaller companies’ specialist competencies. Ericsson made the project plan on how 

they were planning and doing the market research. According to Info24 the smaller 

companies are under the surface collecting the parts and delivering them, insuring that it 

works in practice. Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom have a shared view of the work process. 

It’s an on-going process where the companies discuss how to solve different problems 

by developing a solution. When they agree upon the next step in the development, 

Ericsson places a purchase order (PO). A purchase order is a specification on what they 

require Info24 or ExCom to deliver including the cost of the goods. During this time 

they continue the discussions and when the purchase order is delivered, they discuss 

further potential purchases again and the process starts from the beginning.   

 

  

 

 
Figure 6: Illustration of work process over a period of time 

Source of reference: Created by the authors based in empirical facts 

 

All three participants mention that the purchase orders are short term and sporadic. 

ExCom mentioned that they could receive numerous purchase orders at the one time or 

have none at all. Ericsson and Info24 continue by saying that they always work against 

the next purchase order without planning much further than that. Ericsson states that 

making the purchase orders short term is something they do intentionally as it provides 

them with increased control over short-term purchase orders. The risk is bigger with 

long-term purchase orders since it is difficult to know what the future holds. The short-
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term purchase orders also allows for more and easier changes along the way since each 

delivery reveals issues that can be taken care of. Ericsson continues by saying that it 

also reduces risks. Working with smaller companies there is always a risk that they get 

bankrupt or might not be able to deliver what they have promised, It allows a better 

control and a better use of the different competences and also gives the smaller 

companies shorter periods between payments for what they provide. According to 

ExCom the only issue with sporadic purchase orders is that if numerous orders arrive at 

one time, they may encounter problems with their own suppliers. Info24 provides the 

ability to meet Ericsson’s demands and have expressed no problems regarding big 

orders.  

 

Right now the work process in the collaboration is about trying out if their payment 

solution could be a future business opportunity. They all agree on the fact that the 

solution they are developing today will continue to change when more information of 

consumer behaviour and standards are available. Since Ericsson’s ordinary work 

process is to wait for the standards, they mention a problem with selling the ideas 

internally. They get doubtful comments related to the fact that what they do now will 

change in the future, why do it now.  

 

Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom agree upon that when their solution is ready to be 

launched on a bigger market the work-process will change. According to Ericsson it all 

depends on who will own the product and what agreements you make based on 

volumes. The change will, according to Ericsson, be towards a more structured 

collaboration with more contractual agreements. They all agree on the fact that the 

uncertainty of what will happen, concerning property rights and other agreements, is not 

an issue that affects today’s collaboration. According to them it is because they all have 

flexible solutions. Ericsson mentions that they haven’t got to the phase where there is a 

need for big investments and that this fact makes the work-process smoother. They 

mean that when the investment increases the risk also increases. On the other hand 

Ericsson believes that there is an increase threat at staying to long at the low risk level 

as you may lose out on other opportunities. Ericsson also mention that they now starting 

to be somewhere between a prototype and the next phase, where none of the companies 

can predict what the future holds. 
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“We are still at the mingle-party stage, we haven´t seen any consequences of the 

mingle yet” (Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

THE RELATION BETWEEN THE COLLABORATORS 
Ericsson and Info24 both point out that everything in this project is linked together in 

one way or another. ExCom means that when working with technical solutions it always 

demands some kind of integration and adaption to make them “talk” to each other. 

Ericsson also mentions that every delivered part is built on the last version. Info24 

states that if one part fails it will affect the others. 

 

Since the small companies see themselves as suppliers during the purchase orders, it is 

crucial for them to deliver to gain trust from Ericsson. Ericsson on the other hand sees 

no need to create a trust towards the smaller companies to get them to collaborate. 

Ericsson is now, together with the two smaller companies applying for financial support 

from the Swedish agencies, which both Ericsson and ExCom see as an 

acknowledgement that shows Ericsson’s trust in the small companies. ExCom now 

know that they are an important part of the solution.  

 

The relationship between the participants has greatly improved due to the increased 

time spent together. ExCom believe that they are in a better position now, as they know 

more about each other and their capabilities. They say it enables them to have a more 

informal relationship, quick decision-making therefore creating a more dynamic 

relationship. 

  

“ If the persons that works together don’t understand each other and don’t have a good 

relation there will be no good result from the project.” (Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

ExCom entered the collaboration later than the others. Even though they got help from 

the others they had trouble with understanding in the beginning. ExCom had to be 

brought up to date regarding the discussion between the other two parties.  

 

“It took a few months before I felt comfortable and knew where I had the others.” 

(Stefan Hagbard, ExCom) 
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The representatives from ExCom and Ericsson express that they have a personal 

relationship since before, which Ericsson mention makes the collaboration easier. All 

the participants mention that their close relation enables a more informal relation where 

they easily can call each other whenever and there is no need for formal meetings. 

ExCom expresses that the fact that they didn´t have a personal relation with Info24 

before haven’t been a problem since they are very easy to collaborate with, a fact that 

Ericsson agree with.  

 

“Info24 is very easy to collaborate with, you present briefly what you want and a week 

later you get back a proposition of how they could solve it.”  

(Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

RISK OF LOOSING KNOWLEDGE 
Ericsson says that today there are no restrictions or legal structures, which enable 

everyone, to act freely. The involved companies collaborate as long as they feel that 

they will benefit from it. Ericsson means that the reason to why they can work together 

is that they have a reciprocal trust. Still, a potential problem that Ericsson sees, using 

this way of working, is that they contribute with ideas and capital to the small 

companies’ development of a product that they later will demand Ericsson to pay 

expensive licensing to access. Ericsson continues that the alternative for them to secure 

future patent would be to develop it all themself. They says that it would mean more 

resources and taking all the risk, something that Ericsson is not willing to do. According 

to all three of the involved companies, the risk of loosing knowledge or ideas is not a 

problem in this collaboration 

 

“It’s like playing with a dog, you just have to trust that it will not run a way or bite you, 

it is the same condition here.” (Jan Arwald, Ericsson) 

 

Ericsson have mentioned that the fact that they are developing a solution where they all 

use their core technology could increase the risk for an opportunistic behaviour. They 

continue by saying that this doesn’t affect the collaboration since the small companies 

don´t have any control of the final decisions. 
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Info24 means that opportunism is meaningless in a context where the solution must be 

applicable in any place, like the EV charging. They continue by saying that the 

companies, which is trying to do something themselves and tying the customers to them 

will not survive, since the user want universal solutions that will work everywhere. To 

not get there everyone needs to be ready to adapt to the standards that will be set. 

ExCom expresses that they are not that worried about the fact of loosing knowledge in 

this collaboration. They bring up the general risk will always be there but not something 

they act from in this collaboration. It is both because of trust and the fact that they know 

that they’ll make something that Ericsson appreciates. If Ericsson terminates the 

collaboration they would loose part of the value they already have created in the 

solution. Info24 adds that since they have different competencies and no overlapping 

business the risks with exchange of knowledge is low. Info24 means that it would be 

different if there would have been two similar companies, it would then be challenging 

to create a bond with one another. 

 

COMMUNICATION BETWEEN THE COLLABORATORS 
All three companies were involved in monthly meetings. The follow up on items that 

should have been completed and bring up any other potential issue.  Open discussions 

are held at the project meetings looking at the overall goal and what they aim to 

achieve. Then they see what the different participants bring in to the solution followed 

by brainstorming what would be a good combination for all parties. Both Info24 and 

ExCom mention that they bring suggestions on how to solve certain problems. If there 

is a problem that needs to be adapted Ericsson make the specifications, otherwise there 

is discussion on how to best create the solution. Further ExCom says that there is often 

discussions concerning testing, realized issues and of use of technology at the meetings.  

 

Besides the monthly meetings they have bilateral contact discussing with each other. 

Info24 further explains that the participants, have an interface related to each other that 

is going to be delivered has a daily communication to make it work. All three 

collaborators have an open communication with the others involved and Info24 says 

that if something is not working between them, they solve the problems immediately. If 

there are bigger issues, the problem will be brought forward at the monthly meeting for 

all three parties to discuss.  
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Ericsson, ExCom and Info24 all communicate in Swedish. The representatives from the 

three participants all have experience with a technical background, some more than 

others. The representative from ExCom has the financial responsibility at the company 

but mean that his previous experience from the telecom industry help him to understand 

the technical issues as well. Still, sometimes when the other participants are discussing 

advanced technology he expresses that he doesn’t understand all the details but he gets 

the big picture. He could deliver the basic discussion to the rest at ExCom. When more 

specific discussion of the different technologies is made other representatives from 

ExCom are involved. Further, ExCom expressed that their technology behind their 

product could be written down and understood by other knowledgeable technicians. 

 

They all say that the communication between purchase orders and during purchase 

orders is not that different. Ericsson expresses that the smaller companies have shown 

that they are there for them during the entire process from the purchase orders, 

delivering and contributing any further suggestions. ExCom means that the only 

difference is when a purchase order is placed, they talk more about the specifics of the 

ordered content. However between the purchase orders it is more communication on 

how they can continue forward.  

 

The open relationship and close communication according to all participants is essential 

for their development. ExCom and Ericsson agree on the fact that the collaboration has 

gotten better with time and also more reciprocal to giving suggestions. Before ExCom 

entered the project, Ericsson had a more influential decision making role on what 

needed to be done. 

 

THOUGHTS CONCERNING COMMERCIALISATION  
Since the payment solution for EV charging, which is developed in the collaboration, is 

depending on the development within the industries of energy and EV’s they have to be 

observant of the development in these areas. Since Ericsson is involved in a bigger 

environmental project where the development of these industries related to the 

development of EV charging and related industries are discussed, their ability to 

accommodate the knowledge from that project to the collaboration between Info24 and 

ExCom is essential. ExCom express that they receive information concerning the bigger 
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project when having discussions with Ericsson. Info24 on the other had express that 

they haven’t got to be a part of that yet.  

 

Info24 mentioned that the big launch of EV’s will decide the need for charging 

infrastructure, which they do not formally know as of yet.  They also commented that it 

will be other electrical vehicles instead of cars that will be the driving factor. ExCom 

mention that not knowing what the final goal is make it possible to adapt to changes in 

the market gradually. This is good for the small companies that can be flexible trying to 

develop business. Ericsson means that if it hadn’t been a disruptive market it wouldn’t 

have given new factors a possibility to take a position at the energy market. It is a 

crucial factor for the starting point of considering entering a new market. 

 

In the future they will face the procedure of intellectual property rights (IPR). 

According to ExCom, what they develop today will most likely change and be further 

developed when getting a better picture of customer needs and the insights from the 

bigger environmental project Ericsson is involved in. Today they are creating demo and 

trial packages to try it out. For the future of both ExCom and Ericsson, they are talking 

about the licensing possibility to continue to keep them flexible but still have more 

control. Ericsson mentions that when moving towards the commercialisation they don’t 

know what will happen. Though, they say that if the collaboration continues it will 

demand more commitment and more restrictions and agreements with legal restrictions. 

 

Since there are not that many cars or other vehicles out and still no infrastructure it is 

according to the participants hard to access information about the extent of which the 

units are used and which structure that is preferred. Info24 means that the only thing 

constant in life is the change and that you just have to build systems or solutions that 

manage the change so that it becomes easier. Further Info24 mention they know it will 

be a change in the plug for EV’s and the technical payment system and other devices. 

According to Info24, the needs to be taken into consideration when building the 

solution is that it’s possible to change these parts easily. Info24 states that this is a 

modular thinking from a technician’s perspective.  
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ANALYSIS 
 
Objects must be shown from different perspectives to complete the impression of them. 
Alexander Rodchenko was probably right by this expression why we in this chapter 
have chosen to twist and turn our results from different perspectives to increase the 
understanding of them. 
 
 

THE RELATION BETWEEN THE INVOLVED COMPANIES 
ASSET SPECIFICITY 
All the companies in the collaboration express that they use their core product in the 

collaboration developing very little specific for this collaboration. They also underline 

that the products they contribute with to develop the solution within the collaboration 

can be used in other areas as well. This indicates that all of the companies in the 

collaboration have a low degree of asset specificity (Williamson, 1985). 

 

UNCERTAINTY 
The participants’ express that they know very little about the future outcome of this 

collaboration and what will happen on the market for EV’s. The solution that Ericsson, 

Info24 and ExCom are developing is brand new and the participants express that the 

success of the solution relies on the development of the EV market, which in turn relies 

on the development of the energy industry. They express that they can’t predict when 

the mass launch of EV’s will be or if there will be an energy grid that support an EV 

charging infrastructure. The participants describe that there is no standards established 

yet and they are competing against other companies for a potential position on the 

market. This indicated a high degree of novelty, which contribute to a high uncertainty 

(Osborn and Baughn, 1990).  

 

Since the solution is new and the market is under development the customer demands 

and behaviour are unknown, which create the fact that the solution will continue to 

change. This is something all of the collaborators bring up. According to Leifer et al 

(2000) this also indicates a high uncertainty. Uncertainty is a typical characteristic for 
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the explorative phase of the innovation that the collaboration between Ericsson, Info24 

and ExCom is currently in (Linnarson, 2005). The explorative phase is about testing a 

solution to see if it is valid at the market, which is in line with the main goal for the 

collaborators. According to Linnarson (2005) this indicates uncertainty in the 

explorative phase.  

 

CONFLICT OF INTEREST 
The collaborators have different core products, are from different industries, are of 

different size and therefore have different aspects to consider when entering the project. 

They have the same mission to create a payment solution for EV charging but they have 

different main purposes of being a part of the collaboration. These variables indicate 

that the collaborators could have difficulties with aligning objectives or have 

competitive problems, both reasons to high conflict of interest (Mora-Valentin et al, 

2004; Linnarson, 2005; Hamel, 1991). However all the collaborators express the 

opposite. There might be a couple reasons to this difference between theory and 

practice. A first possible explanation might be that the different interests and goals from 

the collaborators are of general character and therefore can coexist. Ericsson mention 

that they are still in the mingle stage where there has been no consequences of their 

goals yet which would indicate that the explorative phase of the innovation would have 

an effect on conflict of interest. Another explanation related to the early stage is that 

they still not making big investments in the collaboration, reducing the risk, something 

that could change when more is at stake. 

 

A third possible explanation for a low conflict of interest might be that none of the 

involved companies think there is a risk of loosing knowledge or ideas in this 

collaboration. Ericsson means that this is because they have all the decision right. 

ExCom brings up that it is both because of trust and the fact that they know that they 

make something that Ericsson appreciates. Info24 adds that since they have different 

competences and no overlapping business the risks with exchange of knowledge is low. 

All the above indicates that none of the collaborators consider each other as 

competitors, which literature argues as a factor that reduce the competitive problems 

and thereby the conflict of interest in the collaboration (Linnarson, 2005; Lhuillery-

Pfister, 2009).  
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Finally, another possible explanation could be the trust in the collaboration, indicated by 

the frequent and intensive communication between the companies. High trust could 

reduce the conflict of interest (Linnarson, 2005).  

INFLUENCING FACTORS OF COORDINATION 
COMMON KNOWLEDGE 
The companies involved speak the same language, Swedish, and all have a technical 

background that makes it easier for them to understand each other. This is what Grant 

(1996) expresses as a part of having common knowledge. All the involved companies 

describe an awareness of each other’s competence and that they all contribute to the 

collaboration, another important factor that increase the common knowledge (Grant, 

1996). The representative from ExCom is the one with the least technical experience. 

He indicates that it might sometimes be difficult to follow certain conversations when 

more advanced technology is brought up. When the level of specialized knowledge is 

communicated so that not everyone understands it indicates a lower common 

knowledge (Grant, 1996). He explains that this doesn´t create any problems since he 

understands the big picture and they have other representatives at ExCom that work 

with the technical details. The fact that the different level of specialist knowledge 

doesn’t constitutes a problem and that this is the only recognition of a low common 

knowledge indicates a good common knowledge in the collaboration (Grant, 1996). 

Which, according to Grant (1996) should enable a better and easier coordination. Also, 

Ericsson expresses that knowing each other makes it easier to communicate needs and 

wants. Something that indicates the importance of common language and the fact that 

common language could be other than just native tongue (Grant, 1996).  

 

DEGREE OF TACIT KNOWLEDGE 
The knowledge communicated between the companies is mainly about how to form the 

solution and about making the interfaces work together. Where none of participants 

mention any problem to communicate this knowledge, which indicates that the 

knowledge could be articulated between the participants. ExCom also mention that their 

product could be explained in writing. When knowledge is expressible it indicates a low 

tacit and a more explicit knowledge. If the knowledge on the other hand is intrinsic and 

reveals itself through its application, which it not is in this case, its tacit. (Polanyi, 1967) 
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One explanation for a low degree of tacit knowledge could be Ericsson’s statement that 

they could do this solution by themselves. This mean that they have the knowledge 

within the company, which could make them understand the others’ technology better, 

creating a low tacit due that the knowledge is not intrinsic and could be articulated 

(Grant, 1996). However, Ericsson is a very big company and the fact that they have the 

competence within the company doesn’t mean that their project members know 

something about this knowledge, which would reject that explanation of low tacit 

knowledge. 

 

Instead we could find an explanation in Grant’s (1996) reasoning that there is no need to 

take all knowledge in consideration, just the relevant knowledge for the specific task. 

This shows that the knowledge that needs to be integrated in the collaboration between 

Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom is about making the interfaces work together (Schmickl 

and Kieser, 2007). They also express having discussions about how to present this to the 

market, which indicates other relevant knowledge that they communicate without 

trouble of understanding each other. Since a high degree of tacit knowledge is argued to 

create problems of coordination (Lam, 1997; Heiman and Nickerson, 2004), a low 

degree of tacit knowledge should reduce the problems of coordination and become 

easier to handle.  

 

INTERDEPENDENCE 
When Ericsson places a purchase order on the small companies they have a well-

specified order with a set date to deliver. Info24 and ExCom then deliver their parts as 

an input to the solution. The smaller companies don’t get any input back from Ericsson. 

When the output of one activity is the input for another activity it is the defined as 

sequential interdependence (Thompson, 1967). However, Ericsson has chosen to work 

with the smaller companies to gain flexibility and innovative capacity and have 

therefore created a structure where they place short-term and sporadic purchase orders. 

Between and during the purchase orders the collaborators have continuous discussion 

on how the development should continue, something that later constitute the basis for 

another potential purchase order. This means that the collaboration doesn’t have a 

normal buyer-supplier relationship that a sequential interdependence shows, which 

should imply for another type of interdependence.  
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The explained work process indicates a mutual collaboration of development where all 

three companies contribute with different valuable parts to succeed with a potential joint 

solution. All the participants point out that everything in this project is linked together 

in one way or another. Ericsson also mentions that every delivered part is built on the 

last version indicating dependence for future input from the smaller companies. ExCom 

express that they now have been an important part of the solution that Ericsson would 

not want to loose. This indicates a reciprocal interdependence where the 

interdependence is mutual in the sense that output from one activity is input for another 

(Thompson, 1967).  

 

Since the purchase orders are indicated to be sequential interdependence meanwhile 

their work process of developing this together is reciprocal, they indicate both a low and 

high interdependence depending on which stage in the work process they are in. The 

continuous discussion and improvements will continue even during a places purchase 

order making us consider the reciprocal interdependence as being active during the 

whole process. Meanwhile the sequential interdependence is indicated during a placed 

purchase order.  

 

INNOVATION ARCHITECTURE 
In this collaboration the innovation is built on their separate, already existing 

technologies. They also express that they don’t develop anything new specifically for 

this solution to make it work. Which indicates a modular architecture since their parts 

can be developed relatively independently by the involved companies and still build it 

to a functioning whole (Baldwin and Clark, 1997). They all say that they only do small 

modifications on their products to integrate them to one solution. ExCom means that 

when working with technical solutions it always demands some kind of integration and 

adaption to make them “talk” to each other. The participants all say that the only 

connecting part between the products is the interfaces and small modifications in the 

graphical parts. When a change within one module, which does not concern the 

interface, don´t affect the others it indicates a modular architecture (Linnarson, 2005). 

Also Info24 express a modular thinking when they talk about how they know which 

parts that will change and take that in consideration when building the solution. They 

say it makes it possible to take the important parts with you when the change happens. 
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Due to the small changes that needs to be done with the modular architecture the 

involved participants don’t need to interact as frequently, which should lead to less 

problems of coordination (Linnarson, 2005; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2004). 

 

UNCERTAINTY 
The uncertainty indicated in the section of cooperation is also suggested to affect the 

problems of coordination (Cascario, 2003). All the participants express that no one 

knows what the future solution should look like to be successful, the task don’t have a 

knowledgeable outcome. The high degree of novelty of the solution could be an 

explanation for this uncertainty (Van de Ven et al, 1976). Further they express that the 

novelty of the payment solution for EV charging makes it difficult for them to search 

for market information concerning customer behaviours and establishment of standards. 

This indicates complexity of search process, which is another factor that indicates a 

high degree of uncertainty (Van de Ven et al, 1976).  

 

Uncertainty could, according to Johansson et al (forthcoming), make it difficult to set 

clear goals. All the participants mention that the goal of the collaboration is to try to 

find a working solution together. A goal that could be considered diffuse and it is 

difficult to measure the results of set goal. According to Johansson et al (forthcoming) 

this would indicate that the collaboration is affected by uncertainty.  

KNOWLEDGE INTEGRATION 
GOVERNING MECHANISMS  
Bilateral contract during purchase orders 

In the collaboration between Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom they partly have a buyer-

supplier relationship, controlled by Ericsson through purchase orders. A relationship 

where the small companies need to deliver to earn their money, that Ericsson then is 

obliged to pay. A governance structure that is defined as a bilateral contract, a loose 

governing structure, where both parts are tied to fulfil their part of the agreement 

(Johansson et al, forthcoming).  

 

Trust in-between and during the purchase orders 
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In-between and during the purchase orders the small companies have continued 

brainstorming discussions for a potential next purchase order, without any formal 

agreement with guarantees for the future. Ericsson also mentions that the small 

companies are there for them even if a purchase order is not placed, which indicates 

benevolence and therefore also trust (Zaheer et al, 1998; Aulakh et al., 1996). The 

collaborators also express that it’s important to deliver in time and keep what they 

promise; this indicates integrity and therefore trust (Zaheer et al, 1998). With the above 

in consideration we mean that there is a high trust in the collaboration between 

Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom, something that the small companies express as an 

important factor. Indicating that bilateral contract is used during purchase orders and 

trust during the whole process. 

 

Stating trust as a governing mechanism 

Trust is in literature discussed whether it could be considered a governing mechanism or 

not (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). Ring and Van de Ven (1994) mean that trust only can 

exist if interaction has been made and therefore not be set as a mechanism in the 

beginning. In our case the participants had either worked together or had a personal 

relationship since before. Which means that they have interacted before the 

collaboration. The only ones that haven´t interacted is Info24 an ExCom, where ExCom 

specifically express that Info24 is easy to work with and that they always deliver. The 

collaborators in our case use trust as a governing mechanism and since they have 

interacted before, both before it started and before we started to study it, this means no 

contradiction to Ring and Van de Ven (1994). Whether the trust was there from the 

beginning or is the result of that they have collaborated for a while, we can´t determine.  

 

Linnarson (2005) means that trust is something that could reduce conflict of interest and 

thereby the problems of cooperation, making a tight governing structure less necessary. 

Linnarson’s (2005) argument indicates that trust could work, partly, as a governing 

mechanism and our case strengthen this fact.  

 

Using trust as a governing mechanism with no formal structural safeguards could be 

risky (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). The collaborators could expect too much of each 

other without having anything to back up the expectations (Ring and Van de Ven, 

1994). Ericsson has no guarantees towards the smaller companies today and the smaller 
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companies only guarantee towards Ericsson is trust. If the collaborators don’t establish 

formal structures as safeguards they might increase the risk for a breach of trust, leading 

to termination of the relationship further on (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). These 

concerns are interesting to the upcoming phase of commercialisation where shared 

revenues and more joint goals are necessary. It might be questioned if trust will be 

enough when the companies put more investment in the collaboration or if it will lead to 

termination of the collaboration 

 

Tight vs. loose in an uncertain environment 

The problems of cooperation related to high uncertainty would according to Williamson 

(1985) be put into realization using a loose structure, meaning that the companies have 

trouble to cooperate. According to what the companies express, this is not the case. 

They all stress that the collaboration is working well without bigger problems that 

complicate the work-process. Literature suggests that high uncertainty gives a bigger 

effect if combined with high asset specificity (Williamson, 1985). In the previous 

section we argued that asset specificity is low within the collaboration. This might be an 

explanation to why the choice of a loose structure doesn’t seem to create any problems 

of cooperation even though there is a high uncertainty.  

 

According to Johansson et al (forthcoming) uncertainty in itself is a good enough reason 

to create problems of cooperation. So why doesn’t the collaborators experience any 

problems of cooperation?  Folta (1998) argues that the benefits from tighter governance 

structure in the collaboration are eliminated by uncertainty. Which would make the 

loose structure of bilateral contract a preferable option in an uncertain environment. We 

argued in previous section that the governing mechanism varies with the work process 

and that trust was used both during and between the purchase orders. This would then 

indicate that trust would be considered a governing mechanism reducing the problems 

of cooperation related to uncertainty between the purchase orders. Is trust enough as a 

governing mechanism to handle the problems of cooperation related to high 

uncertainty?  

 

Collaboration between big and small companies as an explanation for working trust 

One explanation to a low problem concerning the high uncertainty and trust working as 

a governing mechanism could be the fact the collaboration is between big and small 
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companies creating a natural power for Ericsson. Ericsson is in the position of making 

all the final decisions in the collaboration. The small companies both say that it is 

natural that Ericsson have the leader position, they have the money and therefore the 

last word. Ericsson expresses that they can’t expect the small companies to invest 

anything in the beginning when they can’t give any guarantees for the future. This 

indicates that Ericsson as a big company has a natural leader position and thereby a 

natural control over the small companies. According to Edwards (1955) this could be 

explained through the power of bigness. The power of bigness refers to the fact that 

bigger companies have more resources and could spend larger amount of money 

without risking their company (Edwards, 1955). In times of losses or high expenditures 

they could endure longer than the smaller companies due to their size (Edwards, 1955). 

Indicated effects of the power of bigness in the collaboration could be that the smaller 

companies express their need to build trust towards Ericsson meanwhile Ericsson feels 

no such need, even though they state an existence of trust. By placing sporadic and 

short-term purchase orders they keep the small companies on their feet to deliver to gain 

their acceptance for further collaboration. The power of bigness works its magic. This 

indicates that the power of bigness could provide a more structured and tight control of 

the collaboration even though it is not brought up as a governing mechanism in 

literature. Which could make a loose structure and trust work better since they indirectly 

have a more tight structure to lean on. 

 

Vertical collaboration as an explanation for working trust 

Another explanation that enables trust to be a valid governing mechanism could be the 

fact that it is a vertical collaboration. Since Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom don’t consider 

each other as competitors it is considered as a vertical collaboration (Linnarson, 2005; 

Lhuilley and Pfister, 2009). A vertical collaboration is argued to limit the conflict of 

interest since the problems to competition is less influencing and could therefore be 

considered as enabling trust as a governing mechanism reducing the problems of 

cooperation. Info24 indicates this when they express that the fact the collaborators not 

are competitors is important to the way they are working and Ericsson agrees when they 

say that if they would have been competitors they wouldn´t have collaborated.  

 

INTEGRATION MECHANISMS 
Impersonal vs. personal 
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As discussed before the participants use different structures during their work process. 

The purchase orders are written specifications with clear rules and goals on what the 

smaller companies should accomplish during a specified time. Which would be 

considered impersonal integration mechanism using none direct communication and 

achieving efficiency in rules through goals and standardized information formulated in 

the purchase orders (Grant, 1996; Demsetz, 1991). They might also be considered using 

sequencing as an impersonal mechanism. Sequencing is about organizing production 

activities in time-pattern sequence which is exactly what Ericsson do when they place a 

purchase order specifying when and what they want (Grant, 1996).  

 

Meanwhile, during the purchase orders and in-between the participants have meetings 

but mostly they express having informal conversations and continuous discussions, 

which indicates personal integration mechanisms through direct personal 

communication (Grant, 1996). The formal and informal meetings the collaboration have 

is seen as the personal integration mechanism group problem solving and decision-

making (Grant, 1996; Schmickl and Kieser, 2007). This indicates that they use personal 

mechanisms during the whole process but also impersonal during a placed purchase 

order. What is best suitable to achieve the best integration with the existing 

circumstances? 

 

What is best suitable? 

The reciprocal interdependence and high uncertainty is suggested determinants to use 

personal integration mechanisms (Grant, 1996; Linnarson, 2005; Van de Ven et al, 

1976; Schmickl and Kieser, 2007) Furthermore personal integration is preferred when 

working with innovation since it requires more open communication (Linnarson, 2005). 

All three participants feel that the close collaboration, the small collaboration and the 

relation between big and small companies enables them to talk more frequently and 

quicker come to decisions than if they would have been working with only bigger 

companies. Indicating that personal coordination would be the preferable option. The 

open and direct communication between the collaborators shows that they have no 

problems with personal integration mechanisms and the high common knowledge make 

personal coordination easier (Grant, 1996). 
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Still, the companies’ express that they are in a phase where there is limited investment 

in the collaboration, which would make impersonal mechanisms preferable instead 

since they require less interaction reducing the costs (Grant, 1996). The implied 

modular innovation structure and the low degree of tacit knowledge is argued to 

increase the efficiency for impersonal integration mechanisms since it needs less 

involvement between the participants (Grant, 1996; Schmickl and Kieser, 2007). To 

keep the costs down in this phase the impersonal mechanisms would be preferable 

especially when they have the structure to support it. Still, the participants only seem to 

use impersonal mechanisms when placing the purchase orders.  

 

Van de Ven et al (1976) means that working in a small collaboration it is less costly and 

easier to use personal coordination. Which together with the fact that they have a 

modular innovation architecture and low tacit knowledge could be the reasons that limit 

the costly and potential negative effects of personal mechanisms (Grant, 1996; 

Linnarson, 2005). Grant (1996) also suggests that personal mechanisms are preferably 

combined with impersonal showing that both of them are preferred to achieve 

knowledge integration.  

EFFECTS OF UNCERTAINTY AND NEED FOR FLEXIBILITY 
Linnarson (2005) means that the explorative phase of innovation is associated with 

uncertainty and therefore has a need for flexibility, open communication and ability to 

adapt to understand the development of the innovation. In this section we will analyse 

the chosen governing and integration mechanisms and how they could be related to 

flexibility to handle the uncertainty associated with the explorative phase of an 

innovation.  

 

THE GOVERNING OF COOPERATION 
Loose structure 

As Ericsson expresses, they are in the mingle stage where no big investments are done 

yet. According to all the participants it is unnecessary to structure the collaboration too 

tight when you don’t know what the future is going to look like. To establish a tight 

governing structure is more expensive than having a loose structure (Williamson, 1985). 

The collaborators might simply think that it´s not worth the investment in this early 
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stage. This is in line with what Folta (1998) says about that uncertainty eliminate the 

benefits with tight structures.  

 

The fact that Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom are using purchase orders indicates loose 

structure. Ericsson means that by using the structure of purchase orders they could keep 

control of the inflow from the smaller companies but still draw advantage of their 

flexibility and innovative capacity. The structure of using purchase orders and between 

them brainstorming is according to the participants a way to realize changes that needs 

to be done. It indicates that the process of working together during the whole work 

process increase the flexibility by quicker realizes changes that need to be done, which 

Ericsson expresses as a benefit of the structure. Thus should be beneficial with the high 

uncertainty related to the degree of novelty and not knowing the customer behaviours 

concerning EV charging and the development of smart energy systems (Van de Ven et 

al, 1976). The participants goal is not to set a solution on what to produce, it is to try out 

different solutions and see if it might be valid on the market. Which indicates that a 

flexible and loose structure to try out different solutions would be preferable.  

 

Ericsson also means that the purchase orders were made short-term on purpose. They 

mean that the risk is bigger with long-term purchase orders since it is harder to know 

what the future holds. It also allows for more and easy changes along time, each 

delivery reveals issues that need to change or be made better. Open communication and 

ability to adapt to understand the development of the innovation is according to 

Linnarson (2005) of great importance in the explorative phase of an innovation. 

Indicating that the structure of working together instead of having a normal buyer-

supplier relationship is beneficial in this phase of the innovation process. 

 

Choice of collaboration between big and small companies 

The participants express that they in this stage don’t invest too much until they know 

what or if they going to continue with this solution. All three participants mean that 

Ericsson’s choice of working with smaller companies is their way of trying to be 

flexible and faster on the market. Ericsson also adds that it enable them to not invest too 

much in house taking all the risk. Instead they collaborate with small companies that 

already have the core competence they request to be able to create an innovation. They 

could in that way quickly adapt to changing consumer behaviours and established 
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standards. Ericsson means that if a tight structure had been chosen between them they 

would loose the small companies values. Indicating that the small companies keep the 

collaboration flexible and that a tight structure would not be preferable in this phase of 

the innovation since could affect the flexibility (Linnarson, 2005). 

 

The small companies, on the other hand, that already have the flexibility in the form of 

speed describe that they see the collaboration with a big company like Ericsson as a 

possibility to gain the flexibility of resources to expand their business. They don´t have 

the same financial flexibility to try out opportunities like this, which Ericsson could 

provide. Thus indicates that both the small and the big companies increase their 

flexibility by collaborating with each other.  

 

THE COORDINATION OF KNOWLEDGE 
Modular innovation 

The companies in the collaboration describe their solution as flexible to the continuous 

changes both in the interfaces between the companies and the interfaces against the 

market. Info24 express how they keep certain parts open for changes they know will 

come in future. Using their ordinary products also enables them to develop their parts 

relatively independently indicating modular innovation architecture (Baldwin and Clark, 
1997; Linnarson, 2005). Modularization is according to Schmickl and Kieser (2007) 

effective when developing an innovation and Linnarson (2005) argues that it is a good 

way to be flexible when developing an innovation. Info24 also describe that the 

modular architecture as a way they keep the solution flexible and thereby handle the 

uncertainty related to when the changes is going to be and what they will look like. By 

using a modular architecture of the innovation the collaborators don’t need to make big 

adaptions for neither each other nor the market, they stay flexible.  

 

Trust 

In previous sections we have established that the collaborators have a high trust to each 

other. Trust is indicated by close cooperation and the collaborators mean that this 

enables them to have an open and intensive communication with possibilities to make 

quicker decisions. An open communication is argued by Linnarson (2005) to be 

considered as something that increases their flexibility and innovative capability. This 

indicates that trust is important to the flexibility. 
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Small collaboration 

Since the collaborators are careful with high investments in the collaboration right now 

they would probably not have been willing to invest in the personal coordination 

mechanisms required to be flexible and handle the uncertainty. A small size of the 

collaboration makes the personal coordination mechanisms less expensive (Van de Ven 

et al, 1976) and might be a reason to why they use them in the collaboration between 

Ericsson, Info24 and ExCom. This indicates that having a small collaboration enables 

better integration mechanisms without being too costly. Which in turn enables an open 

communication and personal mechanisms improving the flexibility.  

 

Vertical collaboration 

Another aspect that has facilitated the mechanisms used to create flexibility is the 

vertical collaboration. All the participants express that they couldn´t have collaborated 

in the way they do today if they would have been competitors. The vertical 

collaboration seems to have enabled the close collaboration that is important to the 

personal integration mechanisms. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Knowledge is a process of piling up facts but wisdom lies in their simplification. We 
think that Martin H. Fisher had a point following his example in this chapter gathering 
our previous reasoning and simplifying it to a transparent discussion. 
 
  

FLEXIBILITY VS. CONTROL 
Our purpose of this study was to explore how an inter-firm R&D collaboration control 

the issues of knowledge integration at the same time as being flexible to handle the 

uncertainty related to the explorative phase of an innovation. Since our findings indicate 

a high uncertainty for both cooperation and coordination, we strengthen the fact that the 

explorative phase of innovation is characterised by uncertainty (Linnarson, 2005). 

These findings put the tension between control and flexibility in to action and our main 

findings of how they handle it is the following: 

 

Loose governance structure 

We could see that a loose governance structure of the collaboration enable the flexibility 

needed in the explorative phase and seems to be an appropriate choice to handle 

knowledge integration in this context. The low asset specificity might be the reason to 

why a loose governance structure is enough to handle the problems of cooperation. We 

still come to the conclusion that the loose structure enables the flexibility needed. 

Strengthening the argument in previous literature that a tight structure in case of high 

uncertainty is inappropriate (Linnarson, 2005; Folta, 1998).  

 

Bigness as a source of power 

Our case shows that the collaboration between big and small companies has increased 

the flexibility in the collaboration and created a natural power to Ericsson as a bigger 

company. Bigness as a source of power has been brought up in previous literature 

(Edwards, 1955), but not as an influencing factor on inter-firm knowledge integration. 

Our study indicates that bigness as a source of power provides a more structured and 
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tight control that complements the loose structure and at the same time enables 

flexibility.  

 

High trust 

We could establish that the high trust in our case works as a governing mechanism to 

handle the problems of cooperation and enables the close cooperation required to be 

flexible. We could also state that trust limits the conflict of interest and opportunistic 

behaviour. With these facts we support Linnarson’s (2005) argument that high trust 

enables flexibility and Ring and Van de Vens’ (1994) conclusion that trust could work 

as a governing mechanism. 

 

An important facilitator to the trust in our case is the vertical collaboration. Vertical 

collaboration has been argued by previous literature to decrease the risk for conflict of 

interest (Linnarson, 2005; Lhuillery-Pfister, 2009). Since our findings show that it is an 

enabler of trust, we mean that vertical collaboration has a bigger influence on the 

handling of problems of cooperation than decreasing the risk for conflict of interest.  

 

Modularization 

The modular innovation architecture in our case enables the collaborators to be flexible 

handling the uncertainty. The modular innovation architecture also enables the use of 

personal integration mechanisms since it make them less expensive, personal integration 

mechanisms that is required to handle the problems of coordination in the case. Our 

findings confirm that modular innovation architecture is efficient and flexible in the 

explorative phase of innovation (Linnarson, 2005; Schmickl and Kieser, 2007). 

 

Small collaboration 

The small size of the collaboration has enabled personal integration mechanisms that 

probably would have been too expensive otherwise. The personal mechanisms have, 

through direct communication, helped them to make quicker decisions making the 

collaboration more flexible. The use of personal mechanisms in spite of low 

investments makes us come to the conclusion that small collaborations makes personal 

integration less costly, supporting Van de Ven et al (1976). 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

We have studied the explorative phase of innovation noticing some mechanisms to 

handle the problems of cooperation and coordinating that seems suitable. What we 

could see is a need for changing mechanisms when moving towards the 

commercialization phase. We therefore suggest further research looking at the transition 

between the phases as well as mechanisms used during the commercialization phase. It 

could be interesting to see how they change since we believe that the different phases 

cause different challenges to the knowledge. 

 

Our study has been looking at a vertical collaboration where that fact has constituted an 

important factor for both governance of cooperation and coordination of knowledge. 

We would therefore find it interesting to look further into the effects of being in a 

horizontal collaboration in the explorative phase of an innovation in an inter-firm R&D 

collaboration.  

 

Our study has shown that the bigness as a source of power could preferably be used as a 

complement to the existing governing mechanisms handling both control and flexibility.  

We therefore ask ourselves if bigness as source of power could be considered a 

governing mechanism governing the problems of cooperation the explorative phase of 

innovation? We consider this as interesting subject for further investigation. Analysing 

our case we also find that the relation between trust and power is an interesting aspect to 

consider looking at knowledge integration. We have seen that there exists a natural 

power relation between big and small companies at the same time as they have a high 

trust. The two phenomena is contradicting and should be interesting for further research. 
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APPENDIX 1 
INTERVIEW GUIDE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Här slutar den del som vi skickar till företagen vi ska intervjua. 

 

Här nedan följer de frågor vi tänkt diskutera under intervjun. De två första kategorierna 

kommer vara något mer strukturerade eftersom vi behöver tydligare svar för att kunna 

bedöma hur de olika aktörerna och samarbetet motsvarar karaktärsdragen på relation 

och kunskap (cooperation och coordination). De två sista kategorierna syftar mer till att 

bilda oss en uppfattning av hur kontext, karaktären på kunskapen och karaktären på 
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relationen hanteras av företagen och kommer därför vara mer som diskussioner där 

intervjupersonens uppfattning har stor inverkan. 

 

Samarbetets utgångspunkt  

Syftet med den här kategorin är att skapa oss en bild av graden av asset specificity, 

conflict of interest (opportunism), interdependence, common knowledge och tacit 

knowledge. 

Målbild 

Grundmotiv till att vara med?  

Projektets mål? 

Företagets syfte, mål och motivation? (Prioriteringar? Olika? Varför?)  

Har mål och syfte med projektet förändrats under projektets gång? 

Rollfördelning 

Vad har ni för roll I samarbetet? (Vill se vad de svarar och anser att de har för ansvar, 

stämmer det med hur det ser ut rent strukturellt?)  

Stämmer rollen överens med investering in i projektet?  

Tidigare erfarenheter 

Har ni gjort liknande projekt innan gällande typ av marknadsförändring, teknik och 

samarbete? (Common knowledge)  

Har ni något gemensamt gällande teknik utveckling, sätt att jobba på, tidigare 

erfarenheter som underlättar ert samarbete? (Common knowledge) 

 

Teknisk utgångspunkt 

Använder ni existerande teknik? – är tekniken applicerbar inom andra områden? (asset 

specificity, vad ger ja och nej för konsekvenser?)  

Kan ni utveckla det helt själva egentligen (in house)? (beroende) 

Relationen 

Hur ser kontraktet ut? Långsiktighet? Bunden hur länge?  

Har ni/vad har ni anpassat för att få samarbetet att fungera? (Finns det några relations 

specifika assets?) 

Projektets gång 

Syftet med den här kategorin är att skapa oss en bild av graden av asset specificity, 

conflict of interest (opportunism), interdependence, common knowledge, tacit 

knowledge. 
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Uppfattning 

Hur ser ni på samarbetet och hur fungerar det? Långsamt, snabbare etc? Svårt/enkelt? 

Arbetsgång 

Hur arbetar ni i projektet? (Hur ofta ses ni? Följer ni upp?) 

Hur ser produktionskedjan ut? Vilka beroenden finns? Vem specar till vem och vem 

måste ha vilka delar för att fortsätta? (Interdependencies) 

 

Tillvägagångssätt 

Hur kontrollerar ni det dagliga arbetet mellan företagen? (Trust? Standarder, 

gemensamma mål, möten, kontrakt??) 

Tekniken/kunskapen 

Vad bidrar ni med I helhetslösningen? 

Vem besitter kunskapen?  

Vad är det för kunskap? (Tacit/explicit?) 

Finns kunskapen i individer eller är den lätt att byta ut? 

Hur ser ni på er själva och hur ser ni på andra? Kompetenstillskott? 

Osäkerhet 

Syftet med den här kategorin är att ge en bild av hur osäkerheten, som vi definierat som 

det viktigaste karaktärsdraget hos kontexten, påverkar samarbetet. 

 

Upplever ni att projektet omges av osäkerhet? Varför? 

Vilka typer av osäkerheter ser ni? 

Hur hanterar ni osäkerheten kring samarbetet? Vad har ni gjort/gör ni för att minska 

osäkerheten? 

På vilket sätt influerar den osäkra ”marknaden” ert val att jobba som ni gör? På framtida 

beslut? Gör ni annorlunda i detta kontext än annars? Varför? 

Hur innovativt är detta inom varje enskilt företag relativt nyhet på marknaden?  

Sökprocessen? Tid att lösa problem? 

 

Problem (Paradoxen?) 

Syftet med denna kategori är att framhäva vad intervjuobjektet ser som det största 

problemen/utmaningarna i samarbetet. Om inte intervjuobjektet själv kommer in på 
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paradoxen (kontroll - flexibilitet) så kommer vi att fråga denne om hur hon ser på den 

problematiken. 

 

Hur hanterar de problematiken med flexibilitet kontra kontroll? 

Vad har ni upplevt för problem i samarbetet? 

Hur ser ni på riskerna med kunskapsutbyte? (Asset specificity och 

Opportunistiskt beteende) 

Organizational boundaries? 

 

 
 


