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RESUMEN 
 
 
Los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible y las estrategias que buscan su consecución, como el 
“Green New Deal”, el programa europeo post-COVID-19 “Next Generation Recovery and 
Resilience”, o las Misiones de Horizonte Europa, apelan a todos los actores sociales a situar las 
políticas públicas en el centro de las respuestas colaborativas para desplegar eficazmente estas 
agendas. Por un lado, la teoría de las transiciones hacia la sostenibilidad propone a los actores 
intermediarios como un instrumento específico para facilitar procesos de colaboración sistémica 
a través de enfoques novedosos de gobernanza centrados en la experimentación y el 
aprendizaje a largo plazo. Por otro lado, las alianzas multiactor se han considerado como 
vehículos organizativos efectivos para llevar a cabo el rol de intermediación, destacando su 
capacidad para articular una visión transformadora entre los socios y crear un espacio 
confortable para la interacción sostenida de actores de muy distinta naturaleza. Sin embargo, la 
caracterización de las alianzas multi-actor como agentes intermediarios, sus funciones en los 
diferentes contextos de la transición y su influencia empírica en las políticas públicas aún no se 
han desarrollado suficientemente en la literatura. Además, gracias a su potencial para concertar 
enfoques bottom-up y top-down, las instituciones de educación superior están llamadas a 
desempeñar un papel activo en las alianzas para los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible. No 
obstante, se requieren más evidencias sobre las especificidades del papel de las instituciones de 
educación superior en los espacios de intermediación multiactor. 
 
En esta investigación se ha conceptualizado un tipo específico de intermediario, denominado 
"Plataforma de Colaboración Sistémica" (PCS). Las PCS se caracterizan por enfocarse en la 
colaboración multiactor para el desarrollo de políticas públicas, operando tanto en un nivel 
sistémico como en la escala local, y estando vinculadas a un actor clave en el régimen (por 
ejemplo, un ayuntamiento o una agencia gubernamental). Mediante una metodología que 
combina la investigación-acción y los estudios de caso, se han explorado varias alianzas 
multiactor impulsadas por el Centro de Innovación en Tecnología para el Desarrollo Humano de 
la Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (itdUPM), con el objetivo de analizar las PCS desde la 
práctica, contribuyendo a su caracterización, el estudio de su desempeño y riesgos, 
profundizando en el papel de las instituciones de educación superior para promover y apoyar a 
las PCS. 
 
Los hallazgos de esta investigación sugieren que las PCS pueden constituir vehículos 
organizativos adecuados para acelerar el avance hacia el cumplimiento de los Objetivos de 
Desarrollo Sostenible, obstaculizado por la reciente pandemia. Estos espacios intermediarios en 
forma de alianzas multiactor pueden desbloquear el apetito por la transformación en las 
políticas públicas, creando una visión compartida basada en un enfoque orientado a misiones 
de sostenibilidad. Su alcance integral configura a las PCS como espacios inclusivos, incorporando 
a los actores más relevantes en un determinado sistema y brindando u orquestando servicios 
en el proceso de innovación, tanto en el lado de la oferta como en el de la demanda. Estos 
vehículos colaborativos despliegan un conjunto de iniciativas experimentales y demostrativas 
conectadas, a escala, en las que los mecanismos de aprendizaje continuo permiten una gestión 
autónoma y refuerzan el compromiso y el alineamiento de un amplio conjunto de individuos de 
diferentes organizaciones. Las PCS pueden, además, conformar un entorno de innovación en el 
que las instituciones de educación superior estén expuestas continuamente a los desafíos 
sociales y ambientales más acuciantes, facilitando el necesario alineamiento de sus políticas y 
capacidades de investigación con transiciones específicas orientadas a los Objetivos de 
Desarrollo Sostenible. Así, se producirá conocimiento novedoso, interdisciplinar, que permita la 
formación de una nueva generación de investigadores y profesionales de la colaboración y la 
sostenibilidad. 



 

 
 

SUMMARY 
 
 
The Sustainable Development Goals and the strategies that seek to realize them, such as the 
‘Green New Deal’, the European post-COVID-19 ‘Next Generation Recovery and Resilience’ 
program, or the Horizon Europe Missions, call on all societal actors to place public policies at the 
center of collaborative responses in order to effectively implement these agendas. Sustainability 
transitions theory proposes intermediary actors as a specific instrument to facilitate systemic-
oriented collaboration processes through novel governance approaches focused on long-term, 
experimentation and learning. At the same time, due to their capacity to articulate a 
transformational vision among partners and create a comfortable space for the sustained 
interaction of stakeholders with very different natures, multi-stakeholder partnerships are 
considered to be effective vehicles for conducting the intermediation role. However, a research 
gap has been highlighted because the characterization of multi-stakeholder partnerships as 
intermediaries, their functions in different transition contexts and practical influence on public 
policies have yet to be fully elaborated. In addition, thanks to their potential to promote both 
bottom-up and top-down approaches, higher education institutions are called upon to play an 
active role in partnerships for the Sustainable Development Goals. A second research gap thus 
corresponds to the need for more evidence regarding the specificities of the role of higher 
education institutions in intermediary and multi-stakeholder arrangements. 
 
In this research a specific type of intermediary has been conceptualized: the ‘Systemic 
Collaborative Platform’ (SCP). The features of a SCP are that it focuses on multi-stakeholder 
collaboration for public policy development by operating at both a systemic and a local level 
with links to a key ‘regime’ actor (e.g. a city council, or a government agency). Using an action-
case methodology, several multi-stakeholder arrangements fostered by the Innovation and 
Technology for Development Center at Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (itdUPM) were used 
to analyze SCPs in practice, contributing to their characterization, study of their performance 
and risks, and examining the role of higher education institutions in promoting and supporting 
SCPs.  
 
The findings of this thesis reveal that SCPs may be adequate vehicles to accelerate progress 
towards the fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals, the achievement of which has 
been hampered by the recent COVID-19 pandemic. In the form of multi-stakeholder 
partnerships, these intermediary arrangements may unlock the potential for transformation in 
public policies, creating a shared vision based on a sustainability mission-oriented approach. 
Their comprehensive scope configures SCPs as inclusive spaces that incorporate the most 
relevant actors in a particular system while also providing or orchestrating services at both the 
supply and demand-side of the innovation process. These collaborative vehicles deliver a set of 
connected experimental and demonstrative initiatives at scale by acting as continuous learning 
mechanisms that enable a self-management culture and reinforce the commitment and 
alignment of a broad set of individuals from different organizations. SCPs may also conform an 
innovation environment in which higher education institutions are continuously exposed to 
pressing social and environmental challenges, thus facilitating the much-needed alignment of 
their research policies and capacities with specific Sustainable Development Goals-oriented 
transitions. As a result, new interdisciplinary knowledge is produced that enables the formation 
of a new generation of researchers and practitioners of sustainability collaborations. 
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1.- Introduction 
 
1.1.- Context and motivations 
 
1.1.1.- SDGs and systemic collaboration  
 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the strategies that seek to realize them, such as 
the ‘Green New Deal’ and the European post-COVID-19 ‘Next Generation Recovery and 
Resilience’ program, demand a step-change in multi-stakeholder collaboration (European 
Commission, 2020a,b; Mazzucato, 2018; Sachs et al., 2019; United Nations, 2015). The 
challenges that these international agendas address can be described as “wicked problems”: 
they do not have a defined solution, are affected by high levels of uncertainty, and require 
simultaneous, cross-sectoral and systemic reactions (Churchman, 1967; Mayne et al., 2020; 
Rittel and Webber, 1973). Classical top-down strategies usually fail to provide a satisfactory 
collaborative response to wicked problems because prominent regime1 actors such as public 
administrations or large private companies tend to be conditioned by internal fragmentation 
(Currie, 1999; Peters, 1998; Roberts, 2000; Schoon and Cox, 2018; Weber and Khademian, 2008), 
difficulties in maintaining an effective dialogue with those coming from different sectors (Ehnert 
et al., 2021; Stott and Scoppetta, 2013), or by inefficient sensemaking processes with citizens 
(Ehnert et al., 2018; Hamann and April, 2013). Purely bottom-up strategies also face strong 
barriers in unchaining transformation processes at scale that may disrupt regime-based 
configurations (Frantzeskaki et al., 2017; Fressoli et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2005). 
 
Addressing the SDGs thus requires a new generation of flexible and collaborative governance 
approaches with a long-term orientation and an emphasis on deliberation, exploration of 
scenarios, experimentation and learning (Hamann and April, 2013; Hodson and Marvin, 2010; 
Loorbach, 2010; Nagorny-Koring and Nochta, 2018; Van den Bergh et al., 2011) as well as 
collaboration among different actors (Gorissen et al., 2018; Hamann and April, 2013; Kivimaa et 
al., 2019a; van Lente et al., 2003). The sustainability transitions literature provides a systemic 
perspective of the inter-related and co-dynamic nature of the technological, institutional and 
organizational systems and changes involved (Grin et al., 2010). Indeed, it is acknowledged that 
in order to address complex sustainability problems, “major, system-wide changes are needed 
that are likely to involve breakthrough technologies and possibly fundamental changes in social 
aims, institutions, industrial structure and demand” (Van den Bergh et al., 2011). 
 
Against this background and given their potential for facilitating sustainability transitions, 
intermediary actors have been proposed as key players in the context of these new governance 
approaches (Hamann and April, 2013; Hodson and Marvin, 2010; Kanda et al., 2020; Kivimaa et 
al., 2020, 2019; Mignon and Kanda, 2018). Transition intermediaries can be defined as “actors 
and platforms that positively influence sustainability transition processes by linking actors and 
activities, and their related skills and resources, or by connecting transition visions and demands 
of networks of actors with existing regimes in order to create momentum for socio-technical 
system change, to create new collaborations within and across niche technologies, ideas and 
markets, and to disrupt dominant unsustainable socio-technical configurations” (Kivimaa et al., 
2019a). A number of studies have sought to characterize intermediaries, establishing typologies 
and identifying dimensions for their classification as well as analyzing relevant policy 
implications. Discussions, however, are ongoing regarding the most suitable kind of 

                                                             
1 The term ‘regime’ is used here to refer to the prevailing socio-technical regime, one of three levels identified by 
Geels (2002). The multi-level perspective (Geels, 2002) suggests that sustainability transitions take place at the 
interplay between three analytical levels: niches (the locus for radical innovations), socio-technical regimes (the locus 
of established practices and associated rules that stabilize existing systems) and an exogenous socio-technical 
landscape.  
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intermediary arrangements and functions in different transition contexts and phases of the 
transition (Ehnert et al., 2021; Kanda et al., 2020; Mignon and Kanda, 2018). More practical and 
empirical characterization of intermediaries have also been called for (Mignon and Kanda, 
2018).  
 
Although the role of transition intermediaries could be assumed by actors of different natures 
(individuals, organizations and networks) and multi-stakeholder partnerships have been 
advocated as a suitable configuration for them, they have not been characterized in literature 
(Bögel et al., 2019; Chou et al., 2015; Coaffee and Deas, 2008; Davies, 2002; Fisher et al., 2012; 
Hamann and April, 2013; Lowe, 2008; Meadowcroft, 2011). Multi-stakeholder partnerships are 
particularly adequate for articulating the aspiration of a diverse set of partners for 
transformational change (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 2012b). A wide diversity of participants is 
also essential to maximize the number of resources, ideas and experiences that interact in a 
partnership (Beschorner and Hajduk, 2017; Porter, 2011). At the same time, the facilitating 
function, usually present in multi-stakeholder partnerships, generates homogeneity and 
conditions of symmetry (Stott and Scoppetta, 2013; Tennyson, 2005) by helping to address the 
difficulties and challenges of collaborative work between very different organizational cultures, 
contributing to the evaluation of incentives, the creation of consensus or a distributed 
governance, etc. In short, this role generates a useful interaction space for all the organizations 
involved (Manning and Roessler, 2013; Moreno-Serna et al., 2020b; Stott, 2018; Tennyson, 
2005; Zak, 2017).  
 
However, partnership processes are complex and uncertain as they require significant energy to 
initiate, develop and sustain (Bryson et al., 2006; de Souza Briggs, 2003; Stott and Keatman, 
2005). Thus, the return on this investment of time, personnel and other resources needs to be 
worth the effort (Pattberg and Widerberg, 2014; Stott, 2017; Tennyson, 2004) and more inquiry 
and practical evidence is needed on how to make them truly effective and impactful (Horan, 
2019). In order not to rely on serendipity and opportunism to bring partners together (Busch 
and Barkema, 2020), an essential question to address is “Who starts a partnership?” 
Partnerships that have a transformational ambition cannot rely on bottom-up approaches alone 
(Hale and Roger, 2014; Martens, 2007) as they may present problems such as short-time 
horizons, insufficient coordination mechanisms and misaligned incentives (Horan, 2019). To 
achieve systemic impact, it is necessary to gain wide agreement on the transition pathway or 
roadmap and the portfolio of partnerships needed to achieve this (Horan, 2019). 
 
From this, another question arises: “Where do we find transversal organizational vehicles that 
may bring together bottom up and top-down approaches to foster SDG-oriented 
transformations?” Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have a promising convening potential 
that may make them especially adequate for this purpose (Birch et al., 2013; Ehlenz, 2018; 
Mataix et al., 2017; Radinger-Peer et al., 2021).  HEIs are actors that are well-placed to create 
and maintain collaborative intermediary vehicles that rely upon i) the combination of expert 
knowledge, youth talent and intangible assets such as legitimacy or neutrality, and ii) their 
independence and capacity to develop their own strategic SDG-oriented programs (Moreno-
Serna et al., 2020a; 2021). However, many HEIs, including Spanish public universities such as the 
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (UPM) used in this research as a case study, are typically 
conservative in nature and can present resistance to change related to leadership, management 
or governance that hinders the development of transformational convening structures. Given 
the centrality of academic autonomy and shared governance, the adoption of revolutionary 
innovation strategies at a whole institutional level does not seem a feasible pathway.  In addition 
to a conceptual framework for a university-wide engagement with the SDGs (Purcell, 2019a, 
2019b; Purcell and Chahine, 2019), emphasis has been placed on the way a community of social 
networks activated around shared purpose can work in concert with a senior management 
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hierarchy (Ezquerra-Lázaro et al., 2021).  These models combine the entrepreneurial capability 
of a network with the organizational efficiency of a traditional hierarchy (Purcell, 2019; Purcell 
& Chahine, 2019). Thus, noting the convening potential of HEI and the fundamental role they 
are called upon to play in the achievement of the SDGs (Mataix et al., 2017; Owens, 2017; 
Plummer et al., 2021; Rowe and Hiser, 2015), new models and practical evidence of HEI 
transformational collaborations are required (Findler et al., 2019; Moreno-Serna et al., 2020b; 
O’Riordan et al., 2020; Plummer et al., 2021; Potter et al., 2021; Soini et al., 2018).  
 
 
1.1.2.- itdUPM: a breeding ground for SDG-oriented partnerships at UPM 
 
Academic innovations may constitute an entry point for fostering systemic transformations and 
convening environments within HEIs. At UPM, the Master’s Program in Strategies and 
Technologies for Development (MSTD) was a key factor for establishing the Innovation and 
Technology for Development Center (itdUPM), ostensibly an SDG-innovation and partnerships 
arm of the university.   
  
The MSTD is a sustainability-focused degree offered by the UPM and the Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid (a long-established university in the field of Social Sciences and 
Humanities), where a rich ecosystem of faculty, students and partner organizations interact 
around the main elements of the 2030 Agenda. The MSTD began in 2010 as an important 
milestone in the consolidation of collaboration among UPM faculty carrying out research on 
technological solutions to alleviate poverty (access to water, energy, telecommunications, basic 
housing, and food security).  
 
For the founding faculty group, the great potential of interdisciplinary work on sustainability at 
the UPM soon began to emerge.  In order to place issues that had occupied a marginal space at 
the heart of the university, faculty involved in the MSTD realized that a structural innovation 
was needed to support the academic innovation and go beyond its teaching focus. This was the 
spark for creating the itdUPM, which was established in 2012 with the aim of strengthening 
relationships among research groups, with other University units and with key agents in the City 
of Madrid and beyond, including national and international actors.  
 
Drawing on Kotter’s work (Kotter, 2014), itdUPM is positioned to function as a dual operating 
system – that is, an organizational model designed to enable the rapid development of new 
concepts and ideas while operating in concert with the established hierarchy. The ‘operating 
system B’ of itdUPM acts as an orchestrator or facilitator of the MSTD-UPM ecosystem.  This 
represents an example of the innovative organizational structure needed to foster the systemic 
transformation at the heart of the SDGs, based on deeper and more solid collaborative 
arrangements and multi-stakeholder partnerships (Horan, 2019; Purcell, 2019a).  
 
The itdUPM supports partnerships focused on the SDGs by nurturing relationships among 
people and organizations, and by facilitating the execution of collaborative projects.  The 
consolidation of these relationships has led to the creation of several external-funded 
professorial chairs at UPM, for example ‘The Iberdrola Chair on the SDGs’ and the ’Brazilian 
Sustainable Development Institute (IABS) Chair on low-carbon agriculture’.  To date, itdUPM has 
been able to raise more than 7 million euros in external funds, has engaged more than 1,000 
UPM students from a wide variety of undergraduate and post-graduate UPM degrees (from 
Schools of Industrial, Civil, Aeronautics, Agronomics, Forestry or Telecommunications 
Engineering, Architecture, Design and Computing, etc.), and worked with 800 faculty on multiple 
initiatives (involving a total of 4,000 faculty at UPM).  These connections now represent a 
powerful collaboration among researchers, students and organizations that extends beyond 
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UPM’s institutional walls. Such collaboration owes its origin to the academic and structural 
innovation represented by MTSD and itdUPM which has acted as a gateway to the university 
and a space to develop, consolidate and sustain relationships.   
 
 
1.1.3.- Author’s motivations  
 
The main motivation of this thesis is to explore the organizational innovations promoted by the 
itdUPM from an academic and systematic point of view. Since its creation, the itdUPM has 
functioned as an organizational laboratory to create, nurture and scale multi-stakeholder 
arrangements aimed at providing a more effective and efficient response to complex 
sustainability challenges, such as the basic needs of refugees or the climate neutrality of cities. 
 
The lead author of this research played a prominent role in the launch of the itdUPM, to which 
he has dedicated the last nine years of his professional career. The initial foundations of 
itdUPM’s organizational and design were the object of the MSTD final master's thesis completed 
by the author in 2014 (Moreno-Serna, 2014). 
 
The author has also been actively involved in the facilitation of  different collaborative 
arrangements promoted by the itdUPM, such as the “Alianza Shire”, the first multi-stakeholder 
partnerships of Spanish humanitarian action (Moreno-Serna et al., 2020b), “El Día Después”, a 
collaborative arrangement forged to frame an SDG-oriented response to the COVID-19 crisis 
(Moreno-Serna et al., 2020a) and the “Madrid Deep Demonstration”, a multi-stakeholder 
arrangement established within a European-funded program to transform urban areas into 
Clean and Healthy Cities (Lumbreras et al., 2021; Mataix et al., 2020). 
 
 
1.1.4.-. Purpose of this thesis 
 
As noted above, a transformational understanding of SDG challenges requires a step-change in 
multi-stakeholder collaboration (Horan, 2019; Sachs et al., 2019). Sustainability transitions 
theory proposes intermediary actors as a specific response mechanism for to facilitating 
systemic-oriented collaboration processes through novel governance approaches focused on 
long-term, experimentation and learning (Hamann and April, 2013; Hodson and Marvin, 2010; 
(Kanda et al., 2020; Kivimaa et al., 2019a, 2020; Loorbach, 2010; Mignon and Kanda, 2018; 
Nagorny-Koring and Nochta, 2018). At the same time, some authors suggest that multi-
stakeholder partnerships may effectively conduct this  intermediation role (Bögel et al., 2019; 
Chou et al., 2015; Coaffee and Deas, 2008; Davies, 2002; Fisher et al., 2012; Hamann and April, 
2013; Lowe, 2008; Meadowcroft, 2011) due to their capacity to articulate a transformational 
vision among partners (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 2012b) and to create a useful space for the 
sustained interaction of stakeholders with very different natures (Manning and Roessler, 2013; 
Moreno-Serna et al., 2020b; Stott, 2018; Tennyson, 2005; Zak, 2017). Here, however, a research 
gap has been highlighted because the characterization of multi-stakeholder partnerships as 
intermediaries, their functions in different transition contexts and practical influence on public 
policies have yet to be fully elaborated. 
 
HEIs are increasingly being called upon to play an active role in SDG partnerships thanks to their 
potential to concert bottom-up and top-down approaches (Birch et al., 2013; Ehlenz, 2018; 
Mataix et al., 2017; Radinger-Peer et al., 2021). A second research gap thus emerges which 
centers upon ongoing discussions regarding the specificities of the role of HEIs in intermediary 
and multi-stakeholder arrangements (Findler et al., 2019; Moreno-Serna et al., 2020b; O’Riordan 
et al., 2020; Plummer et al., 2021; Potter et al., 2021; Soini et al., 2018). 
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The purpose of this research is to address both the research gaps identified above using a 
methodology that combines intervention and interpretation. The author has had a dedicated 
role in the creation and maintenance of several multi-stakeholder intermediation initiatives at 
the itdUPM that have been studied in this thesis. This research also contributes to much-needed 
practical evidence on SDG-oriented intermediation vehicles. 
 
This document is organized as follows. Section 1.2 presents a theoretical overview of 
collaborative responses to sustainability challenges from sustainability transitions and multi-
stakeholder partnerships. Section 1.3 details the aim of this research and its scope, including a 
brief description of the cases studied. The research methodology, based on the action case 
framework, is presented in Section 2. Section 3 presents the research papers derived from this 
doctoral research. Finally, Section 4 details the results and conclusions and sets out further 
research possibilities. 
 
 
1.2.- Theoretical framework 
 
1.2.1.- Intermediaries in sustainability transitions 
 
Intermediary actors have received increasing attention in the sustainability transitions literature 
and are recognized as key catalysts that speed up change towards more sustainable socio-
technical systems (Hamann and April, 2013; Hodson and Marvin, 2010; Kanda et al., 2020; 
Kivimaa et al., 2019a, 2020; Mignon and Kanda, 2018; Matschoss and Heiskanen, 2017). 
Different authors have described the characteristics and the roles played by intermediaries. In 
an attempt to inform policies to support sustainability transitions (Kanda et al., 2020), discussion 
regarding the most suitable intermediation functions and bodies in different contexts and in 
different phases of transitions is ongoing. Mignon and Kanda (2018) urge researchers to be 
aware of the differences among intermediaries and to clearly indicate in their works what 
characterizes intermediaries empirically and how these characteristics can impact policies 
(Mignon and Kanda, 2018).   
 
Kivimaa et al. (2019) propose a typology of five intermediary types acting at different levels and 
contexts of transitions: a systemic intermediary, operating on all levels (niche, regime, 
landscape) and promoting an explicit transition agenda; a regime-based transition intermediary 
that is tied to the prevailing socio-technical regime; a niche intermediary, working to advance 
innovation within a particular niche; a process intermediary that facilitates a project or a process 
within a niche; and a user intermediary, providing facilitation functions on the users’ side 
(Kivimaa et al., 2019a). Among them, regime-based (systemic) transition intermediaries are of 
particular interest for our analysis as they intermediate on a system level among multiple actors, 
within the mandate given by dominant regime actors (Kivimaa et al., 2019b; Köhler et al., 2019). 
They are said to be likely to “initiate and manage new policy or market processes and act as an 
impartial contact point or voice for new networks of actors” (Kivimaa, 2014). Yet they can speed 
up radical innovation processes by supporting the design of appropriate policy environments 
(Polzin et al., 2016), by translating disruptive policy measures into practice and making sense of 
these changes for innovators (Kivimaa et al., 2019a). 
 
Regime-based intermediaries are likely to have a small role in the predevelopment phase of the 
transition but can be relevant actors in later stages (Kivimaa et al., 2019b). During the 
acceleration and embedding phase they can help raise public awareness and create legitimacy 
for the new path. Finally, during the stabilization phase, regime-based transition intermediaries 
can play an important role by mediating between the supply-side and demand-side of 
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innovations “to translate new forms of regulation into practice or make sense of a complex, 
changing policy environment for niche innovators”. 
 
Kanda et al. (2020) provide additional insights into intermediaries by introducing three different 
levels of systemic intermediation: in-between entities in a network (level 1); in-between 
networks of different entities (level 2); and in-between actors and their networks and their 
institutions (level 3) (Kanda et al., 2020). Level 3 systemic intermediation activities refers to 
intermediary functions in the context of a particular mandate towards transitions. 
Intermediaries here play an active role and “connect networks and networks of networks with 
institutional change processes, such as agenda setting and new policy formulation or the framing 
and coordination of experimentation activities to change existing norms and practice” (Kanda et 
al., 2020). Regime-based intermediary actors are an example of intermediaries fulfilling this type 
of “purposive” intermediation activities (Kanda et al., 2020). 
 
Apart from the level of intermediation, other characteristics found to be relevant in terms of 
policy development are the intermediaries’ source of funding, their spatial scope of action and 
the target recipients of their services (Mignon and Kanda, 2018). The source of funding is not 
necessarily connected with the vocation of public service of the intermediary (Mignon and 
Kanda, 2018). However, the importance of having a stable and long-term oriented funding 
structure has been stressed, as otherwise the legitimacy, perception of technological neutrality, 
longevity of the intermediary, and in sum its transformational character can be negatively 
impacted (Ehnert et al., 2018; Hodson and Marvin, 2010). 
 
In terms of spatial scope, intermediaries in local contexts are of particular interest to our study. 
Intermediaries active within field players may help translate the transition vision among 
different local actors and mediate among different stakeholders (Hodson et al., 2013; Hodson 
and Marvin, 2010; Mignon and Kanda, 2018). Hodson et al. (2013) specifically refer to different 
roles that intermediaries could play in the context of sustainability transitions according to two 
dimensions. The first dimension considers that intermediation could be oriented by externally-
produced priorities or context-specific priorities. The second dimension is intermediation as an 
episodic and standalone-focused response or a systemic and project-focused response. 
Intermediation connected to external priorities (i.e., EU or national priorities) and long-term, 
rather than episodic, in orientation is termed here as ‘systemic’. 
 
Regarding the recipients of intermediation, intermediaries can support the supply-side 
(innovators) or the demand-side of innovation (the users or ‘challenge owners’). The need to 
adopt a tailored approach and advocate for intermediaries to choose their position and focus 
on either supporting the process of developing innovation or its diffusion and implementation 
of the technologies has been emphasized (Mignon and Kanda, 2018). Furthermore, effective 
interaction and learning among different types of intermediaries should be encouraged (Mignon 
and Kanda, 2018). 
 
Regarding the type of organizations that could act as intermediaries in sustainability transitions, 
cases of a very different nature have been described, including membership or non-
membership-based cluster organizations, public administrations, for-profit or not-for-profit 
organizations and even individual consultants or project managers (Hamann and April, 2013; 
Kanda et al., 2020; Kivimaa et al., 2020b). Despite a growing consensus about the role of 
universities in fostering sustainable development (O’Riordan et al., 2020; Purcell, 2019a; Soini 
et al., 2018), particularly at the city and regional levels and ‘anchor institutions’ (Birch et al., 
2013; Ehlenz, 2018, 2016; Goddard et al., 2014; Perry et al., 2009), universities have typically not 
been the focus of studies concerning the roles of intermediaries in transitions (O’Riordan et al., 
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2020; Schiller and Radinger-Peer, 2021). As such, reflection on the convening potential of 
universities and their role as intermediaries in sustainability transitions is considered here. 
 
Overall, intermediaries can be classified according to different characteristics (see Table 1). The 
object of analysis for the present study is intermediaries that work under a specific mandate, act 
at a systemic level and with a long-term orientation, that take an active role towards purposely 
translating and disseminating the SDGs among local actors and stakeholders.  Moreover, we pay 
attention to the roles HEIs could play in these kinds of collaborative arrangements. 

 Table 1: Classification of intermediaries and their attributes* 

Transitions levels and contexts 
Kivimaa et al. (2019) 

- systemic intermediary, operating on all levels (niche, regime, 
landscape) and promoting an explicit transition agenda  

- regime-based transition intermediary that is tied to the 
prevailing socio-technical regime 

- niche intermediary, working to advance innovation within a 
particular niche  

- process intermediary that facilitates a project or a process 
within a niche 

- user intermediary, providing facilitation functions on the users’ 
side 

 

Different levels of systemic 
intermediation 
Kanda et al. (2020) 
 

- in-between entities in a network (level 1) 
- in-between networks of different entities (level 2) 
- in-between actors and their networks and their institutions 

(level 3) 
 

Recipients of intermediation 
Mignon and Kanda (2018) 
 

- supply-side (innovators) 
- demand-side of innovation (the users or “challenge owners”) 
 

Type of funding 
Mignon and Kanda (2018) 
 

- short-term, project-based logic 
- long-term, public policy transformation logic  
 

Spatial scope: source of 
priorities in urban transitions 
Hodson et al. (2013) 

- context-specific priorities 
- externally produced priorities (e.g., Agenda 2030, European 

policies) 
 

Spatial scope: dynamics in 
urban transitions 
Hodson et al. (2013) 
 

- episodic and standalone-focused response 
- systemic, long term orientation 

 

Type of organizations that 
could act as intermediaries 
Hamman and April (2013), 
Kanda et al. (2020), Kivimaa et 
al. (2020b) 

- cluster organizations 
- public administrations 
- for-profit or non-for-profit organizations  
- individual consultants or project managers 
- multi-stakeholder partnerships 

*Attributes of particular interest to the present study are shown in bold font 
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 1.2.2.- Multi-stakeholder transformational collaboration 

 
Scholars of sustainability transitions highlight challenges in the collaborative interplay of 
transition stakeholders. There may be insufficient collaboration among intermediaries and 
regime actors (Van Boxstael et al., 2020), competitive dynamics that could emerge in a resource-
limited environment (Ehnert et al., 2018) and difficulties in maintaining an effective dialogue for 
individuals coming from different sectors (Ehnert et al., 2018; Fisher et al., 2012; Hamann and 
April, 2013). In addition, the work culture of most organizations remains largely conditioned by 
a bounded or ‘silo’ effect (Currie, 1999; Peters, 1998; Roberts, 2000; Schoon and Cox, 2018; 
Weber and Khademian, 2008). Public institutions influenced by specialization and fragmentation 
in the last decades (Kavanagh and Richards, 2001; Ryan and Walsh, 2004; Verhoest and Lægreid, 
2010) have evolved internally fragmented structures conducive to promoting a silo mentality 
among those associated with them (Nagorny-Koring and Nochta, 2018; Soberón et al., 2020) 
(Nagorny-Koring and Nochta, 2018; Soberón et al., 2020). This may pose a series of challenges 
for coordination and long-term planning (Bögel et al., 2019), creating tensions between 
sensemaking and operational activities (Ehnert et al., 2018; Hamann and April, 2013). Studies of 
multi-stakeholder partnerships have paid attention to organizational factors that may offer 
some insights into these issues, such as the collaborative value created by partnerships (Austin 
and Seitanidi, 2012a), non-traditional forms of leadership adapted to collaborative 
arrangements (Huxham and Vangen, 2000) or the individual factors relevant in the multi-
stakeholder work (Stott and Murphy, 2020). 
  
Austin and Seitanidi (2012) explored the relationships between social and corporate actors 
around the “Collaborative Value Creation” framework (CVC) (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 
2012b). Their work offers valuable insights for understanding the organizational dimension of 
multi-stakeholder partnerships based around two fundamental ideas. The first relates to the 
evolutionary nature of the relationships among stakeholders that can transit from a 
philanthropic or transactional stage to a more transformational one, i.e. go through the so-called 
‘collaboration continuum’ (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a). The second concerns enlargement of 
the shared value notion (Porter, 2011), exploring the co-creation of different types and sources 
of value, e.g. associational value (higher visibility, public awareness or reputation), transferred 
value (complementary resources and support, competitiveness), interaction value (trust, 
opportunities for learning, relational capital), and synergistic value (innovation, internal change, 
distributed leadership, influence) (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012b). Some indicators help determine 
the position and evolution of a partnership in the collaboration continuum, namely: 
organizational engagement (level of engagement and importance to mission), resources and 
activities (type and magnitude of resources, scope of activities, managerial resources), 
partnership dynamics (interaction, trust and internal change) and impact (co-creation of value, 
innovation and external system change). 
 
 
1.2.3.- Collaborative leadership 
 
While the CVC model particularly focuses on the organizational dimension of partnerships, the 
importance of individual factors and interpersonal relationships have been acknowledged (Stott 
and Murphy, 2020). For example, in the endeavor of transforming individuals, organizations and 
pushing a collaborative agenda, certain leadership approaches have been advocated (Crosby 
and Bryson, 2010; Huxham and Vangen, 2000; Scharmer and Kaufer, 2013). Collaborative 
leadership may facilitate the development of a cross-sector translating role to secure the 
benefits of stakeholder diversity (Le Ber and Branzei, 2010; Vansina, 1999), defragmentation of 
power (Chrislip and Larson, 1994), promotion of self-management (Huxham and Vangen, 2000) 
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and the creation of a sense of community during the initial stages of partnering work (Hamann 
and April, 2013). Some argue that collaborative leadership should be an attribute developed by 
as many partnership participants as possible (Hamann and April, 2013; Huxham and Vangen, 
2000; Vangen and Huxham, 2003), identifying a set of interpersonal skills to cultivate such a 
style. These include the capacity to understand and communicate a systemic perspective of the 
collaborative work (Crosby and Bryson, 2010), the promotion of a shared vision and collective 
responsibility among individuals and organizations (Mitchell, 2005), the combination of 
traditional and emerging planning (Crosby and Bryson, 2005), the ability to deal comfortably 
with ambiguity and complexity, and the capacity to transform potential tensions and conflicts 
into innovation opportunities (Hamann and April, 2013). 
  
Indeed, interpersonal relationships and relational drivers play a determinant role in 
underpinning effective collaborative leadership (Battisti, 2009). Interpersonal trust is described 
as the basis of inter-organizational trust and shared purpose building (Seitanidi and Crane, 2009; 
Sloan and Oliver, 2013), and a sense of familiarity and closeness may contribute to common 
understanding and self-management (Luke et al., 2012). Stott and Murphy (2020) highlight some 
interpersonal motivations that may facilitate a partnership to agilely evolve to a 
transformational status. They stress the importance of integrative drivers, such as the promotion 
of inclusive and cross-cutting approaches or facilitating a smooth integration to the collaborative 
work, and intrinsic drivers, such as fostering individual and organizational learnings, 
opportunities for experimentation, and spaces for sharing lessons (Stott and Murphy, 2020), 
versus merely instrumental and extrinsic motivations. 
  
It is important to highlight that personal and organizational relationships are closely inter-
related, with both integrally connected to the wider geographic, socio-historic, cultural, political 
and institutional contexts (Stott and Murphy, 2020). As an example, Huxham and Vangen (2000) 
highlight the influence of structures and processes of a collaboration in its leadership culture 
“because they determine such key factors as who has an influence on shaping a partnership 
agenda, who has power to act, and what resources are tapped, [...] or the way members 
communicate and build a shared vision” (Huxham and Vangen, 2000). Designing a flexible and 
adaptive arrangement may thus reinforce the individual dimension of collaborative leadership, 
empowering individuals and organizations. This view is similar to that adopted in the 
Organizational Development field (Creasey et al., 2016; Margulies and Raia, 1972; Porras and 
Robertson, 1992), which focuses on the systemic interactions between the individual 
development dimension and the strategic objectives of an organization in a broader context. 
These are based on a set of guiding values (Stott and Murphy, 2020) that include: “humanism 
(authenticity, openness, honesty, fairness, justice, equality, diversity, respect); participation 
(involvement, participation, voice, responsibility, opportunity, collaboration, democratic 
principles and practices); choice (options, rights, accountability); development (personal 
growth, reaching potential, learning, self-actualization)”. 
 
 
1.3.- Research aims and scope 
 
The research questions that guide this study are as follows:  
 
R.Q.1: What kind of collaborative intermediary arrangements are both efficient and effective in 
the context of SDG-oriented transitions?  
 
R.Q.2: What role may Higher Education Institutions play in their promotion and facilitation? 
 
Four derived specific research objectives emerge from the research question: 
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S.O.1: to characterize systemic collaborative intermediation vehicles aimed at fostering 
the achievement of the SDGs. 

 
S.O.2: to study the factors that may underpin the efficiency and external and internal 
impacts of systemic collaborative intermediation vehicles aimed at fostering the 
achievement of the SDGs. 
 
S.O.3: to explore the challenges and potential risks that systemic collaborative 
intermediation vehicles may face for an efficient and effective contribution to SDGs. 
 
S.O.4: to study academic and structural innovations that can serve to promote and 
support multi-stakeholder collaborative intermediation vehicles. 

 
 
2.- Methodology 
 
2.1.- Research paradigm  
 
Positivist and interpretivist constitute the two main consolidated approaches in organizational 
research (Lee, 1991), representing somehow opposite paradigms. Positivist outcomes are 
focused on prediction through an objective quantitative intervention aimed at observing a 
phenomenon. To assure the reliability and replicability of predictions, positivist research is 
usually framed in a reduced area of investigation. On the other hand, interpretivist research 
purpose is to gain qualitative understanding of complex phenomena, involving multiple actors, 
where different interpretations may coexist simultaneously (Vidgen and Braa, 1997). 
Interpretivist researchers typically use case studies attempting to minimize the impact of their 
observations in the subject of study. Vidgen and Braa (1997) suggest interventionist approaches, 
such as action research (Checkland, 1991; Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002), as a third 
complementary research paradigm oriented to gain knowledge within the context of practice 
through interventions aimed at producing positive changes in the studied phenomenon (Vidgen 
and Braa, 1997).  
 
According to Vigden and Braa (1997), organizational research may be positioned either at one 
of the vertices of the positivism, interpretivism and interventionism triangle, or at an 
intermediate point between two of them (McGrath et al., 1982; Vidgen and Braa, 1997). Thus 
we can find pure methods such as field experiment, action research, and case study, and hybrid 
ones such as that of interest for this research: action case methodology (see Figure 1). 



 

11 
 

 
Figure 1: Action case methodology positioned as a hybrid research method. Adapted from Vidgen and 

Braa (1997) 

 

Action case is particularly suitable for studying systemic sustainability-oriented partnerships. In 
the academic literature relating to collaboration, while inquiry into the development of 
partnership arrangements is rigorous and nuanced, the richness derived from close and ongoing 
knowledge of partnering in the field is often lacking (Dresch et al., 2015; Hughes et al., 2011; 
Stott, 2005). As noted by El-Ansari et al. (2001), understanding this ‘chemistry’ is crucial to 
improving collaborative initiatives in practice (El Ansari et al., 2001). Meanwhile, while they 
share lessons grounded in real practice, resources for practitioners also have their flaws. As well 
as failing to provide a solid analytical framework for multi-stakeholder collaboration, many of 
the approaches proposed are excessively linked to the specificities of particular case studies and 
the generalizability and validity of results are not sufficiently discussed. The information 
provided also focuses primarily on disseminating ‘good practices´ without offering sound 
reflection on how and in what sense these practices, or elements of them, might be effectively 
transposed to different contexts and settings (Dresch et al., 2015; El Ansari et al., 2001; Hughes 
et al., 2011; Stott, 2005). Clearly then, in the field of systemic sustainability-oriented 
collaborations, there is promising ground for approaches that bridge interpretative and 
interventionist methodologies.   
 
 
2.2.- Overall research process 
 
This doctoral research has followed three complementary stages to frame the problem and 
design the research strategy, conduct a case study analysis, and interpret the results (Saunders 
et al., 2009; Walliman, 2010). They are summarized in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Overall research process diagram 

 
The research design started with a comprehensive literature review around the three main 
streams that underpin the theoretical background of the research, namely sustainability 
transitions, multi-stakeholder partnerships and collaborative leadership. Subsequently, the 
subject of study was selected focusing on the itdUPM and the main multi-stakeholder 
arrangements that it is promoting. Thus, the research question and research objectives detailed 
in Table 2 were selected. 
 

Table 2: Research question and specific objectives 

 

Research questions Specific research objectives 

What kind of collaborative intermediary 
arrangements are both efficient and 
effective in the context of SDG-oriented 
transitions?  
 
What role can Higher Education 
Institutions play to promote and support 
them? 

S.O.1: to characterize systemic collaborative 
intermediation vehicles aimed at fostering the 
achievement of the SDGs. 
 
S.O.2: to study the factors that may underpin the 
efficiency, external and internal impacts of systemic 
collaborative intermediation vehicles aimed at fostering 
the achievement of the SDGs. 
  
S.O.3: to explore the challenges and potential risks that 
systemic collaborative intermediation vehicles may face 
for an efficient and effective contribution to SDGs. 
 
S.O.4: to study academic and structural innovations that 
can serve to promote and support multi-stakeholder 
collaborative intermediation vehicles. 

   
 
Action case was then chosen as the most suitable research methodology for addressing the 
proposed objectives. Four different cases constituting a convenience sample of itdUPM 
intermediating action were studied. The author of this thesis has had a dedicated change agent 
role in all of them and they have enabled the elaboration of five research papers, which are 
detailed in Section 3.  
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Finally, using the ingredients of the four cases, the specific objectives of the research were 
addressed, and its derived conclusions are summarized in Section 4 of this document. 
 
 
2.3.- Methodological framework 
 
This research relies on an action-case methodology, a mixed approach combining interpretation 
and intervention, adequate when “investigating a sufficiently rich context with a focused 
research question and a framework of ideas to be tested” (Vidgen and Braa, 1997).  
 
Both methodologies are aimed to gain knowledge from a practical context and play an important 
role in theory contrasting and building within the context itself (Vidgen and Braa, 1997). On the 
one hand, a case study is typically used to investigate a contemporary phenomenon (‘the case’) 
in depth and within its real-world context. Because they are based on a variety of data sources, 
case studies offer rich empirical descriptions of particular instances of a phenomenon (Yin, 
1981). The methodology has also been identified as useful in unveiling complex cause-effect 
relationships that offer lessons for addressing the major substantive themes in a field (Yin, 
1992). Over the last decades, case studies have been used extensively in multiple fields, 
including: organizational theory (Galunic and Eisenhardt, 2001), education (Yazan, 2015; Yin, 
2017) and strategy and decision science (Mintzberg and Waters, 1982; Zelikow and Allison, 
1999). Their multi-disciplinary and cross-cutting nature thus makes them particularly suitable 
for exploring collaborative initiatives. Stott (2005) particularly advocates the use of case studies 
in analyzing multi-actor partnerships (Stott, 2005). As well as their use for descriptive purposes, 
case studies can also play an important role in theory building and testing as they are guided by 
theoretical constructs that have multiple levels of analysis and a focus on specific processes, 
actors or phenomena (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
 
On the other hand, action research is indicated to “gain knowledge through making deliberate 
interventions in order to achieve some desirable change in the organizational setting” (Vidgen 
and Braa, 1997). It also allows the hypothesis to be tested through practical experiments in an 
‘organizational laboratory’ (Coghlan, 2019), while being suitable simultaneously for theory 
building (Checkland, 1991).  
 
This doctoral research is also based on a collaborative research approach (Lieberman, 1986; 
Shani et al., 2007), that combines researchers acting as change agents in the case alongside 
external observers, all committed to creating “actionable scientific knowledge” (Coughlan and 
Coghlan, 2002). Next table, Table 3, details the researchers that have participated in this 
research and their role according to collaborative research patterns.  
 

Table 3: Research team of the doctoral research 

 

Researcher Affiliation Role Cases 

Jaime Moreno-Serna 
(J.M.S.) 

Doctoral researcher at 
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent I, II, III and IV 

Carlos Mataix (C.M.) Professor at Universidad 
Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent I, II, III and IV 

Teresa Sánchez-
Chaparro (T.S.C.) 

Professor at Universidad 
Politécnica de Madrid 
 

External observer I, II, III and IV 
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Wendy Purcell (W.P.) Academic Research Scholar at 
Harvard University and Emeritus 
Professor (U.K.) 

External observer I, III and IV 

Leda Stott (L.S.) Associate researcher of itdUPM External observer II 

Javier Mazorra 
Aguiar (J.M.A.) 

Post-doctoral researcher at 
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent II 

Ander Arzamendi 
(A.A.) 

Post-graduate researcher at 
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent II 

Ruth Carrasco-
Gallego (R.C.G.) 

Professor at Universidad 
Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent II 

Julio Lumbreras (J.L.) Professor at Universidad 
Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent III and IV 

Miguel Soberón 
(M.S.) 

Doctoral researcher at 
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 

Change agent III 

Olga Kordas (O.K.) Profesor at Royal Institute of 
Technology, KTH 

External observer IV 

 
In the next section, the methodology used in each specific case-study is provided, summarizing 
the main research objectives of each case study, how the evidence was collected, the framework 
employed for their analysis and the different research roles. In addition, Section 2.5 details the 
framework for the multi-case analysis of Section 4. 
 
 
2.4.- Case study selection 
 
The case studies have been carefully selected as a convenience sample of itdUPM that can be 
considered as an ‘extreme case’ (Eisenhardt, 1989; Pettigrew, 1988), i.e. a case of particular 
research interest, in which the process of interest is “transparently observable” (Pettigrew, 
1989). The selected initiatives constitute unique cases of a multi-stakeholder partnerships in 
terms of both the scope of the collaboration and the transformational impact they have 
achieved. They have a clear trajectory in terms of time from which useful perspectives on its 
formation can be obtained. Composed of multiple partners from different sectors, including 
companies, academia and public agents, all the cases have created rich and diverse collaborative 
ecosystems. Some of the cases have been recognized as good practices for multi-stakeholder 
collaboration by the United Nations such as the Alianza Shire (United Nations, 2019) and “El Día 
Después” (United Nations, 2021), and others such as Madrid Deep Demonstration, take part in 
pioneering European initiatives such as the Clean and Healthy Cities Deep Demonstration (EIT-
Climate KIC, 2019). 
 
The different cases thus provide rich analytical material for the case study analysis and are well-
suited to the research aim. Alongside this section, a brief description of them is provided to 
assist better understanding of the subsequent analysis.  
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2.4.1.- Case I: Master’s Program in Strategies and Technologies for Development - details 
 
The MSTD program acts as a sustainability interdisciplinary aggregator, involving 36 faculty 
across 10 different faculties, with more than a dozen departments and multiple engineering 
specializations at UPM represented, alongside faculty drawn from social sciences fields coming 
mainly from Universidad Complutense de Madrid. In addition, the MSTD program attracts a 
global student body, who have bachelor’s degrees in the fields of engineering, architecture or 
social sciences, with more than 20 countries represented, creating a rich multicultural and multi-
disciplinary peer-learning environment. Key to academic innovation, the MSTD is supported by 
about 40 partner organizations interacting with the program in different ways, for example, 
participating in delivery of lectures, contributing to the dissemination activities, and offering 
internships. The originality of the MSTD program in terms of content, design and learning 
approach goes beyond the application of innovative action-oriented pedagogical methods and 
the diversity of its ecosystem.  It serves to develop a unique purpose that seeks to foster long-
term societal impact and transformative learning at UPM. These features make MSTD a high 
demand degree program, being the third most popular Masters of UPM's specialization offer 
(out of a total of 97 degree programs). 
 
The promising outcomes of the MSTD and the shared purpose created among its faculty have 
encouraged the promotion of SDG-oriented transformative processes at UPM with the support 
of itdUPM and the governing bodies of the University.  Some examples of emergent change are 
the alignment of UPM’s research with the SDGs, facilitated through a process of 20 internal 
seminars and workshops in which more than 700 faculty from 140 research groups participated 
(Ezquerra-Lázaro et al., 2021).  UPM’s governing council committed to decarbonize the 
University campus by 2030 and achieve climate neutrality by 2040 and went on to mandate the 
inclusion of the SDGs in all subjects of all UPM degrees (Universidad Politécnica de Madrid, 
2021).  
 
The MSTD program attracts professionals from diverse organizations (public, private, NGO) to 
work with itdUPM by collaborating in teaching, providing data or cases to analyze in different 
subjects or hosting student interns.  In this way, trust was developed and the shared vision 
consolidated.  This relational capital has contributed to the generation of pioneering multi-actor 
partnerships in the Spanish and international sphere described below (Moreno-Serna et al., 
2020b), which in turn is increasing the long-term social impact of the Master’s program. 
 
 
2.4.2.- Case II: Alianza Shire - details 
 
The Alianza Shire was established in 2014 to develop innovative energy access solutions for 
those living in the refugee camps situated in the Shire region of northern Ethiopia where access 
to energy and lighting is limited and irregular. With a population numbering some 60,000 people 
in 2019, the refugees in these camps are mainly from Eritrea. In order to improve the access and 
quality of energy services to this refugee population, two private companies and a corporate 
foundation in the energy and lighting sector - Iberdrola, Signify and Acciona.org- joined forces 
with the Humanitarian Action Office of the Spanish Agency for International Development 
Cooperation (AECID) and the Innovation and Technology Centre at the Universidad Politécnica 
de Madrid (itdUPM). 
 
The diverse nature of the members is not accidental. Each of the three private sector 
representatives specializes in one or more areas of the energy and lighting sector, thus providing 
a broad and detailed knowledge base of the field. The role of these partners is focused on their 
capacity to shape innovative solutions to energy access challenges through the involvement in 
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the partnership of both selected specialists and executives. The AECID provides the institutional 
framework for the partnership, specialized knowledge in refugee protection, the support of the 
Spanish public sector and funds for its development. itdUPM, meanwhile, assumes a threefold 
role; firstly, as an academic institution, it provides the partnership with a large network of 
research experts and scholars; secondly, as a neutral forum, it assumes the role of partnership 
facilitator by curating the relations between members; and, thirdly, it works to ensure proactive 
project management and coordination.  
 
Members of the Alianza Shire have consistently advocated that co-created innovative solutions 
should be implemented in projects that serve to enhance the quality of life of both host and 
refugee communities. Adopting a continuous improvement approach, solutions are co-designed 
together with relevant stakeholders in the field –including final users– and, once implemented, 
their performance is monitored and improved. 
 
The Alianza Shire partners acknowledged the importance of developing projects that could be 
scaled-up by starting with interventions of a reduced dimension and a greater likelihood of 
success from the start. Between 2014 and 2017, a first Pilot Project was developed in one 
refugee camp. This prototype was aimed at demonstrating the potential of working in 
partnership to address energy challenges while also serving as a space for testing and improving 
innovative solutions and work methodologies.  
 
The positive outcomes arising from the Pilot Project indicated that the partnership had the 
potential to address complex problems. Findings were shared and discussed with 
representatives from international stakeholders such as the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), the European Union and various energy access networks and initiatives, 
including the Moving Energy Initiative and Safe Access to Fuel and Energy. Both the project 
results and positive feedback from these international organizations prompted members of the 
Alianza Shire to take the decision to scale up. The second phase of the project, co-funded by the 
European Union’s Emergency Trust Fund for Africa, started in 2018 and will be implemented by 
2022. The impacts of both the prototype and Phase II of the project can be consulted and 
compared in Table 2. 
The Alianza Shire’s work in Ethiopia has been accompanied by and coordinated with UNHCR 
which is invited to all the partnership’s Steering Committee meetings. Other key partners in the 
field include the Norwegian Refugee Council (the Alianza Shire’s implementing partner in the 
Pilot Project), ZOA (implementing partner in Phase II) and the Ethiopian Agency for Refugee & 
Returnee Affairs (ARRA) which is responsible for managing refugee camps in Ethiopia in 
collaboration with UNHCR. The involvement of these partners ensures the direct participation 
of refugee communities in the design and implementation of energy access solutions in the Shire 
camps. 

Table 4. Scaling up the impact: from prototype to project. 

Pilot project: The prototype Phase II: The project 

1 refugee camp 4 refugee camps and host communities 

8.000 refugees 
60,000 refugees 
17,000 people from the host community 

4 km of street lighting 
25 km of street lighting 
100% connection of Communal Services 
Connection of 450 private businesses 
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Pilot project: The prototype Phase II: The project 

Training of refugees 

Managerial training for the Ethiopian Electric Utility’s regional managers 
Technical training for the Ethiopian Electric Utility’s field staff 
Training of Trainers for Implementing Partner staff 
Training of refugees and host community  

Trained refugees working for 
NGO in the camps 

Trained refugees and host community included in Ethiopian Electric 
Utility structure 

Only on grid component (street 
lighting and electrical grid 
improvement) 

On grid in 4 camps + 1700 third generation Solar Home Systems (SHS)  
Creation of 6 micro-businesses owned by refugees and host community 
– in charge of the operation and maintenance of the SHS 

Total budget of 500.000 € 
(funds and in-kind 
contributions) 

Total budget of 4.700.000 € 
(funds and in-kind contributions) 

 

Today, due to the dedicated engagement of the five core members and the trust that has grown 

between them, the Alianza Shire has reached a stage of maturity. A space has been developed 

in which organizations with very different working cultures and backgrounds are able to 

collaborate in order to find innovative solutions to the complex problem of improving energy 

services for people who are forced to flee from their home countries and temporarily settle in 

refugee camps. Reaching this level of trust has taken four years and required a huge effort on 

the part of the facilitating entity as well as an important personal commitment from key 

representatives of the member organizations. The different stages of the Alianza Shire’s 

development can be seen in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3. Stages of the Alianza Shire. 

 
2.4.3.- Case III: El Día Después - details 
 
Created in March 2020,  “El Día Después” partnership (“The Day After” in English) was forged to 
frame a SDG-oriented response to the COVID-19 crisis. EDD was formed by four different 
organizations, namely Iberdrola, a global company in renewable energy; itdUPM, a public 
university innovation center; ISGlobal, a global health research center, and SDSN Spain, the 
Spanish node of the Sustainable Development Solutions Network. These four organizations had 
collaborated before in bilateral and multi-stakeholder projects but had not worked in this 
particular configuration and starting a partnership had not been on any of their agendas. The 
pandemic sparked a call to action for a deeper collaboration among their executives, based on 
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mutual trust and the common willingness to innovate in collaborative arrangements. This was 
materialized in the multi-stakeholder partnership that became known as EDD. 
 
The partnership started on 17 March 2020, with a first meeting among the four organizations. 
This first stage was characterized by strong interactions, focused on articulating the objective of 
the partnership—this being the opportunity to offer a collaborative response to the COVID-19 
crises based on the SDGs. This represents the partnership’s value proposition for EDD. The first 
public event presented the initiative on 25 March, when a call for collaboration of organizations 
to create an EDD Network was released, with the first meeting of the network held on 2 April. 
Just four days later, on 6 April, four communities had been created: Global Governance and 
Cooperation for Development; Cities; Health & Environment; Inequalities and New Economic 
Models. Each community comprised a core team of 10 people drawn from public and private 
decision-makers with civil society leaders. Communities were coordinated through one cross-
community meeting and one community-specific meeting per week. In addition, three virtual 
spaces were opened to help communities progress and amplify their impact: (i) Agora, a hybrid 
space for conversations and interpretation among actors with diverse sensibilities; (ii) 
Workshops, a co-design space for positioning on a topic with experts from a community, and (iii) 
CoLab, a mass interaction space for activation of collective intelligence through prototypes. 
Through virtual spaces, each community held its first public event to set the vision of the 
community and position the initiative in a specific response to the COVID-19 area of work. On 
25 May, once the communities had consolidated their direction of work and grown in number 
to approximately 20 members per community, which incidentally coincided with the start of the 
COVID-19 de-escalation and reopening process in Spain, the partnership progressed to the 
second stage of “maturity”. A transition process was then held to reorganize the internal team 
and better support communities in a mid-term scenario with two priorities: to consolidate trust 
and shared purpose within communities and to launch the first transformative actions. Since 
then, communities have focused on designing demonstration projects at scale, involving 
stakeholders and promoting cross-learning among projects. Figure 4 synthesizes the timeline of 
the different EDD steps. 
 

 
  

Figure 4: Timeline of the initial stages of “El Día Después”. 

 
EDD Partnership has mobilized and consolidated a broad ecosystem of people and organizations 
in a very short space of time, convened around a shared purpose of framing an SDG-oriented 
response to the COVID-19 crisis in Spain. More than 80 experts and decision-makers with very 
diverse political sensitivities are attending EDD Community meetings weekly and 50 public and 
private organizations are now part of the wider EDD Network. In addition, public events have 
caught the attention of citizens, many of whom are also now participating. Thus far, more than 
35,000 views have been reached at 13 public events and 150 experts have participated in three 
closed workshops. Outputs from the communities have served to introduce the possibilities that 
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the pursuit of the SDGs are relevant as a means to manage the COVID-19 recovery in Spain using 
a multi-stakeholder perspective. For example, outcomes to date include the development of 
policy papers on the case for universal basic income, contributions to the Joint Response of the 
COVID-19 Crisis of the Spanish Cooperation and the creation of a strategy for flattening the 
transport mobility demand curve in cities. In addition, the main four Spanish cities have launched 
an initiative supported by EDD, citiES2030, to accelerate the implementation in Spain of the 
European Mission of urban climate neutrality. Many international organizations have also 
shown interest in how EDD was framed, seeking to adapt this partnership model to their own 
context. Examples include national and international institutions such as Ibero-American 
General Secretariat (SEGIB), Uruguayan International Cooperation Agency (AUCI), the United 
Nations for Development Program (UNDP) and the Brazilian Institute for Development and 
Sustainability (IABS), among others. A summary of the EDD organizational model can be found 
in Figure 5 and details regarding illustrative early outcomes can be found in Appendix A of Article 
A2. 

 
Figure 5: Organizational model of “El Día Después”. 

 
 
2.4.4.- Case IV: Madrid Deep Demonstration details 
 
The metropolitan area of Madrid is one of the most populated in Europe, with more than 7 
million inhabitants. Madrid, as with other large cities in the world, faces profound sustainability 
challenges like air pollution or heat island effects that entail notable social and economic 
consequences (Khomenko et al., 2021; Santamouris, 2007). In recent years, various measures 
have led to a significant reduction in greenhouse gases (GHG), but the reduction scenarios with 
the current trend would not allow the city to meet its climate commitments (see Climate 
Neutrality Roadmap of Madrid, Appendix A of Article B2). 
 
In 2017, officials from the Environment Councilor’s Office of Madrid City Council (MCC) decided 
to explore a public-public partnership with the itdUPM. MCC sought to go beyond the classical 
planning tools they had at their disposal and create an innovative program to foster climate 
neutrality in Madrid, drawing on UPM’s expertise. This approach built upon previous UPM-MCC 
encounters, for example, disciplinary-based studies and contracts in areas like air pollution or 
urbanism. It also recognized the tangible and intangible assets that a university can mobilize in 
collaboration with the city that hosts it, such as specialized knowledge, possibilities for 
experimentation on university campuses, connection with youth, neutrality, legitimacy, and 
capacity to attract other public, private and social actors. 
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Almost simultaneously the EIT Climate-KIC (a European Commission innovation body) launched 
its strategy ‘Transformation in Time’, and Madrid joined the ‘Healthy and Clean Cities Deep 
Demonstration Program’, a European Union-funded strategy to accelerate climate neutrality in 
cities, shaped around the need to connect existing initiatives, fostering cross sectoral-learning 
and developing demand-led innovation programs (see Appendix A of Article B2). UPM, MCC, EIT 
Climate-KIC and its design partners (several organizations brought by EIT Climate-KIC providing 
specific innovation skills), and Ferrovial (a Spanish infrastructure multinational company) 
launched the Madrid Deep Demonstration (MDD) project, a multi-stakeholder partnership 
framed around the idea that local climate policies must be at the heart of collaborative action, 
directing innovation processes and enabling multi-stakeholder design and implementation (a 
detailed list of MDD’s core members can be found in Appendix B). Supported by a multi-
stakeholder facilitating team comprising personnel from all core members, MDD mobilizes a 
wide community of partners coming from academia, public administrations, private companies 
and civil society organizations that interact in the MDD ‘Experimentation Portfolio’ (see Figure 
6). 

 
Figure 6. Madrid Deep Demonstration organizational ecosystem. 

 
MDD relies upon the premise that a set of connected initiatives of sufficient scale in areas such 
as mobility, retrofit buildings or nature-based solutions, designed and implemented in a multi-
stakeholder manner, the Experimentation Portfolio, can accelerate implementation of the 
Madrid Climate Neutrality Roadmap. Thus, the functions of the MDD Experimentation Portfolio 
include: 
 

● Acting simultaneously in different city-system points that may accelerate climate 
neutrality through the connection of levers of change, such as culture and participation, 
place-based initiatives, governance, policy and regulation, finance and technology, 
linking these levers with an economic analysis of the decarbonization process that 
illustrates the most cost-effective measures. 

● Combining the redesign of existing municipal initiatives using transformational 
ingredients such as the multi-stakeholder approach, regulatory innovation, or inter-
sectoral connections, with the design, fundraising and execution of ex-novo Deep 
Demonstration projects. 

● Promoting a continuous learning process among the portfolio of initiatives and 
strengthening trust and partnering capacity among key urban stakeholders. 

 
Figure 7 outlines the successive stages undergone by MDD.  
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Figure 7. Timeline of ‘Madrid Deep Demonstration’ project. 

 
 
The Experimentation Portfolio of the MDD encompasses a set of more than 20 projects 
combining large municipal projects (see Appendix A of Article A2), such as the Metropolitan 
Forest where public-private collaboration is fundamental, with bottom-up initiatives such as 
citizen science experiences at elementary schools in southern Madrid. The portfolio also 
includes pre-existing actions, such as the UPM start-up accelerator that by joining the portfolio 
aligns with the challenges of climate neutrality in Madrid and connects with accelerators in other 
cities in Europe. Other initiatives pertaining to the portfolio are projects to promote regulatory 
innovation in Madrid Nuevo Norte, the largest urban development in Europe, 'Madrid 
Compensa 2.0', a public-private municipal emissions compensation mechanism, and art and 
culture programs promoted by the municipal center of modern art ‘Matadero’. 
   
 
2.5.- Case-study analysis 
 
Alongside this section the specific methodology used in each case study is provided, detailing 
the research objectives, how the evidence was collected, the framework employed for the 
analysis and the different research roles. 
 
2.5.1.- Case study I methodology: MSTD-itdUPM virtuous interactions  
 
The objectives of the study were threefold: 
 

● To analyze the three pillars of the case, namely: the academic innovation of the 
MSTD that served to foster a culture of collaborative work across disciplines at UPM; 
the structural innovations of the itdUPM that reinforced the MSTD, and the way in 
which both supported the creation of multi-stakeholder partnerships that 
generated impact in advancing transformational sustainability. 

● To articulate the competencies and learning approaches that underpinned the 
academic innovation of the MSTD that primed the establishment of the itdUPM. 

● To gain insights into the value created by societal impacts generated through the 
aforementioned partnerships. 
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To estimate the impact of the partnerships incubated within the MSTD and the support of 
itdUPM, the ‘theory of change’ was used (Brest, 2010).  This is a well-grounded framework, used 
extensively in development programs to better understand and quantify the direct contributions 
of a project and the indirect attributions of its further impacts (Zwart, 2017).  It distinguishes 
among: 
 

● Outputs: the direct delivery of a project, expressed in concrete products. 
● Outcomes: the direct benefits to a targeted community. 
● Impacts: the contribution to systemic goals, where there is an indirect attribution.    

 
Regarding the transformative learning practices through the MSTD, the learning outcomes are 
described using the significant-learning taxonomy proposed by Fink (Fink, 2013). The learning 
goals defined are aligned with the key competences for sustainable development in higher 
education identified by Lozano and colleagues (Lozano et al., 2017). The different teaching and 
learning strategies put in place are also given, being based upon three widely accepted 
approaches: interdisciplinarity (Cottafava et al., 2019); action-based learning (Lozano et al., 
2017), and multi-actor involvement (Iyer-Raniga and Andamon, 2016). 
 
The case study was undertaken between January 2019 and June 2020 and drew on the following 
sources of information: annual academic reports of MSTD (2018, 2019); self-evaluation reports; 
direct observation in the field (including attendance at classrooms sessions, final thesis 
dissertations, meetings of the academic committee of MSTD and participation in workshops); 
semi-structured interviews with teachers, students, alumni and MSTD partner organizations; key  
documents associated with the different partnerships activities (including project proposals, 
agreements, terms of references, contracts, internal regulations and norms, and reports).  
 
Two research team members (J.M.S. and C.M.) acted as change agents directly implicated in the 
case and two acted as external observers (T.S. and W.P.). The final analysis was refined through 
iterative work meetings among the authors of the study. 
 
 
2.5.2.- Case study II methodology: The Alianza Shire 
 
This study was conducted in two steps that resulted in two research papers: 
- Step 1: transformational characterization of the Alianza Shire (Paper A1) 
- Step 2: partnership foundational elements characterization through life cycle assessment 
(Paper A3) 
 
At step 1, the research focused primarily on the transformational character of the multi-
stakeholder partnership as well as on the role of an intermediary actor in fostering that character 
using the Collaborative Value Creation (CVC) as its theoretical framework (Austin and Seitanidi, 
2012a, 2012b).  
 
In order to simplify the different variables proposed by Austin and Seitanidi, and take into 
account the key organizational concerns encountered by the Alianza Shire’s facilitating team, 
four categories were created to link together those with clear connections: organizational 
engagement, resources and activities, partnership dynamics and impact (see Table 5).  
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Table 5. Categories used for analysis of the Alianza Shire 

 

Categories Original CVC framework variables 

Organizational engagement 
Level of engagement 
Importance to mission 
 

Resources and activities 

Type of resources 
Magnitude of resources 
Scope of activities 
Managerial complexity  
 

Partnership dynamics 

Interaction 
Trust 
Internal change 
 

Impact 

Co-creation of value 
Synergistic value 
Strategic value 
Innovation 
External system change 

 
In this first step, the study was developed by a team of six researchers, four of whom were 
directly involved in the Alianza Shire and part of the itdUPM facilitating team that supports it (J. 
M.S, C.M., J.M.A, A.A) and two acting as external observers (T.S., L.S.).  
 
The case study was conducted between September 5th and October 28th 2019 using the following  
sources of information: key documents associated with the different partnership activities 
(including project proposals, agreements, terms of references, contracts, internal regulations 
and norms, etc.), direct observation in the field (including attendance at meetings of the main 
governance bodies of the partnership: the Steering, Management and Communications 
Committees, and the Project Office, and open interviews with selected stakeholders. As this 
work focuses particularly on the intermediary role, those interviewed included current and 
former itdUPM members involved in the partnership in various capacities. Appendices A, B and 
C of Article A1 present brief descriptions of the different objects of analysis considered. 
 
Analysis of the information gathered was conducted via an assessment of the partnership 
according to the different variables of the CVC spectrum. This was carried out independently by 
six individuals who have been involved in the facilitation of the Alianza Shire at different times. 
These diverse perspectives were subsequently discussed and contrasted in a two-hour 
structured group meeting which led to a preliminary global assessment of the partnership 
agreed upon by all those interviewed. The assessment enabled the composition of an initial 
narrative for the case which was then completed through several iterative work meetings among 
the authors of the study. The final version was revised and validated by two key informants.  
 
Step 2 constituted a life cycle assessment aimed at characterizing the differential elements of 
the Alianza Shire model addressing the following research questions: 
 

● What catalytic elements are needed for a transformational multi-stakeholder refugee 
response partnership to emerge? 
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● What degree of multi-stakeholder diversity is the most appropriate for providing basic 
services and/or creating market opportunities in refugee camps? 

● What mechanisms can reinforce the transformational character of a multi-stakeholder 
refugee response partnership during the formation stage? 

● Are there actors that are particularly suited to the role of facilitation in multi-
stakeholder refugee response partnerships? 

 
Table 6 summarizes the principal elements of the initial stages of partnership-building as 
highlighted in literature. The different sub-stages identified were used to analyze the case. 
 
 

Table 6: Multi-stakeholder partnerships formation stages 

 

Scoping Making the contextual case for collaboration 
Identifying the challenge or gap as a first step, followed by the justification of the suitability of the 
partnership approach (De Souza Briggs, 2003; Selsky and Parker, 2005). 
 
Contextual analysis and identification of opportunities (Bryson et al., 2006). 
 
The need for a partnership broker, coordinator or facilitator (Tennyson, 2004; Pattberg and 
Widerberg, 2016; Horan, 2019). 
 
Identifying and selecting potential partners 
Assessment of complementary nature of partners and linked interests (Austin and Seitanidi, 
2012a). Analysis of risks and benefits, threads and opportunities of working together (Seitanidi and 
Crane, 2009; Tennyson, 2004). 
 
Assessing drivers, barriers and enablers 
Detailed assessment of joint drivers, barriers and enablers and at the level of each participating 
institution (Ellram and Edis, 1996; Selsky and Parker, 2005; Simatupang and Sridharan, 2005; 
Tuten and Urban, 2001). 

 

Initiating Establishing principles and ground rules for collaboration 
A way of building respect and trust among partners and cementing relationships over time 
(Crosby and Bryson, 2010; Lowndes and Skelcher, 1998; Tennyson, 2004). 
 
Refining objectives, goal setting and confirming resource contributions  
Consideration of scope and detailed objectives of the collaboration (Lambert et al., 1996; 
Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016; Selsky and Parker, 2005) 
 
Mapping compatibility between a partnership’s goals and other broader processes (SDGs, 
humanitarian issues, CSR, etc.)  (Pattberg and Widerberg, 2016; Selsky and Parker, 2005) 
 
Obtaining funding and matching resources to proposed activities (Caplan et al., 2007; Pattberg and 
Widerberg, 2016; Lambert et al. 1996)  

 
Setting up accountable structures and systems for working together 
Establishing suitable decision-making structures, forums and procedures (Fawcett et al. 2008; 
Letaifa, 2014) 
 
Clarity around roles and responsibilities and clear and simple internal and external information 
channels (Stott and Keatman, 2005; Tennyson, 2004). 
 
Signing a collaborative agreement (Bryson et al., 2006; Ellram and Edis, 1996; Glasbergen, 2011; 
Ring and Van de Ven, 1994; Wohlstetter et al., 2005). 
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Pilot 
project  

Practical first iteration 
Undertaking a specific initiative to remove forces that impede collaboration and assist in adopting 
an early scale-up strategy (Fawcett et al., 2012). 
 
New practices to be tested as a way of achieving meaningful results and building collaborative 
momentum (Fawcett et al., 2012, 2008; Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). 
 
Cementing partner connections by producing early tangible impacts (itdUPM, 2014). 

 
 
This study combined three data harvesting methods: i) action research with the four researchers 
involved in the facilitation of the Alianza Shire (J.M.S., C.M., R.C.G., J.M.A); ii) desk research 
involving an exhaustive analysis of Alianza Shire documentation (detailed in Appendix 1), 
technical reports prepared for the Spanish Development Agency (AECID) on the viability of 
establishing a multi-stakeholder partnership in the humanitarian context; applications for grants 
awarded to the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (UPM) and funding reports; internal 
procedures, documents on lessons learned from the Alianza Shire, and external assessments of 
its work; and,  iii) semi-structured interviews with Steering Committee members (conducted in 
2016) and a workshop with the Alianza Shire facilitation team (conducted in 2020). 
 
The research analysis uses the chronological lens detailed in Table 6 which examines partnership 
dynamics during the formation stage. Then, building upon the conceptualization of 
transformational partnership (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a), the identification of elements and 
moments that may enhance the transformational potential in a multi-stakeholder refugee 
response partnership. Complementary to the four researchers acting as change agents, other 
two (T.S., L.S.) contributed to the study as external observers. 
 
 
2.5.3.- Case study III methodology: El Día Después 
 
This study focused on the early development of the “El Día Después” (EDD). It sought to deepen 
the understanding of how partnerships contribute to addressing systemic change. Attention was 
given to how the partnership was formed and rapidly progressed to effective and impactful 
working at scale and the ingredients that yielded its transformational capacity. The formation 
and working model of EDD was examined through the lens of the aforementioned frameworks: 
the partnership lifecycle phases model (Stott and Keatman, 2005) (see Table 6) and the 
collaborative value creation model (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 2012b). 
 
This investigation was conducted by six researchers, four of whom participating in EDD working 
teams (J.M.S., C.M., J.L., M.S.) and the other two acting as external observers (T.S., W.P.). The 
case study was conducted from March to July 2020 and used the following sources: key 
documentation related to several partnership activities (including project proposals, terms of 
references, working documents, etc.); direct observation in the field (including attendance at 
EDD team meetings, EDD Communities meetings, virtual workshops and seminars, etc.) and 
open interviews with selected stakeholders. The EDD partners’ representatives revised and 
validated the final version of this case study. 
 
 
2.5.4.- Case study IV methodology: Madrid Deep Demonstration 
 
The objectives of this study consisted of: 
 



 

26 
 

● To introduce and characterize a specific type of intermediary arrangement and discuss 
the way it is adapted to a context of urban transition. 

● To provide practical insights regarding the way this kind of collaborative arrangement 
could be implemented in practice. 

● To contribute to the work around the role of universities as important change agents for 
sustainability transitions. 

 
The MDD study was articulated around the three levels of analysis proposed by systems theory 
(Checkland, 1991): macro, meso and micro levels. 
 
The research was undertaken between September 2020 through to June 2021. Triangulated 
sources of materials used in the study include relevant documentation, semi-structured 
interviews and direct observation. A full set of MDD internal documentation and key contextual 
reports has been analyzed. Researchers had direct access to documentary sources, being co-
authors of some of them. Direct inquiry of MDD participants was undertaken through: i) an 
internal survey directed to 15 MDD participants centered on micro level/individual issues such 
as the working climate, personal motivations or perceived challenges; ii) three semi-structured 
interviews to MCC, EIT Climate KIC and UPM representatives centered on meso 
level/organizational issues such as governance, inter-organizational collaboration and the MDD 
organizational design; and iii) a workshop (held virtually) about MDD’s vision, narratives and 
other macro level/contextual factors. Details of the documentation and extracts from the 
interviews and workshop are provided in Appendix C. In addition, three research team members 
(J.M.S., T.S.C., C.M.) periodically attended MDD coordination and strategy co-design meetings. 
The final analysis was refined through iterative work meetings among the authors of the study. 
 
Four of the researchers (J.M.S., T.S.C., J.L., C.M.) were directly involved in the MDD case seeking 
to reflect on its performance and consolidate learnings from an academic point of view that may 
contribute to improving MDD impact. The other two researchers (W.P., O.K.) joined the team to 
provide external insights and contrasts from their own experience in multi-stakeholder 
arrangements: university/city council/private sector collaborations (W.P.); coordinating the 
urban transition flagship initiative in Sweden ‘Viable Cities’ (O.K.).  
 
 
2.6.- Framework for the multi-case analysis 
 
Based on the comprehensive literature review detailed in Section 1.2, a number of features for 
collaborative arrangements highly relevant to systemic SDG-oriented transformations are 
proposed, and that would incarnate a particular type of intermediary actor analyzed in detail 
along Section 4: the Systemic Collaborative Platform (SCP): 
 

● Operation according to an external mandate with a long-term and systemic 
sustainability focus (Agenda 2030). This is equivalent to adopting a mission-oriented 
approach (Mazzucato, 2018), participating in several co-evolving transition paths, as 
opposed to being engaged with a particular transition or technological innovation. It 
also implies that the purpose is long-term and decoupled from possibly changing 
political orientations. The intermediation is then systemic in the sense used by Hodson 
et al. (2013) (i.e., connection with a systemic non-context bound transformation 
agenda) (Hodson et al., 2013). The role of the SCP is also systemic in the sense implied 
by Kanda et al. (2020), in particular, it conducts intermediation functions at systemic 
level 3 (Kanda et al., 2020), connecting actors, networks and networks of networks with 
institutional change processes, such as the SDG agenda.  
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● Focus on public policies and link to a concrete public administration. Transformation of 
public policies is a key element for sustainability transitions (at least in the European 
context) as they are an essential part of current regimes. The public administration is 
then considered here as a ‘challenge owner’ and the collaboration efforts are 
particularly addressed to helping administrations elaborate and implement an inclusive 
agenda for policy transformation. More particularly, the intermediary helps public 
administrations to incorporate into public policies sustainability innovations that have 
already gone through the pre-development, exploration and embedding phases, thus 
contributing to creating a new regime – the transition. The intermediary can then be 
considered as a regime-based intermediary according to Kivima’s classification (Kivima, 
2019), acting at the stabilization phase of the transition (Rotmans et al., 2001; Van der 
Brugge and Rotmans, 2007). 
 

● Comprehensive scope. This implies that to become an inclusive space, incorporating the 
most relevant actors in the system and providing or orchestrating services are 
addressed at both the supply- and demand-side of the innovation process. This 
somewhat contradicts Mignon and Kanda’s (2018) advice regarding choosing a 
particular focus and poses certain difficulties (Mignon and Kanda, 2018). It implies an 
ability to develop loose coupling and coordinate other intermediary actors. 
 

● Focus on collaboration by creating a multi-stakeholder platform; it is then both an 
intermediary organization and a multi-stakeholder partnership (Hamann and April, 
2013) that articulates a common sustainability vision among the intermediated actors 
and networks. This is essential, as the SDGs establish common global goals or missions, 
but the roadmap linked to the agenda must be locally interpreted and co-created. In 
fostering collaboration, attention must be paid to the organizations and individuals 
participating in the arrangement. 

 
An analytical framework is proposed (see Figure 8), including key functional elements of these 
SCPs at three heuristic levels (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012b; Bögel et al., 2019):  
 

● Macro-level: the socio-technical system, comprising the most relevant actors and 
institutions. Institutions as used here are socially constructed norms and beliefs that 
provide stability and meaning to social life; they comprise regulative, normative and 
cultural-cognitive elements, together with associated resources and activities, which 
guide behavior and resist change (Scott, 2014). 
 

● Meso-level: organizations and groups. 
 

● Micro-level: individual and personal level. 
 
The macro level covers the three first features enunciated above: external mandate, focus on 
public policies, and comprehensive in scope. The meso and micro levels cover different key 
aspects related to creating an appropriate collaborative environment. 
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Figure 8. Analytical framework for the study. 

 
 
This research identifies key functional elements that SCPs need to incorporate in connection to 
the efficiency and performance of sustainability transitions in a particular context. Efficiency 
refers to the ability of SCPs to help attract resources, increase visibility, bring in new actors and 
initiatives or minimizing tensions among multiple competing actors or intermediaries (Kanda et 
al., 2020; Mignon and Kanda, 2018; Nagorny-Koring et al., 2018). Performance is considered here 
along two dimensions: 
 

●   an external dimension which, following Hamann and April (2013), comprises two 
variables: effectiveness (capacity for achieving the intended objectives, i.e., long-
term systemic change towards sustainability) and legitimacy (whether the 
arrangement is fair, inclusive and accountable); 

●    an internal dimension which refers to the co-created value generated through multi-
stakeholder collaboration (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 2012b). To conceptualize 
this dimension, we rely on Austin and Seitanidi’s Collaborative Value Creation 
framework (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 2012b), which includes such aspects as the 
strategic value, innovation and the synergistic value created for the participant 
organizations. 

 
In Section 4, using a multi-case approach, the proposed SCP construct is analyzed as well as its 
key constituent functional elements, how they relate to the efficiency and efficacy variables 
highlighted, the challenges and potential risks that it may face. Furthermore, aware of the 
convening potential of universities (Birch et al., 2013; Ehlenz, 2018; Mataix et al., 2017; 
Radinger-Peer et al., 2021), the role of HEIs in helping to create, nurture and sustain SCPs is 
explored. 
 
 
3.- Publications 
 
This section summarizes the research articles issued in this doctoral research. Three of them 
meet the requirements established in the regulation from the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 
(UPM) to obtain a PhD and conform the articles compendium. The other two constitute 
complementary research articles that still do not meet the UPM requirements but provide 
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fundamental elements for the analysis and conclusions of this research. Full versions of all the 
articles are provided in Section 6. 
 
 
3.1.- Articles that conform the PhD compendium 
 
3.1.1.- Article A1: “Transformational collaboration for the SDGs: the Alianza Shire’s work to 
provide energy access in refugee camps and host communities” 
 
Abstract: The potential for achieving transformation through partnerships is central to the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. However, information on experiences that explore the 
processes that might generate systemic change is generally lacking. This article uses the 
Collaborative Value Creation (CVC) framework to analyze the transformational prospects of the 
Alianza Shire, the first multi-stakeholder partnership for humanitarian action in Spain. The 
partnership, which aims to develop innovative energy access solutions in refugee camps situated 
in the Shire region of northern Ethiopia is assessed from its creation in 2014 to the present with 
regard to four key partnership features: organizational engagement, resources and activities, 
partnership dynamics and impact. Our findings suggest that while the CVC framework is a useful 
tool for analyzing the evolution of a partnership to a transformative phase, additional 
information is required on the important role played by a partnership facilitator in assisting this 
process. This inquiry aims to build upon the CVC analysis by identifying and addressing some of 
the barriers faced by the Alianza Shire and other partnerships in attaining transformational 
outcomes and proposing two key enablers that can assist progression towards this: a facilitating 
organization that ensures the creation of collaborative shared value and an aspirational strategy 
for achieving significant systemic change. 
 
Published on 10 January 2020 in “Sustainability” (JCR Q2 journal). 
 
Citation: Moreno-Serna, J.; Sánchez-Chaparro, T.; Mazorra, J.; Arzamendi, A.; Stott, L.; Mataix, 
C. Transformational Collaboration for the SDGs: The Alianza Shire’s Work to Provide Energy 
Access in Refugee Camps and Host Communities. Sustainability 2020, 12, 539. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12020539  
 
 
3.1.2.- Article A2: “Catalyzing Transformational Partnerships for the SDGs: Effectiveness and 
Impact of the Multi-Stakeholder Initiative El día después” 
 
Abstract: Partnerships are essential to delivering the transformational change demanded by the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and essential to achieving Agenda 2030. It is therefore 
necessary to strengthen the partnering capacity of different types of organizations so they can 
collaborate in multi-stakeholder partnerships. However, partnership working can be costly in 
terms of time and other resources and is complex. Given the urgency and importance of 
sustainable development, illustrated by the recent pandemic and social unrest around inequity, 
we focused on the creation of a partnership that became effective quickly and was able to 
deliver societal impact at scale. Using a case study approach, the transformational potential and 
the early stages of “El día después” (in English, “The day after”) were analyzed as it represents 
a multi-stakeholder partnership forged to frame an SDG-oriented collaborative response to the 
COVID-19 crisis in Spain. El día después is defined as a partnership incubator, a space where 
public administrations interact under conditions of equivalence with all the other stakeholders, 
where private companies can link their innovation processes to other SDG-committed actors 
and social needs and where the academic sector can participate in a sustained dialogue oriented 
to the action. Our findings reveal that in order to catalyze the co-creation process and achieve 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su12020539
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systemic change through a set of connected multi-stakeholder initiatives, a very flexible 
collaborative arrangement is required, with all partners acting as facilitators. In this way, a solid 
interdisciplinary team is created, united around a shared vision, with trust-based relationships 
and a common identity fueling impact-oriented projects targeted to advance the SDGs. 
 
Published on 3 September 2020 in “Sustainability” (JCR Q2 journal). 
 
Citation: Moreno-Serna, J.; Purcell, W.M.; Sánchez-Chaparro, T.; Soberón, M.; Lumbreras, J.; 
Mataix, C. Catalyzing Transformational Partnerships for the SDGs: Effectiveness and Impact of 
the Multi-Stakeholder Initiative El día después. Sustainability 2020, 12, 7189. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12177189  
 
 
3.1.3.- Article A3: “Feedback loops and facilitation: Catalyzing transformational multi-
stakeholder refugee response partnerships” 
 
Abstract: Global policies such as the recent ‘Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework’ call 
for a profound transformation in refugee response. To this end, collaboration with non-
traditional humanitarian actors, particularly the private sector has been advocated. The 
application of new multi-stakeholder partnerships that transcend traditional dyadic 
relationships have been commended by practitioners for their ability to create stable services 
and markets in refugee camps. However, the adaptation of multi-stakeholder partnership 
models to the novelties of refugee response and the dynamics among partners in these complex 
arrangements requires more attention. This paper explores how the creation and development 
of multi-stakeholder partnerships can maximize the transformational potential of collaboration 
for refugee response, ensure the stakeholder diversity needed to provide basic services on a 
stable basis, and provide a facilitation function that supports the partnership. Using an action-
case methodology, the focus of the article is on the Alianza Shire, Spain’s first multi-stakeholder 
partnership for humanitarian action, which was established to provide energy to refugee camps 
and host communities in refugee camps in northern Ethiopia. Our findings suggest that i) the 
active participation of aid agencies in the co-creation process of a multi-stakeholder partnership 
may increase the transformational potential of refugee response, ii) feedback loops and the 
consolidation of internal learning are essential practices for the effective management of 
complex multi-stakeholder partnerships, and iii) the facilitator plays a critical and underexplored 
role in refugee response collaborative arrangements. In addition, sustainability-oriented 
university centers may possess a particular capacity for nurturing the transformational potential 
of multi-stakeholder refugee response partnerships by generating ‘safe spaces’ that foster trust-
building, providing a cross-sector ‘translation’ service, and affording the legitimacy and expert 
knowledge required to conduct learning processes. We believe that the theoretical and practical 
implications of our research may contribute to the effective fulfilment of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, specially, SDG7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) and SDG17 (Partnership for 
the Goals). 
 
Published on 22 October 2021 in “Sustainability” (JCR Q2 journal). 
 
Citation: Moreno-Serna, J.; Sánchez-Chaparro, T.; Sott, L.; Mazorra, J.; Carrasco-Gallego, R.; 
Mataix, C. Feedback loops and facilitation: Catalyzing transformational multi-stakeholder 
refugee response partnerships. Sustainability 2021, 13, 11705. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132111705   
 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su12177189
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132111705
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3.2.- Complementary research publications 
 
3.2.1.- Article B1: “Driving transformational sustainability in a university through structural 
and academic innovation: a case study of a public university in Spain” 
 
Abstract: Higher education institutions (HEIs) are increasingly engaged in the urgent and 
important work involved in the global transition towards sustainable development. They are 
potentially well suited to address key challenges, being as they are knowledge and talent 
‘factories’. Beyond their educational mission, HEIs are particularly well placed to convene other 
actors as well as enable the conscious collision of disciplines in pursuit of solutions. However, 
academic programs that ostensibly focus on sustainability are in fact too narrow in scope and 
can stand isolated. The academic custom disciplinary and organizational silos can also 
exacerbate the intellectual and structural difficulties to fuller immersion in sustainability by the 
academy.  Using a case-study approach, we examine an academic innovation (Master’s Program 
in Strategies and Technologies for Development), and a structural innovation (Innovation and 
Technology for Development Centre, itdUPM), two discrete change agency initiatives at 
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid. Going on to explore the interactions between the Master’s 
and itdUPM, the case identifies how the latter structural innovation as a supporting structure 
enables the development of transformational sustainability at the university-level, generating 
long-term societal impacts through a transformative learning. Our findings suggest that pan-
institutional inter-disciplinary sustainability-oriented programs may serve as a powerful lever 
for HEIs to contribute to sustainability challenges, representing vehicles for effecting change 
within an institutional context. Nevertheless, academic innovation is considered a necessary 
condition, but is not sufficient alone. The case shows that the innovation processes must go 
beyond the borders of educational programs to promote changes in the internal structure of 
universities and new multi-stakeholder ecosystems. They may furnish learning and research 
opportunities for students and staff, and income generating activities for universities.  However, 
to keep this “virtuous loop” active at HEIs, innovative intermediate structures such as itdUPM 
are required to cultivate trust capital and foster value creation. 
 
Accepted on 12 July 2021 in “Advances on Engineering Education” (Scopus Q1 journal). Pending 
doi attribution. 
  
 
3.2.2.- Article B2: “Systemic multi-stakeholder collaboration as an enabler of the transition 
towards climate neutral cities in Europe: the case of the Madrid Deep Demonstration project” 
 
Abstract: The ‘European Mission for climate neutral and smart cities’ is calling all societal actors 
to place local public policies at the center of collaborative strategies to achieve climate neutrality 
in 100 European cities by 2030. Studies of sustainability transitions of urban transformations 
recognize the importance of being able to replicate sustainable solutions locally, strengthening 
connections among stakeholders and spreading sustainable alternatives to the wider public. 
Intermediary actors, as facilitators of sustainability transitions, serve to foster inter-
organizational collaboration and have been proposed as key players in the context of new 
governance approaches. However, their functions and empirical influence on public policies has 
yet to be fully elaborated. Here a specific type of intermediary has been conceptualized, which 
we term a ‘Systemic Collaborative Arrangement’ (SCA). The features of a SCA are that it focuses 
on multi-stakeholder collaboration for public policy development, operating at both a systemic 
level and a city scale, and is linked to a key actor in the regime (e.g., a city council). Further, it 
operates in accord with an external mandate over the long-term, i.e. the pursuit of systemic 
sustainability as in Agenda 2030, and seeks to be comprehensive and inclusive in scope, i.e., 
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incorporating the most relevant actors in the system. Using an action-case methodology, the 
multi-stakeholder arrangement set up to accelerate the design and implementation of Madrid’s 
Climate Neutrality Roadmap, entitled the ‘Madrid Deep Demonstration project’, was used to 
provide practical insights regarding performance of a SCA and the way it was implemented in 
practice. Our findings reveal how the SCA contributes to articulation of a shared mandate among 
city actors and through sensemaking help foster multi-stakeholder-framed public policy 
development. In addition, the efficiency and effectiveness of a targeted transition was enhanced 
by the SCA in attracting, aligning and managing a wide and diverse organizational ecosystem 
through distributed facilitation, collaborative leadership and continuous learning among the 
participants. 
 
Article under revision process. 
 
 
4.- Discussion 
 
4.1.- Results discussion 
 
This section explores the application of the proposed SCP construct to the context of the multi-
stakeholder intermediary arrangements promoted by the itdUPM using a multi-case (see 
Methodology section), namely the Alianza Shire, El Día Después (EDD), and the Madrid Deep 
Demonstration (MDD). The case of the interactions between the MSTD and the itdUPM provided 
transversal ingredients to better understand the role of HEIs within the SCP construct. Practical 
insights regarding the way this kind of collaborative arrangement could be implemented in 
practice are provided following the analysis levels and their features described in Section 2.4 
and summarized in Table 7. The focus of the analysis is centered around the functional 
similarities of the cases. 
 

Table 7: levels and features of the Systemic Collaborative Platform 
 

Levels Features 

Macro level Common mandate to cultivate shared purpose 

Multi-stakeholder public policy focus 

Comprehensive scope and stakeholder integration 
 

Meso level Synergistic resources and activities 

Collaborative partnership dynamics 

Organizational engagement 
 

Micro level Facilitation profile 

Collaborative leadership 

Learning mechanisms 
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4.1.1.- Systemic Collaborative Platform macro-level analysis  
 
4.1.1.1- A common mandate to cultivate shared purpose 
 
4.1.1.1.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
The Alianza Shire represents a front-run contribution from the Spanish Aid to the 
Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF), the most recent United Nations agenda 
to address the refugee crisis. Access to energy in refugee camps is one of the leading areas to 
implement the CRRF (Rosenberg-Jansen and Haselip, 2021), and the basis for international 
initiatives such as the Clean Energy Challenge and the Global Plan of Action for Sustainable 
Energy Solutions in Situations of Displacement. These agendas are promoting holistic 
approaches to energy access in refugee camps using multi-stakeholder collaboration (Huber and 
Mach, 2019) to foster more inclusive planning (Rosenberg-Jansen et al., 2019) in an integrated 
manner, developing energy solutions that encompass the different needs of users (UNHCR, 
2019), and to shape market-based strategies (Boodhna et al., 2019; Franceschi et al., 2014; 
Pascucci, 2021). In spite of these calls, however, a collaborative approach to energy access for 
refugees has been hampered by lack of practical experience in this field and limited theoretical 
guidance on how to orchestrate the diversity of actors necessary for moving from a product 
provision focus to one of service provision (Bellanca, 2014). 
 
In the case of the Alianza Shire, the complex tailored approach that was adopted for the 
partnership to integrate the aforementioned holistic approach required the involvement of a 
diverse range of actors to enable good coverage of all the services deployed in energy supply, 
bringing different resources with complementary nature (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012b). Rather 
than a single private sector partner, three businesses were chosen with expertise in different 
areas of service coverage. They included Iberdrola, a Spanish energy company with extensive 
experience of power generation and grid maintenance; Signify, a leader in lighting solutions; and 
the corporate foundation Acciona.org, which had successful experience of implementing 
innovative business models supplying energy to hard-to-reach households in Latin America. In 
addition to the AECID and itdUPM, these partners were also joined by UNHCR which participated 
as a key stakeholder (see Appendix B of Article A3). 
 
At the same time, careful attention was placed in choosing people with the capacity to embed 
the partnership and its work within their respective institutions (Huxham and Vangen, 2000). To 
do this, itdUPM and the AECID drew upon previous connections that had been established 
between individuals and teams within the different organizations, particularly through previous 
projects and a Master’s program in Development Strategies and Technologies involving itdUPM 
(Moreno-Serna et al., 2021). These bonds were to provide the basis for strong and mutually 
supportive working relationships as the Alianza Shire developed its work.    
 
As part of its intermediary functions, itdUPM positioned in the early stages of the Alianza Shire 
the need for agreement on a set of core principles for partners as a starting point for their work 
together, instead of developing a fixed and linear strategy. While many authors stress the 
importance of “defining guiding principles, ground rules for working together [and] overall 
strategies for action” (De Souza Briggs, 2003), the focus of these tends to be on internal tenets 
for working together such as equity, transparency and mutual benefit among partners 
(Tennyson, 2004). In the case of the Alianza Shire, however, the focus of partner principles was 
outward-looking, with emphasis on the achievement of an early tangible impact that would 
influence broader change processes. The principles that partners agreed upon included: 
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● Transformational mindset: the partnership was not a philanthropic initiative. Its aim was 
to promote broad change derived from practical action combining different partner 
capabilities. Potential for co-creation with private sector partners would rely on 
knowledge and skills rather than traditional resource contributions such as finance. 

● Prototyping: an iterative logic that emphasized knowledge and learning would be 
promoted by a pilot project as the first joint initiative of the partnership.  

● Grounded solutions: the first technical activities would focus on achieving solid impact 
through electrical grid improvement rather than other ‘attractive’ but risky solutions. 

● No public communication before achievement of concrete results: until tangible results 
had been produced there would be no external communication on the work of the 
partnership. 

 
4.1.1.1.B.- The El Día Después case 
 
The formation stage of EDD was characterized by strong interactions, focused on articulating 
the objective of the partnership: having the opportunity to offer a collaborative response to the 
COVID-19 crises based on the SDGs. The managers of staff involved and their teams were aware 
from the first days of the COVID-19 confinement in Spain that it could have a dramatic effect on 
society and understood the necessity to react quickly. This created a shared purpose among 
partners together with a sense of urgency. The main objective for EDD was to influence the de-
escalation and recovery process, leaning on the pillars of the 2030 Agenda of collaboration and 
transformation. 
 
EDD’s purpose of “offering an infrastructure within which different stakeholders involved in the 
response to COVID-19 can deploy their potential to collaborate” can be framed as a complex 
problem. Consequently, a preliminary outcome was not defined. EDD was structured through 
four different but complementary communities. Its driving groups, made up of around 20 
renowned professionals from academia, private companies, public administration and civil 
society, identified issues of shared interest and tangible opportunities for action from a multi-
stakeholder and evolutionary perspective. For example, the Cities Community identified 
sustainable mobility as one of its main themes and, within it, promoted various initiatives to 
flatten the transport demand curve in the reopening of several Spanish cities (Madrid, 
Barcelona, Seville, Valencia, Santa Cruz de Tenerife, Las Palmas de Gran Canaria and Palma de 
Mallorca). Besides, this community has promoted the creation of citiES2030, an initiative that 
fosters the climate city contracts in Spain. Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia and Sevilla have already 
signed their climate city pre-contracts with the Spanish Ministry of Ecological Transition 
(citiES2030, 2021). 
 
EDD’s main objective was to accelerate systemic changes by bringing policymakers closer to 
scientists, industry and civil society. To do this, instead of following a linear logic supported by 
project planning aimed at achieving pre-established results, EDD used an evolutionary logic with 
a series of fundamental elements that will be explored further on: connecting strategic 
initiatives and people, sharing learnings incorporating “problem owners” from the start and 
having ambition for scale. 
 
4.1.1.1.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
The main purpose of MDD is to help the city of Madrid internalize the European Mission for 
climate neutral and smart cities (European Commission, 2020b). Indeed, as the mandate to act 
remains with the incumbent local authorities and actors, global sustainability agendas must be 
translated into cohesive locally owned sustainable development strategies (Persson et al., 2016). 
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In the case of Madrid, this internalization process has been articulated through a collaborative 
process aiming at the development of a Madrid Climate Neutrality Roadmap (see Appendix A).  
 
The Madrid Climate Neutrality Roadmap, issued in March 2021, translates the commitment of 
the city council to a set of concrete targets (linked with a direct and indirect emissions 
inventory): reducing GHG emissions by 65% (compared to 1990 levels) before 2030 and 
achieving climate neutrality by 2050. The roadmap has an evolutionary nature as it defines 
priority action areas to achieve climate neutrality based on sustainable mobility, services and 
buildings, and nature-based solutions, with emphasis placed on the strategy to address these 
areas through collaborative and multi-stakeholder arrangements rather than fixing on a 
concrete set of measures. It also includes economic analyses evidencing a balance that brings 
economic benefits (negative net cost) and a return on investment of more than 50% in the long 
term, driven not only by the direct savings produced but also by other co-benefits (e.g., health). 
  
MDD supported the elaboration of the roadmap in various ways. In the first place, it provided a 
context of collaborative multi-stakeholder design to identify priorities and transformational 
levers (see Appendix A). This was made possible through a series of five co-design workshops 
where three councilors, 20 MCC officials, 15 researchers from UPM, seven representatives of 
private companies and civil society organizations, and 15 members of the EIT Climate-KIC and 
its design partners participated. The municipal center of art, Matadero, played a significant role 
in hosting the majority of the sessions. Three Matadero representatives joined MDD from the 
beginning to connect art and culture in the co-creation process, creating a permanent structure 
at Matadero, the “Mutant Institute of Environmental Narratives” that is included in the MDD 
Experimentation Portfolio (see Appendix A).  
 
The design process enabled the development of an integrated narrative that links emission 
reductions to social priorities (equity and/or health) shared by the main incumbent actors, 
particularly all MCC departments linked to the relevant priority areas. For this endeavor, an 
interdepartmental team at MCC was created; the “Climate Group” that gathers more than 40 
city officials from the main MCC governing areas (Economy, Innovation and Employment, 
International Relationships, Urban Development, Treasury, Environment, Culture and Health). 
The Roadmap and the Climate Group set up the grounds for developing or reinforcing horizontal 
coordination mechanisms among incumbent MCC departments within different hierarchical 
silos.  
 

 

4.1.1.2.- Multi-stakeholder public policy focus 
 
4.1.1.2.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
The Alianza Shire demand-led approach (Mahroum and Al-Saleh, 2013; Miles and Rigby, 2013) 
which involves a public policy owner in a co-creation process aligns neatly with some of the new 
trends in SDG implementation based on multi-stakeholder collaboration (Mazzucato, 2019, 
2018). In this regard, it is worth noting that the impact of such arrangements may extend beyond 
the partnership itself as some of the transformational ingredients may permeate aid agency 
operations by, for example, supporting refugee assistance through knowledge transfer, service 
supply and market access (Pascucci, 2021; Tomasini, 2018). While aid agencies have developed 
strong cultural barriers that hinder knowledge-based and collaborative approaches (Easterly, 
2002; Ryan and Walsh, 2004), flagship partnerships such as the Alianza Shire may encourage 
more advanced multi-stakeholder policies in aid agencies and assist in breaking down silos 
among them (Thomas, 2017). In the case of the Alianza Shire, this initiative greatly influenced 
the new AECID multistakeholder partnerships guidelines (AECID, 2021). 
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Because the Alianza Shire opted for a comprehensive approach which conceived energy delivery 
as a service, the Steering Committee channeled a multi-level coordination space that integrates 
the main stakeholders at the Spanish level (such the three multinational companies that 
contributed complementary skills such as energy generation, grid maintenance, lightning and 
business models; the AECID which provided an institutional framework and specialized 
knowledge in refugee protection, and the itdUPM, bringing a facilitation function), the 
international level (UNHCR having the mandate of refugee protection at the global level) and 
the Ethiopian national and local level (with international NGOs such as ZOA and NRC that 
support local operational capacities, the Ethiopian Agency for Refugee & Returnee Affairs and 
the local UNHCR camp’s coordinators).  
 
Implementing early demonstrative projects allows new practices to be tested and can assist in 
achieving meaningful results and the building of collaborative momentum (Fawcett et al. 2008; 
Fawcett et al. 2012; Ring and Van de Pen, 1994). In line with their focus on experimentation in 
order to obtain tangible results, and with funding from the AECID to carry out the 
implementation of a pilot project, partners in the Alianza Shire worked between January 2016 
and May 2017 to improve energy access for 8,000 refugees from the Adi Harush camp, following 
the priorities of the AECID Humanitarian Office. This contributed to a 60% reduction in incidents 
such as night burglaries, a reduction in the collection of firewood for cooking of 1,500 tons per 
year, an annual reduction of 2,000 tons in CO2 emissions and an annual economic saving of 
30,000€ in diesel for camp operators (see Appendix A Article A1). 
 
The pilot project sought to avoid a ‘welfare approach’ by focusing on respect for the dignity of 
the communities using the products and services developed by the partnership, and endorsing 
the humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, independence and universality, 
following the Alianza Shire core principles. itdUPM also sought to position experimentation as 
central to this initiative by encouraging partners to test and systematize operational processes 
and ways of working together so that the internal visions and institutional cultures of the 
different partners were aligned.  
 
As well as covering technological and operational aspects, lessons from the pilot project also 
included organizational and partnership perspectives. This learning from practice was regarded 
as essential for scaling up the pilot project, sharing lessons with the international community 
regarding potential applicability in other contexts, and attracting the necessary resources for 
subsequent stages of the partnership’s work. Some of the lessons identified included the need 
for close study of the partnership’s operational context; attending to infrastructure 
maintenance with an on-site maintenance team of trained refugees and local technicians in 
order to guarantee durability; prioritization of livelihood strategies and income generating 
activities through activities such as mentoring, training and creation of employment 
opportunities; and, involvement and coordination of stakeholders and local partners through an 
energy coordination group for the Shire refugee camps. In addition to the importance of drawing 
upon both financial and in-kind resources such as knowledge, skills, human resources, capacities 
and contacts, acknowledgement of the time required for building the partnership was noted. 
 
In May 2017, findings from the pilot project were shared with a range of international 
stakeholders (including UNHCR, the European Union and energy access networks and initiatives 
such as the Moving Energy Initiative). As a result, as well as an assessment of the relevance of 
the Alianza Shire’s work, the design of next steps and the consolidation of relationships, funding 
was obtained from the European Union’s Emergency Trust Fund to scale up the pilot project to 
four refugee camps and reach more than 40,000 people between 2018-2022.  
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4.1.1.2.B.- El Día Después case 
 
To effect actions from the collective endeavors, committed policymakers were included from 
the beginning in the EDD communities. These translators working in innovative, dynamic, 
flexible and diverse multi-stakeholder co-creation processes supported the scaling of innovation 
to effect changes in public policy. EDD supported and accelerated existing or emerging policies 
and inspired new ones, fostering innovation in the policy making process. Several examples are 
the impulse to the European Mission of urban climate neutrality (supported by the Cities 
community), the contribution through multi-stakeholder workshops to the Spanish Aid roadmap 
to face covid crisis (developed by the Global Governance and Cooperation for Development 
community), the contribution to the creation of the Citizen Assembly on Climate Change 
(developed by the Environment and Health community), or the impulse to the basic income 
debate in Spain (supported by the Inequalities and New Economic Models community) (more 
details in Appendix A of Article A2). 
 
EDD was not envisaged as a “quick win” pilot and opted to start its activities with demonstrator 
projects at scale. For example, to keep the use of public transport constant but safe in the 
reopening of cities, the community of “Cities” promoted an agreement to flatten the mobility 
demand curve in the city of Madrid, involving the main stakeholders of Madrid City Council and 
the Regional Government, universities, business associations and green growth companies and 
the main trade unions. The city released a letter that encouraged organizations to adopt a 
number of commitments including cutting the number of movements by their workforce by at 
least 30 per cent over pre-lockdown levels; introducing flexible working hours and promoting 
the use of public transport and cycling among their employees. The EDD team supported this 
initiative to create a virtual platform to assist flattening the mobility demand curve and 
considered the expansion to other cities involved in the EDD community.  
 
Besides, for EDD it has been essential to integrate what was already emerging in the context of 
the communities instead of generating actions from within the partnership’s members. The 
active participation of the private sector and policymakers combined with academia and civil 
society has been crucial to frame the various transformative initiatives and to improve their 
chances of success. EDD promoted a culture focused on building interpersonal and 
organizational trust and cross-learning among the different communities. 
 
EDD also promotes spaces of multi-level dialogue and innovation. An example is the introduction 
of green and sustainable public procurement practices that require the modification of 
regulations at national, regional and local levels, as well as a change of mindset among public 
officers involved in the process. EDD is currently working around the transformation of 
sustainable public procurement. The platform has initiated a discussion including 
representatives of the central, regional and local governments, and business associations, 
having already had an impact with regulatory modifications actioned at the national level. 
 
4.1.1.2.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
MDD supports public policy development and transformation to support the incorporation of 
sustainability innovations in line with MCC’s Climate Neutrality Roadmap through the following 
functions: 
 

● Regulatory sandbox: the regulatory sandbox is a permanent working group facilitated 
by the MCC Climate Group, UPM and EIT-Climate KIC design partners, aimed at 
identifying barriers to the city climate neutrality process. It brings together city officials, 
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private sector representatives, civil society organizations and academics. In 2020, 
through a set of more than 20 workshops and interviews, MDD supported MCC in the 
revision of municipal norms, suggesting regulatory innovations in areas such as water 
management, circular economy, biodiversity, energy, mobility, data management and 
finance. Some outputs of this process to date include, for example, modification of 
official municipal construction guidelines to now include recycled materials and carbon 
footprint criteria, and the incorporation of a new instrument in the Air Quality and 
Sustainability ordinance, the “climate action demonstrative areas”, to experiment with 
new regulations. The UPM Southern campus is one of the proposed areas and this might 
help accelerate the achievement of UPM’s commitment to reach climate neutrality at 
its campus by 2040 (See Appendix A). 
 

● Policy development: standing multi-stakeholder working groups have been created 
around the three priority areas identified in the MCC Climate Neutrality Road Map: 
sustainable mobility; services and buildings, and nature-based solutions. Those working 
groups sustain the Experimentation Portfolio and connect policy development to 
transformational projects that incorporate sustainability innovations. Specific 
opportunities are identified through the regulatory sandbox mechanism. An example is 
the development of a new policy program (Madrid Compensa 2.0), addressed to public 
or private organizations in the city around compensation of carbon emissions through 
the funding or execution of plantations. This program has been refurbished by 
incorporating not only carbon emission equivalents but also the ecosystem services 
provided by urban trees. UPM forestry researchers have collaborated in the process to 
apply state-of-the-art ecosystem services assessment models.  
 

● Multilevel alignment: policy and legal barriers identified cannot always be addressed at 
the municipal level but need attention at the regional and/or national level or must be 
simultaneously addressed at multiple policy scales. MDD is connected to different multi-
stakeholder multi-level collaboration platforms, as EDD, with the capacity to take on this 
kind of challenge. In addition, policy developments at the local level should be aligned 
with policies at the regional and national levels. As an example, the MDD is responsible 
for promoting the benefits of aligning the calculation of carbon emission equivalences 
applied in Madrid Compensa to the method applied by the Spanish Climate Change 
Office, a national-level agency dependent on state government. 

 
 
4.1.1.3.- Comprehensive scope and stakeholder integration 
 
4.1.1.3.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
The Alianza Shire periodically maps and invites relevant stakeholders. For example, once the 
governance mechanisms had been agreed upon, at the suggestion of itdUPM, the newly 
established Steering Committee invited two independent experts to carry out a ‘health check’ 
of the partnership. While initially developed to respond to specific considerations relating to 
humanitarian logistic complexities and the possible delays and uncertainties that might occur 
when putting infrastructure in the field in place, this early assessment exercise enabled partners 
to reflect upon necessary changes and reinforcement measures both within and outside the 
partnership before the implementation phase of its work. Recommendations from the 
assessment regarding the development of activities in the field were acted upon immediately, 
e.g. the appointment of the Norwegian Refugee Council as a local implementing partner. 
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Thanks to the pilot project, energy supply was positioned as a central element in the 
management of the Shire refugee camps and as a catalyst for new development possibilities. 
Thus, two key partners in the field joined the co-creation effort of the Alianza Shire: ARRA, the 
Ethiopian Agency for Refugee & Returnee Affairs, responsible for managing refugee camps in 
collaboration with UNHCR, and the Ethiopian Electric Utility, state-owned power company that 
is responsible for the electric grids that surround the Shire camps. 
 
Another opportunity of stakeholder integration came at the beginning of the Phase II project. 
The trust built by itdUPM among key stakeholders in the field provided privileged access to the 
Shire refugee camps for several UPM research groups. This further enabled the development of 
an innovative mixed-method needs assessment tool that permitted Shire camp coordinators to 
improve their energy, shelter and food security operations in an interdisciplinary and integrated 
manner (Salas-Ruiz et al., 2021).  
 
4.1.1.3.B.- The El Día Después case 
 
Making a comparison with start-up incubators, EDD has been defined as a partnership incubator 
(Moreno-Serna et al., 2020a) offering its stakeholders a value proposition that can be 
summarized as: 
 

● Multi-stakeholder networking, connecting spaces where relevant stakeholders interact in a 
context of trust and symmetry. 

● Cross-learning among a myriad of people and ongoing initiatives. 
● Strategic communication and advocacy, including the ability to introduce critical issues into 

public debate. 
 
Through this partnership incubator approach, it is possible to create directionality and shared 
purpose in the work of a wide ecosystem of relevant stakeholders and a connected set of 
partnerships, where public policies and social priorities are at the center of the design and 
implementation processes. Besides, it serves to identify intermediation gaps for the 
implementation of the structural reform levers of the post-covid recovery plans. To fill the 
intermediation gaps identified, EDD maps the most adequate stakeholder combination in its 
network and invites to join those organizations that were not previously present.  
 
4.1.1.3.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
MDD aims to develop policy transformation initiatives through the established multi-
stakeholder working groups as well as involving other relevant initiatives and actors with a 
potential to contribute to Madrid’s Climate Neutrality Roadmap. Through an ongoing process, 
relevant stakeholders absent in the original MDD community are mapped periodically and 
invited to join via specific initiatives and opportunities. This serves to enlarge the MDD 
community, increasing its impact and improving the capacity of the initiative to attract more 
actors through a snowball effect. Entrepreneurs and grassroots actors are two examples of new 
stakeholders integrated recently (see Appendix A of Article B2). 
 
‘ClimAccelerator’ is a start-up acceleration program, supported by MCC, UPM, EIT Climate-CKIC 
and some private companies (Ferrovial, Iberdrola and Santander), which connects their 
entrepreneurship ecosystems with some specific challenges and opportunities in MDD’s 
Experimentation Portfolio identified by city officials and UPM research communities. As a result, 
traditional innovation policies from a number of key stakeholders are aligned collaboratively to 
Madrid’s Climate Neutrality Roadmap. Of the more than 120 startups that applied in the first 
edition, 30 are following the acceleration processes supported by the MDD community. 



 

40 
 

 
‘Neighborhood Ecology’, a citizen science program carried out in three primary schools from 
Southern Madrid, is another example of incorporating relevant stakeholders to the MDD 
community. UPM researchers have accompanied 10 teachers and 300 students in research-
based activities aimed to connect school communities to their climate neighborhood situation, 
creating, installing and monitoring water and air quality sensors in collaboration with 
neighborhood associations. This program has enabled MDD to enrich its community with 
grassroot and civil society stakeholders as ‘Teachers for Future’, ‘Nave Boetticher Platform’ and 
‘Monte Madrid Foundation’. It also provides an opportunity to invite the participation of 
children in MDD’s activities. 
 

 

4.1.2.- Systemic Collaborative Platform meso-level analysis  
 
4.1.2.1.- Resources and activities 
 
4.1.2.1.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
In addition to the operational objectives (safe energy supply to 8,000 refugees), the Pilot Project 
set an organizational objective: to serve as a test bed to develop and validate an innovative 
partnership approach with efforts directed towards creating an enabling space for this. In line 
with the CVC framework, an attempt was made to develop interaction value, i.e. shared 
language, knowledge, joint problem solving, common technical and organizational approaches, 
communication and coordination, etc. Regarding the type of resources put into play, from the 
very beginning of the partnership member organizations agreed that projects would not be 
based on monetary exchange (in fact the private companies involved have not made a single 
direct financial contribution - see the Alianza Shire MoUs in Appendix A of Article A1) but in the 
creation of synergistic value based upon using each partner’s core competences. 
 
The Phase II project of the Alianza Shire applied a more diversified range of technological 
approaches and started to develop non-technical activities aimed at strengthening refugee-host 
community integration, generating local economic activity and employment, building the 
capacity of key stakeholders such as the Ethiopian Electric Utility (EEU) and systematizing and 
sharing with the international community. For doing so, a combination of different profiles that 
few humanitarian organizations are able to gather together on their own interact on a stable 
basis. It includes business model specialists, diplomats, scientists, lawyers, experts in safety and 
security, among others.  

 
The expansion of the Alianza Shire in terms of scale has been driven by an evolutionary 
management structure the complexity of which has steadily increased. Currently, the 
partnership is governed by five different bodies and a number of work plans, procedures and 
protocols are in place. In addition to the staff of partner organizations, almost 100 people are 
involved in the partnership. The managerial structure of the Alianza Shire has adopted a 
traditional project-oriented approach based on internationally recognized guidelines. However, 
this conventional structure has been complemented by additional processes and methodologies 
aimed at driving the transformational momentum outlined in Kotter's dual operating system 
approach (Kotter, 2014). These seek to provide an independent space in which all partners 
reflect on how to foster innovation and manage knowledge. 
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4.1.2.1.B.- El Día Después case 
 
The dedication of resources to EDD by its founders was significant from the beginning. Given the 
ambition of the initiative, from the first day, a team of more than 30 people from all the partners 
came together. EDD was a priority action for the individuals concerned and the organizations 
they represented. Once communities were established and consolidated, 80 experts from 
industry, academia, public administration and civil society joined EDD. This ecosystem of people 
and organizations was complex, but EDD opted for agile, evolutionary management, with no 
intent to formalize governance. This was supported by flexible and frequent meetings, 
workshops for joint decision-making and fostering a shared work culture around the values of 
commitment, agility, flexibility, attention to incentives and details, generosity and distributed 
leadership.  
 
As aforementioned, EDD has a broad scope for its activities, centered around public policy 
contributions, demonstration projects at scale and mass public broadcasting activities. To carry 
out these activities, EDD partners combined their core competencies in facilitation, providing 
interdisciplinary strengths to the EDD team and to the communities’ work, connecting partners’ 
specialists to each community. 

 

4.1.2.1.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
MDD created a multi-stakeholder facilitating team to foster the generation of collaborative 
value (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a) among partners. It is composed of 25 people from MDD core 
members. By generating value through interaction among MDD core members and working with 
the respective organizational context (internal and external) of the partners, MDD mobilizes an 
extended community of more than 120 practitioners, city officials and scholars. 
 
The MDD core partners share the responsibility of securing the financial resources that are then 
allocated. Priority is given to assure the adequate performance of the facilitating team, 30% 
directly funded by EIT Climate-KIC, and co-funded by the rest of the core partners. Then, for the 
projects and initiatives included in the Experimentation Portfolio MDD applies a combination of 
private funds, municipal budget and European funds.  
 
The facilitating team supports the development of the Experimentation Portfolio and monitoring 
of its 20-plus projects. It also supports the creation of distributed governance and nurtures the 
MDD ecosystem of individuals through a set of activities oriented to reduce personal barriers to 
multi-stakeholder work. 
 
 
4.1.2.2.- Partnership dynamics 
 
4.1.2.2.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
The interaction level of the Alianza Shire partners has increased since its creation in 2014. During 
the first phase of the Alianza Shire, the Steering Committee, which met on an ad hoc basis, was 
the only formal body for partner interaction. There are now four established partnership 
committees which function and interact systematically. Participation in these bodies has 
engendered considerable interaction value in terms of coordination, transparency and joint 
problem solving. 
 
Beyond the interactions within the formal governing bodies, the partners have also become 
increasingly involved in the diagnosis of needs and the co-creation of appropriate solutions for 
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energy access challenges. This co-creation of value has also included the refugees and their host 
communities. By increasing co-creation and interaction, complementary skills and knowledge 
have been identified which have increased the potential for resource complementarity and 
synergistic value. Furthermore, the Alianza Shire serves as a valuable experimentation space for 
partners to test different methodologies and technologies and has the potential to enhance 
their capacity for innovation. The level of trust among members of the partnership has also 
increased. Constant interaction throughout the seven years of the partnership's life, as well as 
the results and the impact achieved, has generated trust; first among individual partner 
representatives and then between organizations.  
 
However, both the increase in pressure due to the actual scale and regulatory challenges are 
sources of tension in the partnership and pose continual barriers to the increase of mutual trust 
among members. Against this background, the partnership facilitator is a key enabling actor. As 
well as taking on most of the bureaucratic burden resulting from internal and external 
misalignment, itdUPM has also assumed responsibility for the formalization of agreements and 
acts as a mediator among members for this purpose. In undertaking this work, itdUPM leverages 
its identity as a university center that is seen as a neutral and trustworthy player able to build 
positive connections between organizations.  

 
4.1.2.2.B.- El Día Después case 
 
EDD started with a complementary combination of organizations with some previous experience 
of working together, but not in the arrangement described here. Bringing in some trustful 
relationships among some of its members, together with some common experiences of working 
in collaborative environments, were foundational assets.  
 
The level of interaction among EDD partners has been intensive from the very first days. There 
was a daily coordination and debriefing meeting of EDD teams (three times a week from the 
third EDD month), a weekly coordination meeting across all communities and another in each 
community, with 10 public events organized in the first two months. This level of interaction 
could not have been maintained without the strong organizational purpose and, above all, 
without high levels of trust among the organizations and the people who are part of EDD. In a 
simplified way, trust can be expressed as the sum of credibility, reliability and intimacy—divided 
by self-orientation or ego (Zak, 2017). The prestige of the partner organizations reinforced the 
credibility of their teams and the previous relationships among them, the reliability and 
intimacy. Moreover, the shared purpose that was created around the EDD has led to the 
emergence of a strong shared identity with EDD, regardless of the partner to which each person 
is affiliated. As a result, deep trustful relationships among its EDD partners are a key asset of the 
partnership.  
 
The collaborative environment of the EDD makes the facilitation function essential. In this case, 
this function was not undertaken by a single unit, person or organization but was held by all EDD 
partners. Each partner contributed its added value in facilitation; some had more direct contact 
with a certain sector (such as private companies or science) or more developed communication 
skills; others had specialized knowledge in organizational innovations and multi-stakeholder 
work. However, all of the partners took on the role of facilitators and this distributed facilitation 
function has allowed EDD to create and sustain a distributed leadership culture (Crosby and 
Bryson, 2005; Huxham and Vangen, 2000; Scharmer and Kaufer, 2013). This was deemed to be 
an essential element of EDD in enabling it to consolidate relationships among a wide number of 
diverse stakeholders with all due speed. 
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4.1.2.2.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
At MDD, facilitation dynamics are characterized by being distributed among all the core member 
organizations. In addition, each partner contributes through their complementary skills and 
assets. MCC brings the municipal priorities, the link between political and technical levels; 
Matadero adds the connection with the artistic and cultural environment as the city’s center of 
art; UPM, as a public university, provides a convening function, access to domain experts and 
other knowledge and human resources including students; EIT Climate-KIC and the design 
partners provide expertise on climate innovation, civil society engagement and connections with 
other European cities. Private sector perspectives come from the companies’ participation, 
bringing the business vision of the new European strategies as ‘New Green Deal’ and the ‘EU 
Next Generation’ (European Commission, 2020a). 
 
Building upon previous collaborative experiences (Moreno-Serna et al., 2020a; 2020b), MDD 
fostered a shared design and management of the main working processes, such as information 
management, resource allocation and financial management, visibility and communications, 
and institutional agenda. This reinforced the distributed nature of the facilitation function at 
MDD. The self-entity of MDD partnership and the dedicated facilitation team enable consensus 
and reduce eventual tensions within these processes. 
 
 
4.1.2.3.- Organizational engagement 
 
4.1.2.3.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
Austin and Seitanidi (2012) highlight the importance of organizational engagement for 
sustaining transformational relationships within a partnership by achieving a high level of 
commitment from the partners and connecting their mission with the aim of the collaboration 
(Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a; Coaffee and Deas, 2008). The SDGs, and in particular SDG 17, have 
been important drivers for reinforcing the organizational engagement as they have provided all 
partners with a clear and shared framework that positions multi-stakeholder partnerships as 
crucial for achieving the goals of the 2030 Agenda. It can be argued that multi-stakeholder 
partnerships in general and the Alianza Shire in particular have since become central to the 
mission of the different partners. This is illustrated by the different statements and 
organizational documents from the Alianza Shire partners provided in Appendix C of Article A1. 
 
Participation in the Alianza Shire is also linked to the social responsibility agenda of the private 
sector organizations involved. In Iberdrola, for example, the partnership is viewed as one of the 
most important initiatives in the company’s “Electricity for all” program, one of the cornerstones 
of its social responsibility strategy (Iberdrola, 2019). The achievements of the Alianza Shire are 
also consistently mentioned in the annual sustainability reports of the three private-sector 
members (Acciona, 2017; Iberdrola, 2018; Signify, 2018). In addition, the Alianza Shire appears 
in the Progress Report for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda of the Government of Spain 
(Alto Comisionado para la Agenda 2030, 2019). 
 
The SDGs have become a core strategic element of itdUPM’s work and central to a number of 
flagship activities that promote the 2030 Agenda among different target populations. Through 
a series of bottom-up co-creation seminars for faculty and researchers, itdUPM has contributed 
to the elaboration of a new SDG-aligned research strategy for UPM (UPM, 2019). The Alianza 
Shire is a central part of this strategy and seen as an important vehicle for demonstrating the 
potential of partnership for the SDGs, both within and outside the University.  
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Interdependence and collective action have become the modus operandi of the partnership and 
the organizational engagement of the different partners, which has increased exponentially, can 
now be assessed as high. Although there have been significant changes in the organization and 
structure of some of the partner organizations, newer members of the Alianza Shire’s Steering 
Committee have continued to support the initiative with the same enthusiasm as their 
predecessors. Testimonies from the top management of the different partner organizations 
(CEOs, Secretary of State, Rector of UPM) that highlight the achievements of the Alianza Shire 
can be found in Appendix B of Article A1. 
 
The growth of levels of commitment and the importance of the Alianza Shire for the mission of 
its partner organizations has relied to a great extent upon the facilitation role played by itdUPM 
in: a) generating a common language and narrative for the partnership and in seeking to align 
the objectives and incentives of all the partners; b) working to promote complementarity 
between the partners through activities that highlight the importance of the SDGs for them; c) 
highlighting SDG 17 as an essential mechanism for achievement of the SDGs and the Alianza 
Shire as an example that demonstrates what can be accomplished by working in partnership. In 
collaboration with Iberdrola and the Acciona Foundation, itdUPM has also developed University-
Business chairs on the theme of the SDGs and access to energy and has contributed to the 
elaboration of the AECID’s current Master Plan. 
 
4.1.2.3.B.- El Día Después case 
 
The EDD partnership was forged in a crisis, reflecting the mission of its promoters. The 2030 
Agenda has since become a central element for many organizations and is fundamental for 
EDD’s partners. Iberdrola has incorporated the SDGs into its business strategy and corporate 
governance system (Iberdrola, 2020). The university vehicle of itdUPM has contributed to the 
development of a new SDG-aligned research strategy for Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 
(UPM) (Ezquerra-Lázaro et al., 2021) and its governing council’s commitment to decarbonizing 
the campus by 2040 (UPM, 2019). Multi-stakeholder partnerships such as EDD are a way which 
itdUPM employs to reach these commitments. For ISGlobal, the SDGs are a core element of its 
mission, “contributing through education, research and advocacy to the challenges of global 
health” (ISGlobal, 2020). In addition, SDSN-Spain’s mission is centered directly around the SDGs 
to “mobilize and sensitize Spanish society, public institutions and private […] around the SDGs, 
as well as favor their incorporation into public policies, the business environment and behavior 
of society in general” (REDS, 2019). As such, the founding partners had the SDGs as a shared 
narrative which supported effective communication among them.  
 
However, EDD emerged as a unique partnership, connected with the social priorities of the 
moment as well as the longer-term SDGs, with a strong capacity for and interest in attracting 
other organizations. This has contributed significantly to maintaining a very high level of 
commitment for partners compared to the previous experiences of EDD members in other 
collaborative ventures. In addition, EDD periodically involves decision makers with the capacity 
to embed EDD within their respective institutions and recently has developed physical 
gatherings to encourage dialogic sensemaking activities among its promoters (El Día Después, 
2021). 
 

4.1.2.3.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
MDD is reinforcing the level of engagement of its core partners with the climate neutrality 
transition through a set of sensemaking activities and horizontal coordination mechanisms 
aimed to reduce silos within its core members. At MCC, the Climate Group coordinators conduct 
regular workshops with all MCC governing areas, presenting the city’s Climate Neutrality 
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Roadmap and mapping the potential alignment of each city area with the Roadmap. The 22 
planned workshops will reach around 100 city officials by the end of 2021. The general director 
of the area, a deputy general director and some technicians from their teams are present at 
each workshop.  
 
MCC and UPM have also launched a joint internship program, ‘City Studio’, taking inspiration 
from a collaborative program run in the City of Vancouver with several universities (Moore and 
Elverum, 2014), aimed to support technically MCC officials through the creation of work teams 
in which an official, a researcher and a student interact during a semester. In its pilot edition in 
2021, 10 such teams have been created with the expectation that the next edition will double 
this figure. City Studio contributes to strengthening the MDD community and entails an 
interdepartmental and interdisciplinary interaction space. In turn, UPM has dedicated a set of 
conferences in its SDG research seminar program to the transition towards urban climate 
neutrality; the program is aimed at connecting internal UPM structures and research policy with 
the SDGs. During six seminars, around 150 researchers learned more about the European 
Mission of climate and neutral cities, examined examples of collaboration between cities and 
universities in Europe and the United States, explored research opportunities in the Roadmap 
and delved into thematic topics such as water, energy or health in an urban context (see 
Appendix A of Article B2). 
 
MDD also reinforces the connection of its core members’ missions to the climate neutrality 
transition in three main ways: i) involving people with the capacity to embed MDD and its work 
within their respective institutions at decision making levels (councilors, vice-provosts or 
corporate directors); ii) highlighting in internal MDD communications the opportunities that 
MDD represents, such as participating in a pioneer European program, the establishment of 
partnerships with ‘unlikely’ stakeholders, or the enrichment of MDD core members’ innovation 
policies, and iii) developing recognizable ‘quick win’ initiatives. In this regard, MDD has enabled 
its core partners to be part of the consortium that is going to prototype the European Mission 
for climate neutral and smart cities through the initiative ‘Net Zero Cities’ (see Appendix A of 
Article B2).  
 

 
4.1.3.- Systemic Collaborative Platform micro-level analysis  
 
4.1.3.1.- Facilitation profile 
 
Much of each SCP’s performance lies with the individuals comprising their facilitating teams. 
They have complementary capabilities and backgrounds but also a common profile based on a 
series of facilitation competencies (Moreno-Serna et al., 2021) cultivated through the following 
collaborative leadership and learning practices: 
 

● Solid understanding of the conceptual foundations of the SCP (systemic approaches and 
specific international trends -on climate change, refugee protection...). 

● High exposure to multi-stakeholder and interdisciplinary practices through the 
participation in SCP projects and activities. 

● Deep personal interest, humility and generosity. 
● A growth mindset, defined by an openness to continuous learning and improving. 
● Contribution to a positive and enriching work environment. 
● Focus on equity and a responsible attitude. 
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4.1.3.2.- Collaborative leadership 
 
4.1.3.2.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
At the Alianza Shire, collaborative leadership has been one of the pillars of the facilitation 
function, developed by the following ways:  
 

● Generation of a collaboration context: Promoting organizational engagement by 
encouraging partners from different sectors to assume their primary role and generating 
trust through a deeper understanding of the identities and views of different parties, 
reinforcing the facilitator cross-sector translating role.  

● Design: Promoting the generation of shared value with co-creation of activities among 
partners and facilitation of a framework for self-management, coordination and continuous 
improvement, combining traditional and emergent planning.  

● Mediation: Facilitating key interaction processes, creating a neutral space for dialogue and 
addressing procedures that are not adapted for long-term transformational partnerships. 

● Promotion of key transversal processes to generate a sense of community such as 
innovation, learning, gaining wider influence, etc.  

 
4.1.3.2.B.- El Día Después case 
 
The context in which EDD emerged, the first stages of covid lockdown, and its main purpose, to 
gain influence for addressing this crisis with the SDGs principles, much helped to create a sense 
of community and strong individual incentives among all the participants, connecting 
organizational strategies with people’s daily life concerns. 
 
In addition, the dynamics promoted by EDD centered on reinforcing interpersonal relationships 
of trust, generosity and mutual support. This contributed to creating a positive and enriching 
work environment, enabling a self-management culture, the capacity to effectively deal with 
potential tensions, and ability to deal comfortably with the ambiguity, in difficult moments for 
all individuals immersed in a context of health crisis and home confinement. 
 
Individuals developing activities at the EDD acted as boundary spanners for change, legitimizing 
among their peers the collaboration model created in EDD and inviting new members to form 
part of EDD. Thanks to the capacity to understand and communicate EDD's systemic perspective, 
in three months EDD went from having 17 experts and decision makers to 80.  
 

4.1.3.2.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
The facilitating team dynamics are based on collaborative leadership and can be characterized 
by agile management, self-autonomy and the creation of a shared vision that results in a shared 
identity. These principles are cultivated among facilitating team members through periodic 
feedback loops, the absence of a centralized control structure and by connecting explicitly 
individual contributions with the broader objectives. 
 
Figure 9 seeks to represent the systemic perspectives of MDD; it is used to structure the 
conversations of the weekly monitoring and sensemaking meetings where the facilitating team 
periodically invites incumbent members of the MDD community. It is based on the four MDD 
principal components: the challenge owner approach (placing at the center of the action the 
Climate Neutrality Roadmap); the Experimentation Portfolio; the ‘Change Enablers’, activities 
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aimed to facilitate a smooth multi-stakeholder navigation to every MDD participant, and the 
orchestration and distributed governance dimension. 
 

 
 

Figure 9. ‘Madrid Deep Demonstration’ organizational representation. 

 
Interpersonal relationships and relational drivers are cultivated through interaction spaces 
dedicating specific moments to team building activities, such as field visits to Experimentation 
Portfolio projects, ‘walkshops’ (i.e., walking meetings in nature) (Wickson et al., 2015), 

periodically inviting members of the MDD community to academic activities at UPM, and 
fostering people exchanges among organizations (e.g., a UPM researcher is seconded at MCC). 
Virtual informal moments are also promoted in the regular weekly monitoring and sensemaking 
meetings. 
 
 
4.1.3.3.- Learning mechanisms 
 
4.1.3.3.A.- The Alianza Shire case 
 
Feedback loops and continuous learning have been advocated as powerful tools for building 
collaborative momentum (Fawcett et al., 2008). As well as assisting the alignment of different 
stakeholder visions (Le Ber and Branzei, 2010; London et al., 2005) they have also been 
highlighted as intrinsic motivators for partnering work (Stott and Murphy, 2020). Although 
humanitarian actors possess limited organizational learning capacities (Lu et al., 2013), 
knowledge transfer is also regarded as central to new multi-stakeholder partnerships for refugee 
response that are focused on service provision and market integration (Pascucci, 2021; 
Tomasini, 2018).  
 
There is little evidence of learning consolidation mechanisms in humanitarian multi-stakeholder 
practice. The Alianza Shire shows how a series of feedback loops implemented during its 
formation period were central to reinforcing its transformational character. Among these, four 
specific opportunities for reflection have been identified: 
 

● At the end of the scoping stage, the exploratory studies conducted by itdUPM offered 
the opportunity to ensure the diversity and complementarity of partners. 
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● In the initiation stage, agreement on partner’s principles reinforced the 
transformational vision of the collaboration and distinguished it from more traditional 
or philanthropic collaborations. 

● Before the pilot project, the external health-check enabled the improvement of 
operational issues and enhanced partnership dynamics, and the communications plan 
assured a dissemination approach focused only on the results, thus avoiding a welfare 
approach to its work. 

● After the pilot project, the development of a case study helped to consolidate lessons 
learned and to share them with key stakeholders. This was essential to ensuring the 
scale-up of the Alianza Shire’s activities. 

 
These feedback loops are revealed as a powerful tool for the consolidation of learning, an 
opportunity to include emergent planning within the partnership, and a way of highlighting the 
interrelationship between the external impact and internal dynamics of a partnership. In this 
regard, it is important to highlight the role of the facilitator in promoting reflection and thus 
enabling the development of relationships of trust. In the case of the Alianza Shire, itdUPM’s 
emphasis on the need for reflection spaces and feedback loops has been a fundamental factor 
in positioning the need for transformation from the start and ensuring buy-in for this from all 
the partners involved. 
 
4.1.3.3.B.- El Día Después case 
 
Learning at EDD has been understood as a process of deliberate sense-making rather than 
transfer of knowledge (Van Mierlo et al., 2020). Through virtual spaces, each community held 
its first public event to set the vision of the community and position the initiative in a specific 
response to the COVID-19 area of work (e.g. tele-work, the role of science in decision-making, 
the connection between environment and health). In a second stage, EDD-Communities invited 
rocket scientists, business directors, political leaders and social activists to open and host events 
and workshops where the guests proposed potential solutions for accelerating the sustainability 
transition in a context strongly influenced by the covid crisis. In addition to including diverse 
perspectives, this stage sought to consolidate trust and shared purpose within communities and 
to launch the first transformative actions. 
 
Moreover, the EDD role went beyond sense-making processes by acting as a facilitator of intra- 
and interorganizational learning (Holmqvist, 2003). Intra-organizational learning sought to learn 
from the sense-making process and to identify improvements in each iteration of the process. 
This in some cases led EDD to introduce internal changes in the services it offered to participants 
(i.e. introduce inter-EDD-Communities newsletters to improve communication and knowledge 
transfer) or in the sense-making process itself (i.e. promoting capacity building). Inter-
organizational learning sought to incorporate the knowledge from the experiences of each actor 
involved in the different stages of the process and make the knowledge accessible to all the 
participants of EDD communities.  
 
The learnings drawn from individual and collective experiences were systematized in 
documents, guides and presentations that were shared among EDD core partners and with the 
communities. In this vein, EDD acted as an aggregator of knowledge. 
 
4.1.3.3.C.- The Madrid Deep Demonstration case 
 
Learning activities are continuously developed at MDD in order to reduce the cultural barriers 
that hinder multi-stakeholder interaction, to provide intrinsic motivations to participants and to 
reinforce collaborative leadership skills (Huxham and Vangen, 2000; Stott and Murphy, 2020). 



 

49 
 

MDD provides a common capacity-building program open to the whole MDD community where 
interactive sessions gather more than 50 participants from nine organizations twice a year. The 
learning program encompasses contextual modules as mission-oriented and systemic 
approaches, the analysis of MDD’s key ingredients in terms of how to work on an 
experimentation portfolio basis, and skills reinforcement to interact in a multi-stakeholder 
environment.  
 
Dedicated onboarding activities complement capacity building to immerse new participants in 
the MDD context and working routines (see Appendix A of Article B2). In addition, EIT Climate-
KIC offers a monthly thematic workshop where cities participating in the Deep Demonstration 
program can share their insights on issues such as the circular economy, energy, mobility, and 
regulatory innovation.  
 
The MDD facilitating team also delivers a systematizing function, consolidating and sharing 
internal learnings through internal and external workshops, and the elaboration of practitioner 
and academic research pieces.  All these activities reinforce MDD participants' ability to deal 
comfortably with ambiguity and complexity and transform disruption into innovation 
opportunities (Hamann and April, 2013).  
 
 
4.2.- Conclusions 
 
From a theoretical point of view, this research aims to improve our understanding of multi-
stakeholder intermediary arrangements, particularly the initial ingredients that maximize their 
transformational potential, contributing likewise to clarify the role and characteristics of 
sustainability intermediaries. Throughout this work, the fundamental elements of the SCPs have 
been illustrated, empirically contributing to the discussion about intermediaries and their 
functions in sustainability transitions (Mignon and Kanda, 2018). This research has developed 
the concept of an SCP, an intermediary that takes the form of a multi-stakeholder partnership 
and, instead of opting for a single transition path or technology, has a holistic focus. This allows 
the SCP to specialize in two fundamental characteristics: i) fostering collaboration among diverse 
and complementary actors, and ii) adopting a 'challenge owner' approach in which public 
policies are positioned as the fundamental axis of the transition with identification of those 
policies that, due to their complexity, require a collaborative and multi-stakeholder response. 
These two characteristics are complemented by the emphasis on continuous learning as a 
mechanism to manage the SCP itself and to reinforce the commitment and alignment of a broad 
set of individuals from different organizations. 
 
From a methodological perspective, this study has provided evidenced to show that a 
combination of grounded self-assessment methods such as the collaborative value creation 
framework (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a, 2012b) or the partnership lifecycle (de Souza Briggs, 
2003; Selsky and Parker, 2005; Stott and Keatman, 2005), allows us to delve into the 
conceptualization of transformational and SDG-oriented partnerships, providing a tool with a 
high potential for replicability in the analysis of other cases. 
 
From a practical point of view, the research provides recommendations to accelerate the 
formation, effective working and outcomes of a partnership in a particular sustainability 
transition. A key focus of this work is the facilitation function and its related structures. Practical 
evidence has also been provided to support discussion around the role of HEIs as important 
change agents for sustainability transitions. 
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In the following sections, the specific objectives of the research are addressed with a summary 
of the main conclusions extracted from the case studies. 
 
 
4.2.1.- Systemic Collaborative Platforms characterization 
 
All the three cases present similarities regarding the way that they develop the different SCP 
features at the macro level (see Table 8). International agendas that contribute to the 
achievement of the SDGs such as the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework, the 
European Mission of climate neutrality or the post-covid regeneration strategies are grounded, 
thanks to the different SCPs, in specific contexts using a collaborative approach. They put 
emphasis on generating collaborative value through stable multi-stakeholder structures and 
guiding SCPs through the generation of a shared purpose instead of a linear strategy.  All the 
SCPs support the development of public policies in a multi-stakeholder way, fostering 
experimentation and learning, nurturing niches and also supporting transformational initiatives 
at scale, which enable institutional and regulatory innovations. In addition, the alignment of 
different levels of stakeholders, local, national and international, is promoted in all cases, as well 
as an explicit and continuous effort to map and encourage the most relevant actors in each SCP 
area of influence to join via specific initiatives,  
 

 
Table 8: common cases characteristics at the SCP macro level 

Features Common characteristics along the cases 

Clear mandate to 
cultivate shared 
purpose 

Ground international priorities to a specific context through a collaborative 
approach. 

Generation of a context of collaborative design and stable structures to sustain 
the creation of collaborative value. 

Operation based on a shared purpose rather than in a fixed strategy. 

Multi-stakeholder 
public policy focus 

Policy development through a set of connected demonstrative and 
experimental initiatives at scale. 

Regulatory and institutional innovation. 

Multi-level alignment. 

Comprehensive 
scope and 
stakeholder 
attraction 

Involving other relevant initiatives and actors with a potential to contribute 
through an ongoing process. Relevant stakeholders absent in the original SCP 
community are mapped periodically and invited to join via specific initiatives 
and opportunities. 

 
 
However, we also find interesting nuances in the way that the different cases formulate their 
mandates. At EDD the framing of an SDG-oriented response to the COVID-19 crisis can be 
considered as having a ‘quite broad’ mandate. In the case of MDD, the climate neutrality of 
Madrid is a more concrete challenge. Finally, in the Alianza Shire, the mission of contributing to 
energy access in refugee camps is much more specific. This implies different but complementary 
operational models, with different balances of action in a continuum from field level to 
policymaking. These different SCP models thus present great potential for cross-learning. 
 
We can also find similarities regarding the way the different SCPs develop meso level features 
(see Table 9). The primary interest of common activities and resources is the generation of 
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collaborative value through a set of initiatives with a broad scope. Operational place-based 
activities are thus combined with the consolidation of internal learning and outward-looking 
activities (sensemaking, advocacy…). All the SCPs implemented stable multi-stakeholder 
structures that fostered a shared design and management of their main working processes such 
as information management, resource allocation and financial management, communications 
and institutional agendas. To do this a sustained and strong facilitation function is essential. This 
further suggest the importance of an SCP’s anticipation capability and an evolutionary form of 
management that enables the combination of both traditional and emergent planification. In all 
the cases, itdUPM positioned this idea from the very beginning. In the Alianza Shire, itdUPM also 
conducted the facilitation role (although this is now being progressively assumed by the other 
partners) while in the other two cases, EDD and MDD, facilitation is distributed among all the 
core partners, taking advantage of their complementary capacities and synergistic value 
creation potential. To assure continued multi-stakeholder interaction, all the SCPs worked to 
neatly connect their mission with those of their core partners and to develop specific activities 
to internalize the principles of the international agendas promoted by them within each partner 
organization  
 

Table 9: common cases characteristics at the SCP meso level 

Features Common characteristics along the cases 

Synergistic resources 
and activities 

Emphasis in generating collaborative value. 

Broad and comprehensive scope of activities.  

Stable multi-stakeholder managerial structures. 

Collaborative 
partnership 
dynamics 

Stable facilitating function (from one organization to all core partners). 

Continued interaction that enables the anticipation capability and an 
evolutionary management. 

Complementary capacities that enable synergistic value. 

Organizational 
engagement 

Connecting their mission with the aim of the collaborative arrangement. 

Internalization of change. 

 

All three cases also present similarities regarding the way that they have developed different 
SCP features at the micro level (see Table 10). Individuals conforming the SCP facilitating teams 
have, in addition to their own and complementary capabilities, a common profile based on a 
series of competencies that are cultivated through collaborative leadership and internal learning 
activities. Key to developing a strong sense of community in each SCP is the connection between 
individual motivations and each specific SCP context.  The active reinforcement of interpersonal 

relationships and the creation of an enriching and inspirational work context also enables a self-
management culture in complex multi-stakeholder hybrid teams and the ability to deal with 
tensions and ambiguity. In addition, SCPs underpin the capacity of their facilitating teams to 
understand and communicate the SCP’s systemic approach. These collaborative leadership 
attributes are reinforced thanks to stable learning mechanisms that reduce individual barriers 
to multi-stakeholder work and facilitate emerging planning. SCPs also act as knowledge 
aggregators, systematizing and sharing learning with core partners beyond the internal lessons 
produced. 
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 Table10: common cases characteristics at the SCP micro level 

Features Common characteristics along the cases 

Facilitation profile Complementary capabilities and backgrounds and a common profile based on 
a series of facilitation competencies. 

Collaborative 
leadership 

Sense of community linked with the SCP context. 

Reinforcement of interpersonal relationships and creation of an enriching 
work environment to enable self-management, the capacity to deal with 
tensions and ambiguity. 

Working on the individual capacity to understand and communicate the SCP 
systemic approach. 

Learning 
mechanisms 

  

Capacity building activities to deal with individual barriers to multi-stakeholder 
work. 

Feedback loops as a way to enhance management. 

SCP as an aggregator of knowledge. 

 

 
4.2.2.- Efficiency, external and internal impact of SCP 
 
From an external impact perspective, SCPs contribute to the response to a given mandate by a 
dominant regime actor (Kivimaa, 2019b). In the Alianza Shire and MDD a predominant regime 
stakeholder acting as a ‘challenge owner’ (the Spanish Aid Agency -AECID- or the Madrid City 
Council, respectively). At EDD, as demonstrated by the Cities Transformation Community where 
several city councils act as an aggregated ‘challenge owner’, different coalitions of regime actors 
have assumed this role. Rather than being imposed, this mandate has enabled SCPs to cultivate 
sensemaking among a wide group of organizations and networks from the public and private 
sectors, civil society and academia, reinforcing the systemic nature of each initiative (Kanda et 
al., 2020). The externally framed priorities (Hodson et al., 2013) decouple SCPs from a specific 
political context and the multi-stakeholder understanding of the transition challenges (Kanda et 
al., 2020) also underpin the legitimacy of each SCP studied. 
 
From an efficiency point of view, SCPs are configured as multi-stakeholder convening vehicles 
that gather, in an ‘unconventional’ way, regime stakeholders such as a city council, or a state 
agency, and multi-national private companies with a public HEI and niche and grassroot players. 
This diversity, combined with a dedicated inclusive and invitational working approach has 
enabled each SCP to develop a strong ‘attraction capacity’ for partners. SCPs facilitate effective 
dialogue between individuals from different sectors (Ehnert et al., 2018; Hamann and April, 
2013) and promote collaboration between the intermediary and a myriad of other regime and 
niche actors (Van Boxstael et al., 2020), thereby strengthening their ability to attract resources. 
 
Finally, the cases also evidence an impulse to foster an internal impact dimension within the 
organizations that comprise the SCP. Through the creation of complementary sources of shared 
value (of associational, transferred, interaction and synergistic value) and a transformational 
understanding of the relationships among the SCP members (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a), the 
SCPs’ activities influence each member organization and its people in “profound, structural, and 
irreversible ways” (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012a). 
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4.2.3.- Challenges and risks faced by SCP 
 
Although there is evidence of the positive impacts that the SCPs have achieved in the context of 
the cases outlined in this research, we can also find many challenges. Firstly, the adoption of a 
challenge owner approach can entail certain risks when working with a dominant regime actor. 
There may be a fragile balance between a central role for the challenge owner, when, for 
example, it is used to legitimize its own policies. Or, there may be a marginal role where its voice 
is not heard enough. Both situations can reduce the effectiveness of the SCP and discourage 
sustained participation of the challenge owner. In addition, even having spaces for dialogue and 
coordination, the overlap between the competencies of dominant regime actors at different 
levels (local, regional, national ...) and their large agencies can lead to multilevel conflicts. 
Delving further into efficiency it is noteworthy that MDD and the Alianza Shire invested more 
than three years in transitioning from a set of attractive but seed initiatives to an action portfolio 
at scale. This ‘silent’ stage, essential to the creation of trust among SCP members and to the 
development of an aligned vision of the sustainability transition process, may be affected by the 
Dunning-Kruger effect (Dunning, 2011): after an initial moment of collective joy encouraged by 
the seductive power of systemic approaches, a ‘valley of despair’ emerges given the uncertainty 
about results and the instability of ongoing resources. 
 
SCP members may also face organizational challenges that hinder effectiveness in the transition 
process. For example, difficulties in creating a common mandate among various organizations 
due to short-termism of political (or corporate/academic/civil society) actions (Kavanagh and 
Richards, 2001; Ryan and Walsh, 2004; Verhoest and Lægreid, 2010), or the barriers that 
fragmented organizational structures may pose to sustain durable sensemaking processes 
(Nagorny-Koring and Nochta, 2018; Soberón et al., 2020). Managing a multi-stakeholder team 
can also create imbalances in workloads or visibility. To cultivate collaborative leadership 
effectively, the creation of ‘shadow hierarchies’ (Crosby and Bryson, 2010; Huxham and Vangen, 
2000) should be avoided. Partnership dynamics are also challenged by insufficiently adapted 
regulatory and administrative frameworks. At the European level, funding schemes are designed 
with a conventional project-oriented logic. These mechanisms to guarantee the commitments 
that an organization acquires from a third party are not designed to facilitate long-term and 
flexible collaboration among organizations. Monitoring and accountability are generally based 
on a control and hierarchy rationale rather than on mutual trust and decentralization. As a 
result, relationships among partners may tend to follow conventional donor-recipient or 
transactional patterns. This disconnection is evident in the Spanish policy context where there 
is no regulation for multi-stakeholder partnerships with long-term transformational goals. 
Furthermore, the internal policies and procedures of the different partners are sometimes not 
aligned. As a result, the formalization of agreements among members may result in a long and 
exhausting process.  
 
Finally, if there is not an adequate internalization of change within organizations and 
institutional appropriation of the common mandate by all the partners, SCPs face several risks, 
including becoming a refuge for those that feel uncomfortable with dominant structures and to 
creating a barrier between the SCP and the entire organizational context of its promoters. In 
addition, SCP participants may suffer the four stress ingredients highlighted by Center for 
Studies on Human Stress (CSHS, 2010), namely: i) novelty, as an SCP involves a new combination 
of power and new ways of working; ii) unpredictability, as there are no examples of previous 
recognizable experiences; iii) threat to ego, as an SCP implies a lack of single organizational and 
personal visibility; and iv) loss of sense of control, as an SCP is distributed with decentralized 
governance and management structures where influence overrides control of the working 
culture. 
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4.2.4.- Higher Education Institutions and SCPs  
 
This research suggests that HEIs are well positioned to act as change agents in collaborative 
arrangements for sustainability transitions. They may develop a synergistic role as SCPs, 
reinforcing their main functional elements and, at the same time, benefiting from systemic 
multi-stakeholder interactions.  
 
In all the cases outlined here, itdUPM reinforced the ‘challenge owner’ approach by providing 
stability, especially in the initial stages (‘valley of despair’) when university-based resources and 
a close accompaniment facilitated sustained engagement in the Alianza Shire and MDD. In the 
EDD case, previous relationships and the trust built among its promoters in former collaborative 
arrangements facilitated by itdUPM were essential for a rapid and effective launch of the SCP. 
In addition, HIEs bring in a global dimension to inform the local context of a SCP, linking specific 
societal needs to academic practice. Following the cases studies, expert knowledge contributed, 
for example, i) to the development of an innovative mixed-method needs assessment tool to 
improve the energy, shelter and food security management for Shire camp coordinators in an 
integrated manner; ii) to the design and early implementation of Madrid's Climate Neutrality 
Roadmap, and iii) to the creation and stabilization of EDD’s Communities.  
 
Regarding the multi-stakeholder diversity required by SCPs to effectively create and develop a 
shared mandate connected with the missions of the incumbent public actors, itdUPM provided 
all the initiatives studied with neutrality and convening capacity, reinforcing public attention 
involvement of stakeholders and leverage of resources for the SCP. UPM’s faculty and students 
also offer knowledge assets and human resources in support of solutions-focused inquiry and 
research, supporting both trust-building and the internalization of SCPs agendas within their 
promoters. Examples of this are shown in the Alianza Shire’s synergies with the MSTD, where 
the final master thesis and problem-based learning programs neatly reinforced the SCP (see 
Appendix 3 and 4 of Article B1), or the Zity Studio initiative at MDD described in the previous 
section.  In addition, the cases show how cross-organizational learning mechanisms may help to 
cultivate a distributed facilitating function and collaborative leadership at SCPs. In this regard, 
UPM played a fundamental role in providing legitimacy and knowledge capacities to the learning 
processes in all the case studies.  
 
This research also suggests that SCPs may reinforce internal transformation at HEIs. Participating 
in experiences such as the Alianza Shire, EDD and MDD may prepare HEIs for the novelties of 
future funding programs focused on societal challenges (such as Horizon Europe, the coming 
European research and innovation program 2021-2027), by creating a culture of internal 
interdisciplinary collaboration. The combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches may 
also activate shared purpose among faculty, staff and students and enable internal 
transformational agendas, such as the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid’s commitment to 
achieve climate neutrality in all its campuses by 2040 (UPM, 2019). In addition, cross-
organizational learning mechanisms may help to develop novel public policy driven multi-
stakeholder training programs that may, in turn, enrich the educational offers of HEIs and 
contribute to the creation of a new generation of collaboration practitioners. 
 
 
4.3.- Further research and final considerations 
 
This research has evidenced elements that merit further attention. Firstly, SCPs present 
characteristics, such as the stable and dedicated facilitation function, that appear to establish a 
relation between the collaborative value created and external impact in initial transition stages. 
For example, at MDD, the distributed facilitation function fostered the capacity to embed the 
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SCP and its work within its members, thus creating a ‘multi-stakeholder sensitivity’ that enabled 
it to adequately position the Climate Neutrality Roadmap as a sensemaking instrument for 
different organizational receivers and reinforcing the SCP’s effectiveness. Multi-stakeholder 
facilitation also contributed to an agile management of a wide variety of connected projects 
(Experimentation Portfolio at MDD or the transformational partnerships incubator at EDD) that 
were brought together ‘under one roof’ and strengthened the SCP’s efficiency. Conceptual and 
empirical explorations of these internal-external relationships in a multi-stakeholder 
arrangement might enrich further research on sustainability intermediaries. 
 
Although early evidence of the impact of SCPs has been provided, they have not been 
systematically measured. It would therefore be useful to develop a measurement method for 
assessing SCP performance. However, the aforementioned internal-external double dimension 
poses some challenges. Quantitative internal-oriented approaches such as the recently 
developed “HEI–Community Partnership Performance Index” (Plummer, 2021) that focuses on 
issues like resources, trust or learnings offer one option for this but we can also find grounded 
qualitative external-oriented methods, such as the “theory of impact” (Brest, 2010; Zwart, 
2017), used extensively in development programs to better understand and quantify the direct 
contributions of a project and the indirect attributions of its further impacts. In consequence, 
the development of a hybrid quantitative and qualitative methodology to determine internal 
and external impacts could contribute to better understanding the external impact of internal 
change management processes within SCP members and do much to reinforce research around 
collaborations and sustainability transitions.  
 
A third axis of further research could be devoted to exploring the specificities of the role that 
different organizations carry out in SCPs, delving into the specific motivations and outcomes that 
entail participation at SCPs for HEIs, the public administration, civil society or the private sector. 
In addition, the study of further cases of multi-stakeholder intermediation vehicles promoted by 
other HEIs would be extremely useful to contrast and consolidate the SCP construct. 
 
Some of these further research agendas are beginning to be addressed at the itdUPM through 
other complementary studies in which the author is involved. We believe that Systemic 
Collaborative Platforms may constitute important vehicles for accelerating the slow progress of 
achieving the SDG indicators which have been hampered by the recent COVID-19 pandemic 
(SDSN, 2021). These multi-stakeholder partnership intermediary arrangements may unlock the 
potential for transformation in public policies, creating a shared vision based on a sustainability 
mission-oriented approach. Their comprehensive scope and their configuration as inclusive 
spaces incorporating the most relevant actors in a particular system suggest that SCPs can 
provide or orchestrate services at both the supply and demand-side of the innovation process. 
These collaborative vehicles deliver a set of connected experimental and demonstrative 
initiatives at scale and act as continuous learning mechanisms. They also enable a culture of self-
management and reinforcement of the commitment and alignment of a broad set of individuals 
building internal change-making agendas from very different organizations. 
 
Systemic Collaborative Platforms may also provide an innovation space in which HEIs are 
continuously exposed to the most pressing social and environmental challenges we face, thus 
facilitating the much-needed alignment of their research policies and capacities with specific 
SDGs-oriented transitions (CRUE, 2021; European Commission, 2021). As a result, new 
interdisciplinary knowledge will be produced that enables the formation of a new generation of 
researchers and practitioners working in sustainability collaborations. 
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Abstract: The potential for achieving transformation through partnerships is central to the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development. However, information on experiences that explore the processes
that might generate systemic change is generally lacking. This article uses the Collaborative Value
Creation (CVC) framework to analyze the transformational prospects of the Alianza Shire, the first
multi-stakeholder partnership for humanitarian action in Spain. The partnership, which aims to
develop innovative energy access solutions in refugee camps situated in the Shire region of northern
Ethiopia is assessed from its creation in 2014 to the present with regard to four key partnership
features: organizational engagement, resources and activities, partnership dynamics and impact.
Our findings suggest that while the CVC framework is a useful tool for analyzing the evolution of
a partnership to a transformative phase, additional information is required on the important role
played by a partnership facilitator in assisting this process. This inquiry aims to build upon the CVC
analysis by identifying and addressing some of the barriers faced by the Alianza Shire and other
partnerships in attaining transformational outcomes and proposing two key enablers that can assist
progression towards this: a facilitating organization that ensures the creation of collaborative shared
value and an aspirational strategy for achieving significant systemic change.

Keywords: multi-stakeholder partnerships; collaborative value; refugees; energy access;
intermediary; transformation

1. Introduction

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). One of the SDGs, Goal 17, focuses
on strengthening and revitalizing a global partnership for sustainable development. Target 17.17
further endorses the encouragement and promotion of ‘effective public, public-private and civil
society partnerships’ that build upon partnership experience and resourcing strategies [1]. This call
has been supported by wider claims that multi-stakeholder partnerships offer the institutional and
organizational structures needed to foster the systemic transformation at the heart of the SDGs [2].

Several scholars defend the need for transformative approaches to address the challenges posed
by the SDG Agenda [3,4]. According to Horan (2019), the premise is that “these transformations seek
to exploit synergies between Goals to achieve multiple SDGs by organizing implementation around
SDG interventions that generate significant co-benefits”. In this regard, multi-stakeholder partnerships
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are viewed as vehicles that can help to accelerate these synergies and build more enduring governance
structures [4–6].

The refugee crisis has been described as a challenge that requires a transformation in the
international community’s response to forced displacement [7]. According to data from the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), by the end of 2015 there were more than 55
million displaced people around the world, 14 million of whom were refugees forced to flee due to
persecution, conflict, repression and natural disasters. At the end of 2018, the number of forcibly
displaced individuals worldwide had increased to almost 70.8 million, 26 million of whom were
refugees [8]. The humanitarian community’s priority is to provide these people with basic services
such as shelter, food, water and protection. In spite of its relevance and cross cutting impacts, access to
energy has generally been disregarded when considering the needs of refugees. However, in recent
years several international initiatives have been established to address this problem, including: the
Moving Energy Initiative (MEI) [9], Safe Access to Fuel and Energy (SAFE) [10] and the Global Plan of
Action for Sustainable Energy Solutions in Situations of Displacement [11].

The humanitarian community has called for the active implication of the private sector in the
response to the refugee crisis [7,12]. Traditionally seen as little more than an alternative source of
funding, the private sector has increasingly been playing other roles in the humanitarian sector, most
notably in product and process innovation [13–15]. Partnerships between private companies, national
and international agencies, academy, NGOs and refugees appear to offer more inclusive planning
and designing approaches [16] and market based strategies can underpin initiatives such as access to
energy in fragile places, making them more effective and durable [17–19].

Against this background, and in recognition of the potential for engagement of several Spanish
electricity and energy companies, the Spanish Humanitarian Action Office and the Innovation and
Technology for Development Centre at the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (itdUPM), began to
explore the possibility of launching a multi-stakeholder partnership to develop innovative energy
access solutions to improve the services and quality of life of those living in refugee camps situated in
the Shire region of northern Ethiopia. As a result, in 2014, five entities from the private, public and
academic spheres created the first multi-stakeholder partnership for humanitarian action in Spain:
the Alianza Shire [20]. The partnership currently works to provide energy access to 60,000 refugees
in the camps and 17,000 people from the host communities in the Shire region through a project that
focuses holistically on the main sustainability drivers for this kind of intervention: technology quality
assurance, assessment of community payment capacity, operation and maintenance, supply through
business models and influence on public policies [21].

Within the partnership, itdUPM, which was set up as an organizational laboratory to accelerate
solutions that support transformative partnerships for the SDGs [22] adopted a proactive facilitation
role by seeking to overcome barriers that might hinder collaboration between the partner organizations.
This is a role that many authors recognize as necessary, especially in the humanitarian field where the
private sector particularly has sometimes had difficulties in understanding contextual complexities
and the many actors involved [13,23–25].

The motivation for this article is the internationally recognized need for transformative partnerships
that can provide more effective and durable responses to forced displacement. An illustrative case
study is offered on how collaboration among different organizations from the profit, non-profit, public
and academic sectors, seeks to provide energy access to refugee camps.

The collaborative responses required for multi-stakeholder partnerships such as the Alianza Shire
are likely to rest upon the generation of meaningful shared value that promotes transformation and
systems change. Shared value, a concept coined by Porter and Kramer (2011) [26], can be defined as
policies and operating practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously
advancing the economic and social conditions in the communities it operates. Porter and Kramer (2011)
further suggest that multi-stakeholder collaboration, among other strategies, can enable companies to
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create shared value through the development of industry clusters among both private companies and
other actors.

Austin and Seitanidi (2012) [27] focus on the potential of collaboration for generating shared
value. In particular, they propose a Collaborative Value Creation (CVC) framework for analyzing value
creation in relation to different types of collaborative relationships between private and non-profit
organizations [27]. Austin and Seitanidi conceptualize an advanced stage of collaboration which they
call “transformational collaboration”. This stage represents collaborative social entrepreneurship that
“aims for value in the form of large-scale, transformational benefit that accrues either to a significant
segment of society or to society at large”. According to Austin and Seitanidi (2012), there is a need
to deepen our understanding of the factors that enable collaborative relationships to enter into a
transformational stage. Given that these forms of partnership are both complex and poorly documented,
they call for the development of in-depth case studies to explore their transformational potential further.

Although not considered explicitly by Austin and Seitanidi (2012), partnership facilitators (also
known as partnership brokers or partnership intermediaries), are increasingly been acknowledged for
their ability to promote transformation by shaping, nurturing and supporting innovative collaborative
relationships as they evolve over time [4,28–34]. This function may be assumed by an individual
or an organization, and sometimes both [28,35]. The role of intermediary actors in facilitating
transformation towards sustainability has been particularly noted in Sustainability Transitions
theory [36–38] with recognition of their function as key catalysts that speed up change towards
more sustainable socio-technical systems [39]. Previous studies have suggested that this intermediary
role could be played by different actors, including NGOs, public agencies, local authorities or
universities [40–42]. Because of their potential for offering spaces that encourage inter-disciplinary
and multi-actor collaboration, universities and research centers, such as itdUPM, appear particularly
well-suited to this intermediary role [41]. Further research is needed in order to fully understand
the role of intermediaries in facilitating sustainability transformations and, in particular, in fostering
multi-stakeholder partnerships [28,39] as well as the type of organizations that could fulfill this role.

This paper uses the Alianza Shire as an illustrative case study of a multi-stakeholder partnership
with a clear transformational aspiration in order to begin to address the two research gaps identified
above: improving our understanding of transformational multi-stakeholder collaborations and
contributing to more deeply understanding the role of intermediaries in supporting these relationships.
The CVC framework provides a useful lens for examining the extent to which the Alianza Shire has
been able to ‘co-create significant economic, social, and environmental value for society, organizations,
and individuals’ [26] in relation to two key features: the transformational character of the partnership
and its evolutionary nature [4,6]. The Alianza Shire is analyzed in its evolution from a preliminary
prototype phase to one that has grown in scale and impact. Particular attention is paid to the role
of a university center, itdUPM, in relation to the CVC spectrum and the extent to which its practical
experience of promoting and facilitating collaboration within the Alianza Shire has supported progress
towards transformation.

The article is organized as follows: Section 2 provides details of the theoretical background to the
article. Section 3 presents the research methodology used which includes a promising framework for
offering insights into how to promote collaborative value creation from an evolutionary perspective
(CVC) using the consolidated methodology of a case study. In Section 4 an overview of the Alianza
Shire is provided in order to assist better understanding of the subsequent analysis. In Section 5, the
evolution of different key parameters in relation to the Alianza Shire’s potential for collaborative value
creation is presented with analysis of the role that itdUPM has played in this evolution as a facilitating
organization. Key findings are provided in Section 6 with discussion of how the CVC framework
perspective has helped itdUPM to identify barriers that hinder collaboration and how these lessons
may be useful for other partnerships seeking to accelerate transformations in order to achieve the
targets of the SDGs.
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2. Theoretical Context of Partnerships

Collaborative arrangements that combine the resources, skills and competencies of different actors
in society in new and innovative ways are increasingly being proposed as vehicles for achieving
transformation through partnership for the SDG agenda [2,3]. However, information on the processes
that might foster the full and meaningful participation of different stakeholders in these initiatives in
order to generate systemic change is noticeably lacking [4–6,39].

Partnership stakeholders will assume different levels of power and risk in relation to the
contributions they make to a collaborative initiative and to their interest in it. It is useful here to
distinguish between internal and external stakeholders in a partnership. Stott (2009) classifies internal
stakeholders as recognized signed-up partners who contribute resources to a partnership, assume
risk on its behalf, have an important stake in how the relationship evolves and stand to gain benefits
from their involvement in it [43]. As a result of their position, we may thus expect each partner to
assume a central role in collaborative decision-making. In spite of an emphasis on shared ownership,
however, power dynamics between different partners are likely to exist, particularly in relation to
perceptions of the value of different contributions with financial inputs or political influence, for
example, often being more highly esteemed than other resources. External stakeholders, meanwhile,
are not signed-up partners of a collaborative initiative. They may include ‘interested observers’ such
as donors, media or public authorities, who exert influence upon a partnership through financial
resources, communication reach and political leverage (or the promise of them); and ‘risk bearers’ such
as local actors or community players who may have weaker influence on a partnership but nonetheless
bear important risks in relation to it [43].

Because partnership processes are conditioned by specific and changing contexts the stakeholders
described above may change their positions during the lifetime of a partnership [43]. As well as
reflecting wider societal power relations in particular contexts, partnership relationships will also have
their own ‘chemistry’ and ‘distinctive “arenas of power” where the emphasis on participation and
consensus shapes power relations in particular ways’ [44]. In addition, as stakeholders may have
different interests in partnership at different times in different contexts, investment in efforts that seek
to address inequitable power relations and ensure ‘appropriate’ participation for diverse actors during
a partnership’s development are recommended [45].

‘Appropriate’ participation rests crucially upon ensuring clear and inclusive partnership
governance mechanisms with horizontal decision-making processes that seek to minimize inequitable
power relationships and promote shared ownership [46,47]. Caplan (2005) [48] believes that effective
collaborative governance requires that partners demonstrate they are accountable to both each other
and to external stakeholders. He suggests that partnership accountability requires systems and
procedures that ensure: compliance, so that partners can hold one another to account; transparency,
where partners give each other an account of activities and progress; and responsiveness, by which
partners show that they have taken account of each others’ needs or concerns, and those of wider
stakeholders [48]. Caplan (2003) further notes that rigidity in pursuing accountability can limit space
for innovation and that, ‘The key challenge for partnership practitioners is to strike an appropriate
balance between formal structures that guide working practices, and leadership (in its broadest sense)
that promotes creative thinking on how to maximize the inputs from different organizations’ [49].

In most partnership arrangements, an important role in encouraging equitable participation and
accountable governance processes is played by a partnership facilitator. This ‘partnership broker’ [35]
function may be assumed by an individual or an organization, and sometimes both, operating from
both within or outside a partnership arrangement to shape and manage collaborative processes [28,35].
According to Manning and Roessler (2013) [50], the work of these ‘bridging agents’ ‘who interact
across multiple boundaries and translate ambiguous conditions into collaborative opportunities and
constraints’ is central to the development of effective long-term partnerships. By assisting partners
and wider stakeholders to understand and respond to challenges, and providing spaces for to debate
and reflection upon the way that they work together, partnership intermediaries are instrumental
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to ensuring that collaborative efforts are inclusive in their approach, able to adapt to changing
circumstances and achieve sustainable results [51].

Horan (2019) notes that “several studies call for an orchestrator of partnerships [4]. [ . . . ] Most
studies view orchestration as initiating and supporting individual partnerships. Proposed orchestrators
include international institutions, government departments [43–45], or professional orchestrators [46]”.
As multi-actor partnerships are now widely promoted as vehicles for achieving the transformational
agenda of the SDGs [1,2], understanding how partnership intermediaries support approaches that
contribute to systemic change and the achievement of ‘significant economic, social, and environmental
value for society, organizations, and individuals’ [27] is of growing interest [5,6,28].

The role of intermediary actors in facilitating transformation for sustainability has also been
explored in Sustainability Transitions (ST) theory. This theory aims to conceptualize and explain
how systemic socio-technical changes occur to address complex sustainability problems such as those
represented in the SDG agenda [36,37]. ST theory, particularly the so-called ‘Multilevel Perspective’,
suggests that sustainability transitions take place at the interplay between three analytical levels:
niches (the locus for radical innovations), socio-technical regimes (the locus of established practices
and associated rules that stabilize existing systems) and an exogenous socio-technical landscape [36].
Within this body of knowledge, intermediary actors have been positioned as key catalysts that speed
up change towards more sustainable socio-technical systems [39].

To explore the potential for transformation that may be derived from working in collaborative
arrangements, Austin and Seitanidi (2012) propose a collaborative value creation (CVC) framework [27].
The premise of the CVC framework is that the main justification for cross-sector partnering is value
creation among both for-profit and non-profit organizations. The concept of Shared Value is central to
the CVC framework. First proposed by Porter and Kramer (2011), the notion of shared value rests
upon the assumption that working with other actors, for-profit organizations can “develop policy
and practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while advancing the social conditions
of the communities in which it operates” while non-profit organizations simultaneously have the
“opportunity to be more effective thinking in value terms: considering benefits relative to costs rather
than funds and effort expended” [26].

Although widely used and recognized, the notion of Shared Value has been criticized for, among
other issues, its narrow private sector focus, failure to adequately address tensions between economic
and social objectives, and lack of linkages to social innovation [52,53]. The CVC framework addresses
some of these criticisms by providing a set of tools which conceptualize key elements and processes in
fostering shared value for both profit and non-profit organizations through cross-sector partnerships.
The CVC Spectrum furnishes new reference terms for defining and analyzing value creation and
proposes a continuum through which partners can enhance the generation of meaningful shared
value by reviewing their work in relation to four stages of collaboration: philanthropic (a charitable
relationship based on unilateral transfer of funds from one party to another); transactional (involving
‘reciprocal exchange’ of resources through activities such as sponsorships and personal engagements);
integrative (where value is created by combining key distinctive competencies and resources) and
transformational (where value is derived from innovative co-creation processes between partners so
that ‘transformative effects would not only be in social, economic, or political systems but also change
each organization and its people in profound, structural, and irreversible ways’) [27]. The last two
components of the framework relate to partnering processes that reveal value creation dynamics in
formation and implementation stages and collaboration outcomes which examine impact at the micro,
meso, and macro levels.

Rather than presenting a linear or fixed lens for analysis, Austin and Seitanidi [27] reinforce the
importance of using the CVC continuum as a way of exploring evolving collaborative relationships.
They propose the use of a series of key pointers for this purpose (see Figure 1): level of engagement,
importance to mission, magnitude of resources, type of resources, scope of the activities, interaction



Sustainability 2020, 12, 539 6 of 28

level, trust, internal change, managerial complexity, strategic value, co-creation of value, synergistic
value, innovation, and external system change.Sustainability 2020, 12, 539 6 of 29 
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Although the CVC framework expands upon Porter and Kramer’s notion of Shared Value, its
categorization of actors into ‘nonprofits and businesses’ continues to transmit a somewhat limited
vision of the diverse nature of the actors who may be involved in different collaborative initiatives.
As a result, the creativity and innovation that may emerge from working with multiple stakeholders
from the public, private and civil society sectors at different levels, and the manner in which these
unique connections, including the challenges and tensions that they generate, may encourage a move
towards transformation is overlooked. The ‘orchestration’ of such dynamics and the role exercised by
a partnership intermediary in shaping and facilitating transformational relationships is also absent.
Finally, while the CVC framework offers a useful conceptual tool for analyzing how shared value
can be created through collaboration in relation to different evolutionary stages it is, as the authors
acknowledge, clear that it requires further testing in relation to concrete examples of partnerships in
practice. In view of the SDG Agenda’s emphasis on the importance of transformation, the need for
detailed case studies that explore and share information on the process of building multi-stakeholder
partnerships that seek to promote systemic change is particularly pressing.

3. Research Approach

3.1. Research Aims and Scope

This paper presents the evolution of the Alianza Shire since its creation and analyses its
transformational potential through the lens of the CVC framework. The objective of the study
is twofold:

• To analyze the evolution of the transformational character of the Alianza Shire and evaluate its
position within the CVC spectrum.

• To characterize the role of Universidad Politécnica de Madrid’s Innovation and Technology for
Development Centre (itdUPM) as an intermediary actor in fostering the transformational character
of the Alianza Shire through the identification of key intermediary activities.
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Our work has both theoretical and practical implications. From a theoretical point of view, this
case study aims to improve our understanding of transformational multi-stakeholder collaborations
and contribute to clarifying the role of intermediaries. From a practical point of view, the analysis of
the Alianza Shire through the CVC lens enables the extraction of valuable lessons and improvement
opportunities for the initiative. Furthermore, our analysis shows how the CVC framework can be used
as a tool for self-assessment within a continuous improvement cycle, a methodological exercise which
has high potential for replicability in other multi-actor partnerships

3.2. Methodology

A case study methodology is used in this investigation. A case study is typically used to investigate
a contemporary phenomenon (‘the case’) in depth and within its real world context. Because they
are based on a variety of data sources, case studies offer rich empirical descriptions of particular
instances of a phenomenon [54]. The methodology has also been identified as useful in unveiling
complex cause-effect relationships that offer lessons for addressing the major substantive themes
in a field [55]. Over the last decades, case studies have been used extensively in multiple fields,
including: organizational theory [56], education [57,58] and strategy and decision science [59,60].
Their multi-disciplinary and cross-cutting nature thus makes them particularly suitable for exploring
collaborative initiatives. Stott (2006) [61] particularly advocates the use of case studies in analyzing
multi-actor partnerships.

The Alianza Shire is a unique case of a multi-actor partnership in terms of both the scope of
the collaboration and the impact achieved since its creation in 2014. A wide variety of actors have
been involved in designing and implementing innovative initiatives in order to provide energy access
to refugees and host communities (see Section 4 for a detailed description of the composition and
activities of the Alianza Shire). These actors are assisted in this collaboration by itdUPM which assumes
an intermediary role among them. The Alianza Shire thus provides analytical material of particular
richness and interest for case study analysis and is well-suited to the research aims.

As well as their use for descriptive purposes, case studies can also play an important role in
theory building and testing as they are guided by theoretical constructs that have multiple levels
of analysis and a focus on specific processes, actors or phenomena [62]. Our research, as outlined
above, focuses on the transformational character of a multi-actor partnership as well as on the role of
an intermediary actor in fostering that character using the Collaborative Value Creation (CVC) as its
theoretical framework [27].

In order to simplify the different variables proposed by Austin and Seitanidi, and take into account
the key organizational concerns encountered by the Alianza Shire’s facilitating team, four categories
have been created to link together those with clear connections: organizational engagement, resources
and activities, partnership dynamics and impact (see Table 1).

Table 1. Categories used for analysis of the Alianza Shire.

Categories Original CVC Framework Variables

Organizational engagement Level of engagement
Importance to mission

Resources and activities

Type of resources
Magnitude of resources

Scope of activities
Managerial complexity
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Table 1. Cont.

Categories Original CVC Framework Variables

Partnership dynamics

Interaction
Trust

Internal change

Impact

Co-creation of value
Synergistic value

Strategic value
Innovation

External system change

Another important feature of the case study methodology is the use of multiple sources of evidence
that can be triangulated in order to better substantiate findings [54]. Eisenhardt (1989) further advocates
the use of multiple researchers in order to enhance the creative potential of a case study by combining
different perspectives [62]. In this case the paper has been developed by a team of six researchers,
three of whom are directly involved in the Alianza Shire and part of the itdUPM facilitating team that
supports it.

The case study was conducted between 5 September and 28 October 2019 using the following
sources of information: key documents associated with the different partnership activities (including
project proposals, agreements, terms of references, contracts, internal regulations and norms, etc.),
direct observation in the field (including attendance at meetings of the main governance bodies of the
partnership: the Steering, Management and Communications Committees, and the Project Office, and
open interviews with selected stakeholders. As this work focuses particularly on the intermediary role,
those interviewed included current and former itdUPM members involved in the partnership in various
capacities. Appendices A–C present brief descriptions of the different objects of analysis considered.

Analysis of the information gathered was conducted via an assessment of the partnership according
to the different variables of the CVC spectrum. This was carried out independently by six individuals
who have been involved in the facilitation of the Alianza Shire at different times. These diverse
perspectives were subsequently discussed and contrasted in a two-hour structured group meeting
which led to a preliminary global assessment of the partnership agreed upon by all those interviewed.
The assessment enabled the composition of an initial narrative for the case which was then completed
through several iterative work meetings among the authors of the paper. The final version of the paper
was revised and validated by two key informants.

3.3. Cvc Framework as an Assessment Tool

In this paper, the CVC framework is used to conduct an assessment exercise within a continuous
improvement cycle for the Alianza Shire. While other assessment tools and frameworks found in
literature could have been used, we found that many of these are based on the assessment of goals linked
to a project. While such an assessment is useful for estimating the effectiveness of specific activities in a
given time frame it does not evaluate the complex relationships between stakeholders in a partnership
in depth, nor their evolution over time. Frameworks related to the usefulness of partnership as an
approach can also be found [45], including: Collective-Conflictual Value Co-creation [63], Partnership
Outcomes Assessment [64], Partnership Learning Loop [65], Partnership Performance Assessment [66]
and the Strategic Scoping Canvas [67]. Table 2 provides a summary of the main focus areas of each of
them. While different aspects of these approaches were considered for this study, the CVC framework
was selected for the exploration of the Alianza Shire because it stresses the value creation process
among partners with an evolutionary perspective and a transformative aspiration; two approaches
that have been highlighted in the literature on partnerships and which are particularly relevant to the
SDG agenda [4,6].
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Table 2. Frameworks for assessing multi-stakeholder partnerships.

Partnership Analysis Framework or Tool Main focus Area

Collective-Conflictual Value Co-creation Conflict between actors leads to innovation or general repositioning and
impacts future value co-creation.

Partnership Outcomes Assessment Improvements in partnership practice and exploration of a partnership’s
contribution to performance and outcomes.

Partnership Learning Loop Focuses on reinforcement of collaboration between partners through
different partnership layers.

Partnership Performance Assessment
Analyses partnership performance and effectiveness using three groupings

of drivers: the external context, the organizational environment and the
individuals representing each partner organization.

The MSP Guide Wide range of tools for assessing participation.

Collaborative Value Creation Stresses the value creation process among partners with an evolutionary
perspective and a transformative aspiration.

4. The Case of the Alianza Shire

The Alianza Shire was established in 2014 to develop innovate energy access solutions for those
living in the refugee camps situated in the Shire region of northern Ethiopia where access to energy
and lighting is limited and irregular. With a population numbering some 60,000 people in 2019, the
refugees in these camps are mainly from Eritrea [68]. In order to improve the access and quality of
energy services to this refugee population, two private companies and a corporate foundation in the
energy and lighting sector - Iberdrola, Signify and Acciona.org- joined forces with the Humanitarian
Action Office of the Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation (AECID) and the
Innovation and Technology Centre at the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (itdUPM) [69].

The diverse nature of the members is not accidental. Each of the three private sector representatives
specializes in one or more areas of the energy and lighting sector, thus providing a broad and detailed
knowledge base of the field. The role of these partners is focused on their capacity to shape innovative
solutions to energy access challenges through the involvement in the partnership of both selected
specialists and executives. The AECID provides the institutional framework for the partnership,
specialized knowledge in refugee protection, the support of the Spanish public sector and funds for
its development. itdUPM, meanwhile, assumes a threefold role; firstly, as an academic institution, it
provides the partnership with a large network of research experts and scholars; secondly, as a neutral
forum, it assumes the role of partnership facilitator by curating the relations between members; and,
thirdly, it works to ensure proactive project management and coordination.

Members of the Alianza Shire have consistently advocated that co-created innovative solutions
should be implemented in projects that serve to enhance the quality of life of both host and refugee
communities. Adopting a continuous improvement approach, solutions are co-designed together with
relevant stakeholders in the field—including final users—and, once implemented, their performance is
monitored and improved.

The Alianza Shire partners acknowledged the importance of developing projects that could be
scaled-up by starting with interventions of a reduced dimension and a greater likelihood of success from
the start. Between 2014 and 2017, a first Pilot Project was developed in one refugee camp. This prototype
was aimed at demonstrating the potential of working in partnership to address energy challenges
while also serving as a space for testing and improving innovative solutions and work methodologies.

The positive outcomes arising from the Pilot Project indicated that the partnership had the
potential to address complex problems. Findings were shared and discussed with representatives from
international stakeholders such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the
European Union and various energy access networks and initiatives, including the Moving Energy
Initiative and Safe Access to Fuel and Energy [70]. Both the project results and positive feedback from
these international organizations prompted members of the Alianza Shire to take the decision to scale
up. The second phase of the project, co-funded by the European Union’s Emergency Trust Fund for
Africa [71], started in 2018 and will be implemented by 2021. The impacts of both the prototype and
Phase II of the project can be consulted and compared in Table 3.
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Table 3. Scaling up the impact: from prototype to project.

Pilot Project: The Prototype Phase II: The Project

1 refugee camp 4 refugee camps and host communities

8000 refugees 60,000 refugees
17,000 people from the host community

4 km of street lighting
25 km of street lighting

100% connection of Communal Services
Connection of 450 private businesses

Training of refugees

Managerial training for the Ethiopian Electric Utility’s regional
managers

Technical training for the Ethiopian Electric Utility’s field staff
Training of Trainers for Implementing Partner staff

Training of refugees and host community

Trained refugees working for NGO in the camps Trained refugees and host community included in Ethiopian Electric
Utility structure

Only on grid component (street lighting and electrical grid
improvement)

On grid in 4 camps + 1700 third generation Solar Home Systems (SHS)
Creation of 6 micro-businesses owned by refugees and host

community—in charge of the operation and maintenance of the SHS

Total budget of 500,000 € (funds and in-kind contributions) Total budged of 4,700,000 €
(funds and in-kind contributions)

The Alianza Shire’s work in Ethiopia has been accompanied by and coordinated with UNHCR
which is invited to all the partnership’s Steering Committee meetings. Other key partners in the field
include the Norwegian Refugee Council (the Alianza Shire’s implementing partner in the Pilot Project),
ZOA (implementing partner in Phase II) and the Ethiopian Agency for Refugee & Returnee Affairs
(ARRA) which is responsible for managing refugee camps in Ethiopia in collaboration with UNHCR.
The involvement of these partners ensures the direct participation of refugee communities in the design
and implementation of energy access solutions in the Shire camps.

In order to align with international agreements and initiatives, the Alianza Shire works within the
2016 United Nations Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF), the implementation of
which is being piloted in Ethiopia [12]. While seeking to design and implement the Phase II Project
in line with the mission and vision of the CRRF, the Alianza Shire also intends to share results and
lessons learnt through the use of a partnership approach with the international community.

Managing a partnership of this magnitude is not an easy task. It requires careful consideration of
the different backgrounds, organizational cultures and objectives of the five different organizations that
are working together, as well as those of local implementing partners and collaborating organizations.
Because of this, a comprehensive managerial and governance structure has been designed. Based
on the logic of continuous improvement, this structure has evolved over the five-year lifetime of
the partnership.

Because the complex governance structure combines diverse professionals, it requires a strong
degree of formalization to ensure that each organization and actor is provided with a clear mandate
and that the relationships between them are fluid. The relationship between the internal stakeholders
(partners) and other external entities and bodies of the Alianza Shire is thus formalized through a
number of protocols and guidelines, some of which are binding. Details of the different management
structures and their relationships are provided in Appendix B.

Today, due to the dedicated engagement of the five core members and the trust that has grown
between them, the Alianza Shire has reached a stage of maturity. A space has been developed in which
organizations with very different working cultures and backgrounds are able to collaborate in order to
find innovative solutions to the complex problem of improving energy services for people who are
forced to flee from their home countries and temporarily settle in refugee camps. Reaching this level of
trust has taken four years and required a huge effort on the part of the facilitating entity as well as an
important personal commitment from key representatives of the member organizations. The different
stages of the Alianza Shire’s development can be seen in Figure 2.
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5. Results: CVC Analysis of the Alianza Shire

In this section an analysis of the Alianza Shire is presented in relation to the CVC framework. As
outlined in Section 3-Research approach, four different dimensions have been considered: organizational
engagement, resources and activities, partnership dynamics, and impact. Each of these dimensions is
explored in terms of the sources and types of value created using the terminology of the CVC spectrum.
This has enabled an assessment of the transformational character of the partnership in terms of its
position within the CVC continuum. A synthesis of this analysis is provided in Table 4.

Table 4. Analysis of the Alianza Shire using the CVC framework.

Nature of Relationship (CVC Framework) Status at Start (2014) Current Status (2019)

Organizational engagement Level of engagement Moderate High
Importance to mission Peripheral Central

Resources and activities

Type of resources Core competences Core competences
Magnitude of resources Small Big

Scope of activities Narrow Broad
Managerial complexity Simple Complex

Partnership dynamics
Interaction level Low Intensive

Trust Modest Medium
Internal change Minimal Medium

Co-creation of value Medium High
Synergistic value Occasional Predominant

Impact Strategic value Medium Major
Innovation Medium Frequent

External system change Small Significant

The intensity of the color in the last two columns represents the extent to which the element under consideration is
transformational. The scale of analysis is that proposed by Austin and Seitanidi (2012).

5.1. Organizational Engagement

Although the Alianza Shire was formed in 2014, the organizational commitment of the different
participating organizations at that stage was limited. While involvement in the partnership was clearly
of potential interest to them there was no clear rationale and framework for their participation in this
type of initiative. Indeed, although there were other multi-stakeholder partnerships operating in the
area of humanitarian aid at international level, in Spain there were no precedents for this [72]. The
AECID Master Plan at that time (2013–2016) did not explicitly include multi-stakeholder partnerships
as a tool for working in international cooperation and development. Furthermore, there was no clear
formulation of the extent to which the partnership could be linked to the interests of each member
organization. When the Alianza Shire was created, the importance of the partnership to the mission
of the participating organizations was perceived as peripheral and the level of engagement of the
partners could be characterized as moderate.
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The SDGs, and in particular SDG 17, have been important drivers for change in this regard as they
have provided all partners with a clear and shared framework that positions multi-stakeholder
partnerships as crucial for achieving the goals of the 2030 Agenda. It can be argued that
multi-stakeholder partnerships in general and the Alianza Shire in particular have since become central
to the mission of the different partners. This is illustrated by the different statements and organizational
documents from the Alianza Shire partners provided in Appendix C.

Participation in the Alianza Shire is also linked to the social responsibility agenda of the private
sector organizations involved. In Iberdrola, for example, the partnership is viewed as one of the most
important initiatives in the company’s “Electricity for all” program, one of the cornerstones of its social
responsibility strategy [73]. The achievements of the Alianza Shire are also consistently mentioned in
the annual sustainability reports of the three private-sector members [74–76]. In addition, the Alianza
Shire appears in the Progress Report for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda of the Government of
Spain [77].

The SDGs have become a core strategic element of itdUPM’s work and central to a number of
flagship activities that promote the 2030 Agenda among different target populations. Through a
series of bottom-up co-creation seminars for faculty and researchers, itdUPM has contributed to the
elaboration of a new SDG-aligned research strategy for UPM [78]. The Alianza Shire is a central part
of this strategy and seen as an important vehicle for demonstrating the potential of partnership for
the SDGs, both within and outside the University. The partnership illustrates two core principles of
itdUPM’s theory of change: the transformational power of multi-stakeholder partnerships and SDG
17, and the importance of prototype scaling up in order to achieve wider impact.

While working towards the achievement of the SDGs, the Alianza Shire has grown considerably
in terms of scope, impact and public visibility. In consequence, the associational value in terms of
reputation and credibility of its members has increased. Interdependence and collective action have
become the modus operandi of the partnership and the organizational engagement of the different
partners, which has increased exponentially, can now be assessed as high. Although there have been
significant changes in the organization and structure of some of the partner organizations, newer
members of the Alianza Shire’s Steering Committee have continued to support the initiative with the
same enthusiasm as their predecessors. Testimonies from the top management of the different partner
organizations (CEOs, Secretary of State, Rector of UPM) that highlight the achievements of the Alianza
Shire can be found in Appendix B.

The growth of levels of commitment and the importance of the Alianza Shire for the mission
of its partner organizations has relied to a great extent upon the facilitation role played by itdUPM
in: a) generating a common language and narrative for the partnership and in seeking to align the
objectives and incentives of all the partners; b) working to promote complementarity between the
partners through activities that highlight the importance of the SDGs for them; c) highlighting SDG
17 as an essential mechanism for achievement of the SDGs and the Alianza Shire as an example that
demonstrates what can be accomplished by working in partnership. In collaboration with Iberdrola
and the Acciona Foundation, itdUPM has also developed University-Business chairs on the theme
of the SDGs and access to energy and has contributed to the elaboration of the AECID’s current
Master Plan.

5.2. Resources and Activities

Since the partnership began its members have acknowledged the importance of designing projects
with a scale-up perspective. The initial activities that were developed and implemented by the Alianza
Shire were narrow in scope and the magnitude of resources was small. Since then both the input of
resources and scope of activities have been considerably scaled-up for the Phase II Project (see below).

In addition to the operational objectives (safe energy supply to 8000 refugees), the Pilot Project set
an organizational objective: to serve as a test bed to develop and validate an innovative partnership
approach with efforts directed towards creating an enabling space for this. In line with the CVC
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framework, an attempt was made to develop interaction value, i.e. shared language, knowledge, joint
problem solving, common technical and organizational approaches, communication and coordination,
etc. Regarding the type of resources put into play, from the very beginning of the partnership member
organizations agreed that projects would not be based on monetary exchange (in fact the private
companies involved have not made a single direct financial contribution - see the Alianza Shire MoUs in
Appendix A) but in the creation of synergistic value based upon using each partner’s core competences.

Following the experience of the Pilot Project the scope of activities has expanded considerably (see
Table 3). In Phase II the Alianza Shire has applied a more diversified range of technological approaches
and started to develop non-technical activities aimed at strengthening refugee-host community
integration, generating local economic activity and employment, and building the capacity of key
stakeholders such as the Ethiopian Electric Utility (EEU). The idea is to develop a comprehensive
approach with the development of solutions adapted to the partnership’s specific social and regulatory
context and to ensure that these solutions are sustainable in the long run. At the same time as
seeking to achieve local transformation, the Alianza Shire hopes to contribute to change at a more
global and systemic scale. This has led to an increase in activities aimed at systematizing knowledge
(technical and organizational approaches and lessons learnt) and sharing this knowledge with the
international community.

Developments in the scope and scale of activities have required a significant increase in the
magnitude of resources. The amount of economic resources allocated to the Alianza Shire’s projects has
increased tenfold (see Table 3). While the Pilot Project was funded with a grant from the AECID and the
contributions of partners, Phase II is co-funded by the European Union. In terms of human resources,
the Pilot Project relied on the experience and knowledge of a few experts from each organization.
In Phase II these resources have been expanded and diversified as the organizations have assigned
specialists for specific project tasks in order to enhance impact. This has resulted in a combination
of different profiles that few humanitarian organizations are able to gather together on their own,
including business model specialists, diplomats, scientists, lawyers, experts in safety and security,
among others. The interaction among these specialists is rich and frequent and has resulted in mutual
learning and the generation of benefits in terms of transferred resource value. Many of these specialists
have a permanent or part-time dedication to the Alianza Shire which adds to their professional
portfolio. Some technicians from private companies participate in the activities of the partnership on a
voluntary basis. While this has had a positive impact on corporate volunteering programs it also raises
management challenges in terms of the lack of time available for this input during specific periods of
activity and the complexity of matching field missions to holiday periods.

The expansion of the Alianza Shire in terms of scale has been driven by an evolutionary
management structure the complexity of which has steadily increased. At its inception the partnership
comprised two committees and a group of experts who operated without systematized procedures.
Currently, the partnership is governed by five different bodies and a number of work plans, procedures
and protocols are in place. In addition to the staff of partner organizations, almost 100 people are
involved in the partnership. In the first year of Phase II (2018-2019) much effort has been devoted
to designing and implementing a set of agreements among some of the twenty or so organizations
that are directly involved with the partnership. These agreements regulate both relationships and
commitments between organizations as well as project management procedures and processes.

The managerial structure of the Alianza Shire has adopted a traditional project-oriented approach
based on internationally recognized guidelines [79]. However, this conventional structure has been
complemented by additional processes and methodologies aimed at driving the transformational
momentum outlined in Kotter’s dual operating system approach [80]. These seek to provide an
independent space in which all partners reflect on how to foster innovation and manage knowledge.

The facilitator plays an important role in terms of enabling the increase in the scale and range of
the resources and activities of the Alianza Shire. itdUPM acts as an official grant recipient and takes care
of the administrative and accountability obligations that this implies. It also works closely with each
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organization to find the best strategies to address internal resistance and to build internal capacity by
leveraging the competences and complementarities of each partner. Furthermore, itdUPM has fostered
specific initiatives to reinforce the capacity of the partnership by, for example, promoting the creation
of an interdisciplinary group of more than 15 UPM researchers working as experts in fields such as
agriculture, construction, ICT and water management. This group has developed a technological needs
assessment methodology that adopts an interdisciplinary approach [81]. The results of the application
of this methodology will be used by the Alianza Shire and its implementing partners in the field for the
design of future actions. itdUPM has also put in place a continuous improvement process which has
enabled the identification of opportunities for enhancing the overall design and management process,
and greater participation of partner organizations. Finally, as a partnership facilitator, itdUPM works
to systemize and disseminate the knowledge derived from project activities.

5.3. Partnership Dynamics

The interaction level of the Alianza Shire partners has increased since its creation in 2014. During
the first phase of the Alianza Shire, the Steering Committee, which met on an ad hoc basis, was the
only formal body for partner interaction. There are now four established partnership committees
which function and interact systematically. Participation in these bodies has engendered considerable
interaction value in terms of coordination, transparency and joint problem solving.

Beyond the interactions within the formal governing bodies, the partners have also become
increasingly involved in the diagnosis of needs and the co-creation of appropriate solutions for energy
access challenges. This co-creation of value has also included the refugees and their host communities.
By increasing co-creation and interaction, complementary skills and knowledge have been identified
which have increased the potential for resource complementarity and synergistic value. Furthermore,
the Alianza Shire serves as a valuable experimentation space for partners to test different methodologies
and technologies, and has the potential to enhance their capacity for innovation. The level of trust
among members of the partnership has also increased. Constant interaction throughout the six years
of the partnership’s life, as well as the results and the impact achieved has generated trust; first among
individual partner representatives and then between organizations.

The development of the Alianza Shire into a large-scale project has also posed difficulties. Growth
in scale has increased levels of pressure on partners in terms of reputational risks. This is particularly so
for itdUPM which has dual accountability to both the EU (the Phase II Project funder) and the AECID
(the grant recipient) for management of the funds awarded and ensuring expected results. In addition,
as the activities of the Alianza Shire have expanded, the participation of individuals and departments
of member organizations that had no previous contact with the partnership has increased. This is the
case, for example, for human resources, security and legal departments for whom the context of the
partnership’s operational setting is a challenge and adaptation costs are generally high.

Partnership dynamics are also challenged by insufficiently adapted regulatory and administrative
frameworks. At the European level, funding schemes are designed with a conventional project-oriented
logic. Project-oriented mechanisms to guarantee the commitments that an organization acquires from
a third party are not designed to facilitate long-term and flexible collaboration among organizations.
Monitoring and accountability are generally based on a control and hierarchy rationale rather than on
mutual trust and decentralization. As a result, relationships among partners tend to follow conventional
donor-recipient or transactional patterns.

This disconnect is also evident in the Spanish policy context where there is no regulation for
multi-actor partnerships with long-term transformational goals. Furthermore, the internal policies and
procedures of the different partners in key aspects such as security management are not aligned. As a
result, the formalization of agreements among members is frequently a long and exhausting process.

Both the increase in pressure and regulatory challenges are sources of tension in the partnership
and pose continual barriers to the increase of mutual trust among members. Against this background,
the partnership facilitator is a key enabling actor. As well as taking on most of the bureaucratic burden
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resulting from internal and external misalignment, itdUPM has also assumed responsibility for the
formalization of agreements and acts as a mediator among members for this purpose. In undertaking
this work, itdUPM leverages its identity as a university center that is seen as a neutral and trustworthy
player able to build positive connections between organizations. Universities can also easily develop
spaces for dialogue and exchange. An example of this is the Master in Strategies and Technologies
for Development, a postgraduate level program managed by itdUPM [82] that serves as a meeting
place for some of the individuals and organizations that make the Alianza Shire possible. Key partner
representatives are invited as guest professors and Master’s students also take up internships in partner
organizations. Through their interaction within the Master’s program the different organizations can
thus reinforce relationships that generate mutual trust.

5.4. Impact

As explained in the section on organizational engagement (5.1), the strategic value of the
partnership has increased since its creation. This increase in strategic value can be attributed to the
promotion of the 2030 Agenda and the increasing importance of the SDGs and multi-actor partnerships
for partner missions. At the same time, the increase in scale of partnership activities has multiplied the
value of the Alianza Shire for partner organizations.

Co-creation and the idea of generating value through a participatory process has always been
an essential component of the Alianza Shire. Participation of all key stakeholders in the conception
and implementation of solutions is a key pillar of the Alianza Shire’s theory of change. Indeed,
for the Alianza Shire, broad and inclusive participation is fundamental for the creation of solutions
that are truly transformational and sustainable in the long term. Co-creation and participation have
steadily increased since 2014 both in terms of governance and with regard to activities in the field. The
outcomes of the Pilot Project which provided access to safe energy and lighting for 8000 refugees were
encouraging. This contributed to a 60% reduction in incidents such as night burglaries, a reduction in
the collection of firewood for cooking of 1500 tons per year, an annual reduction of 2000 tons in CO2

emissions and an annual economic saving of 30,000€ in diesel for camp operators [83].
With regard to innovation, an important goal of the Alianza Shire has been to demonstrate that it is

possible for non-traditional actors in the humanitarian field to work together comprehensively with
the Spanish Humanitarian Action Office in order to offer energy access solutions in refugee camps.
Great emphasis has also been placed on the future sustainability of pilot actions. In Phase II many
more innovation processes are being deployed. These are summarized below using Tidd and Bessant’s
“4Ps of innovation” [84,85].

• Product—changes in products or services: High quality products that are framed holistically such
as use of third generation Solar Home Systems (SHS), robust and adapted LED street lighting
technology, high quality electrical grid materials and augmented reality equipment for training.

• Process—changes in the ways services are created or delivered: Development of a management
model based on guaranteeing sustainability through diverse contributions and coordination among
different actors. Six micro-enterprises (between refugees and people from host communities) with
their associated business models will be created to ensure sustainability in the management and
maintenance of the 1700 SHS.

• Position—changes in the way services are presented to the user and how these are communicated
and reframed by government and other actors: Positioning energy supply as a central element in
the management of the Shire refugee camps and as a catalyst for new development possibilities.
This has been possible thanks to the integration of two key partners in the field and co-creation
efforts with them: ARRA (Ethiopian Agency for Refugee & Returnee Affairs, responsible for
managing refugee camps in collaboration with UNHCR) and the Ethiopian Electric Utility.

• Paradigm—changes in the underlying mental models that shape what the service offers:
Contributing to a shift in the traditional humanitarian response mindset by presenting refugee
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camps as a source of innovation where refugee and local communities can participate in the
design and implementation of solutions to the challenges they face. This also suggests that
non-traditional actors such as academic and private companies can play a clear and positive role
in the humanitarian field.

The innovation capacity of the Alianza Shire has underpinned the sustainability of the Phase II
Project which is strongly aligned with the sustainability drivers of access to basic services programs
and specifically on off-grid energy access projects [21,86–89]: technology quality assurance; assessment
of community payment capacity; local training and awareness campaigns; operation and maintenance;
supply through business models; stakeholder and agreements management, and influence on
public policies.

When the Alianza Shire began external system change was very limited as attention was placed
upon creating the ‘right’ conditions for the partnership to operate. However, due to the positive
results of the Pilot Project and the work that is being developed in Phase II, the possibilities for
influencing external key actors and wider forums are growing and current external system change
can be considered as significant. In the context of the Spanish private sector, considerable efforts
are being invested in encouraging practical inter-sectoral collaboration and dialogue. The “SDG17
GoODS Award” which is granted by the Spanish branch of the UN Global Compact was awarded to
the Alianza Shire in 2019. In the academic sector, itdUPM is sharing the Alianza Shire as an example
of how to connect the university with social innovation spaces, an idea that was given recognition
with the “Best Paper Award” at the 2017 International Conference on Sustainable Development held at
Columbia University in New York. The Alianza Shire is also attracting the attention of the international
humanitarian community. The partnership’s ability to connect private sector core competencies with
humanitarian innovation processes driven by the demands of key actors was acknowledged with
the Set4Food Humanitarian Energy Award which was presented at the First Humanitarian Energy
Conference [90]. As a result, the Alianza Shire will be one of the fifteen practical initiatives presented
at the First Global Refugee Forum Marketplace of good practices [91].

There is a clear intention on the part of itdUPM to systematize and disseminate all these processes.
However, since Phase II is such a complex project, there is some concern that the operational needs of
the project will make this task difficult. To address this, itdUPM, in its role as partnership facilitator, is
designing a series of knowledge management activities that will be integrated in a program that is
complementary to the Project.

5.5. Assessment of the Evolution of the Transformational Character of the Alianza Shire

A key finding of the global assessment of the Alianza Shire in relation to the CVC continuum
is that the Alianza Shire was not conceived as a classical philanthropic partnership among different
stakeholders (Stage I of the continuum). With a focus on establishing an innovative initiative of strategic
importance for the different partners in which co-creation played a central role as a fundamental
principle at all levels, the transformational ambition of the partnership was apparent from the start.
Although the scale of operations was modest at the beginning, the Alianza Shire was also created with
an iterative and scale-up logic. As a result, while the Alianza Shire can be placed at the CVC-Stage
I position in terms of scale (in relation to variables such as the magnitude of resources or the scope
of activities) it falls within the CVC-Stage II or even CVC-Stage III categories for other variables (i.e.
level of engagement, type of resources, co-creation value). In Phase II, the scale of the Alianza Shire
has dramatically increased in transformational potential and it may consequently be placed between
Stages III to IV of the CVC continuum. This analysis has further enabled the detection of a series of
barriers that may impede the Alianza Shire to realize its full transformational potential. These barriers
will be analyzed in the following section.
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6. Discussion

6.1. Results Discussion

With regard to content findings, a general conclusion that can be made is that the Alianza Shire has
not evolved through the classic stages of the CVC collaboration continuum (philanthropic, transactional,
integrative and transformational); rather it was created with a clear transformational aspiration with
partners exchanging resources related to their core competences in a shared manner and co-creation as
an important operating principle from the start. However, the idea that collaborative initiatives follow
an evolutionary path is still valid for our case study. Indeed, the Alianza Shire was established with a
progression perspective in mind: it started with a prototype and the investment of a modest amount
of resources and developed to become a partnership that is now significant in terms of scale. The
variables that have been considered in relation to the scale of operations (i.e. those linked to resources
and activities) have consequently experimented a progression which can be conceptualized through
the CVC continuum. Partnership dynamics have also experienced a remarkable evolution as, in spite
of a significant initial level of engagement, the current positive levels of trust and interaction among the
member organizations have been built through continuous effort over time. In conclusion, although
our case study reflects the evolutionary nature of collaborative initiatives, it also suggests that multiple
paths are possible for this evolution and that an ex-ante aspiration for transformation and a scale-up
strategy may be relevant for progression to a transformational stage.

Through the CVC framework analysis, the importance and relevance of the facilitator for this
partnership has been revealed. By promoting the creation of Synergistic Value, the facilitator role has
strengthened the innovation capacity of the Alianza Shire, underpinning the sustainability [21] of its
operational activities. By acting as an ‘enabler-connector’ for Partnership Dynamics, the facilitator has
overcome barriers to collaboration between heterogeneous profiles such as those of refugees, Ethiopian
Electricity Utility technicians, private sector energy experts, diplomats and academics, stimulating
inclusive planning and designing approaches [16] and market based strategies [17,19].

The authors note the usefulness of incorporating the intermediary role within the CVC spectrum
and continuum in order to improve its use as an assessment tool. The evolutionary vision that the
CVC proposes and the categories of analysis have been helpful for appraising the facilitator role in the
Alianza Shire in a manner that is easily transferable to other partnerships and intermediaries. The
CVC framework has also enabled the authors to conduct a thorough assessment of the partnership
and identify a number of barriers to transformation, as well as possible mitigation measures. Two key
conclusions emerge (1) The main barriers detected are primarily related to ‘partnership dynamics’,
most particularly to difficulties in developing trust and fostering the internal changes needed to work
within a multi-stakeholder collaboration setting; (2) these barriers arise at different levels and relate
to individuals representing partner organizations; the partner organizations themselves, and the
wider external environment. The barriers identified, which are consistent with those in partnership
assessments using other evaluation frameworks [64,66], are outlined below:

• Individuals: the high adaptation costs of integrating individuals from different partner
organizations as actors in key partnership processes (legal, security and safety, procurement, etc.)
hinder interaction. Some roles in particular are not fully understood during the initial stages of
interaction. For example, the partnership facilitator is commonly confused with the Project Office,
the partner organizations are occasionally considered to be external stakeholders and competitors
and local partners in the field are at times viewed as service or product suppliers.

• Partner organizations: Internal consolidation of the partnership is a long-term process. The silos
that exist in all organizations, especially large international enterprises or public bodies such
as those participating in the Alianza Shire, limit the involvement of different departments and
business units and thus reduce the potential for co-creation within and between organizations.

• External environment: Formal management, monitoring and accountability mechanisms are
not adapted for working in a long-term partnership with a transformational aspiration. This
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may undermine organizational confidence in processes involving fund allocation, sharing of
responsibility and the participation of external actors.

In order to address these barriers, the Alianza Shire case study shows that a partnership facilitation
function is essential. This study has assisted in promoting a clearer understanding of the core role and
mission of a partnership facilitator: to support a partnership to evolve towards a transformational
stage. The article further contributes to calls for more sharing of practical cases that support deeper
learning about the role of facilitators in transformative partnerships [4,5,46,92,93]. The partnership
facilitator can fulfill this role in the following ways:

• Generation of a collaboration context: Promoting organizational engagement by encouraging
partners from different sectors to assume their primary role and generating trust through a deeper
understanding of the identities and views of different parties [5].

• Design: Promoting the generation of shared value with co-creation of activities among partners and
facilitation of a framework for systematic management, coordination and continuous improvement.

• Mediation: Facilitating key interaction processes, creating a neutral space for dialogue and
addressing procedures that are not adapted for long-term transformational partnerships.

• Promotion of key transversal processes such as innovation, learning, gaining wider influence, etc.

6.2. Limitations of the Study

A clear limitation of this study is the fact that the conclusions are derived from a single case study.
Although the Alianza Shire provides complex and rich case study material, further studies in this field
are needed, including different collaboration and intermediary settings and contexts.

The authors have focused in this article on the pillars of the CVC framework described by Austin
and Seitanidi in 2012 [26]: Spectrum and Stages. Austin and Seitanidi have subsequently enriched the
framework with other dimensions: Mindset, Collaboration Process and Outcomes [86,87]. A further
in-depth study should address these complementary dimensions.

In conducting the assessment of the Alianza Shire the authors have adopted a qualitative approach.
Although significant practical and methodological implications can be derived from this analysis, in
order to enrich the appraisal in the future it would be useful to develop a quantitative measurement
scale for the different components of the CVC framework.

6.3. Future Directions of the Research

The practical application of the CVC framework presented several weaknesses that hinder a more
comprehensive partnership analysis. To address this, some suggestions for future developments are
presented below:

• In order to simplify the analysis and avoid too many interactions between elements, it is helpful
to group the wide variety of elements of the CVC framework into categories. This paper presents
a proposal for grouping these elements into "organizational engagement", "resources interaction",
"partnership dynamics" and "impact" but other groupings may also be appropriate.

• Increase the granularity of the analysis so that the interaction of a number of common elements
within each category can be analyzed, for example; the partnership’s project portfolio, its ecosystem
of people and organizations, and the tools and methodologies used.

• Incorporate analysis of the wider context which the project aims to influence, including political
changes and regulatory frameworks, etc. These elements could be included in the category of
"partnership dynamics".

During the preparation of this article, a range of tools and frameworks have been revealed as
highly useful for analysis of the Alianza Shire. Their use will be proposed in the ongoing reflection and
learning processes of the Alianza Shire. In order to increase diversity and inclusiveness in the design
of future actions [16] an “out-of the-box thinking” proposal has also emerged from the CVC-related
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research [94] for working to better connect and create value with different partner “end users” such as
company clients, university students and refugees.

With regard to the intermediary role, it is unlikely that the features and characteristics that we
might expect of partnership facilitators will reside in a single individual. Instead, the Alianza Shire
case study suggests that this kind of facilitation work should be undertaken by an organization that
incorporates a team of individuals. In this case, the role has been undertaken by a university centre
able to offer support to the Alianza Shire because of its perceived neutrality, commitment to the
transformational agenda of the SDGs and the creation of safe spaces for co-creation.

The intermediary role in partnerships is one that clearly merits deeper research. In order to
explore this more fully, interactions between the CVC approach and Sustainability Transitions theory
(see above, Section 2) merit attention as intermediaries have received increased attention within this
strand of research. [30,39,95].

6.4. Concluding Remarks

As discussed throughout this article, new forms of collaboration between people and organizations
are essential for the achievement of the 2030 Agenda. The urgency and complexity of the problems
faced and the changes required to address them clearly demand responses that are transformative in
nature [3,4]. For this reason, as Austin and Seitanidi (2012) suggest [27], it is pertinent to ask what
key enablers can assist partnerships to reach a transformational state. The experience of the Alianza
Shire suggests that two important factors are critical for supporting this: a facilitating organization
that ensures the creation of shared value, and partners that possess both the aspiration and a cohesive
strategy for working together to achieve significant systemic change.
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Appendix A

This appendix contains additional information on some of the partnership’s core documents and
agreements. Due to the confidential and sensitive nature of their content and the agreements contained
therein, the information includes an overall description rather than full details. Further information on
any of these documents may be requested from the authors of this article.
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Table A1. Alianza Shire: Core documents and agreements.

Element Description Additional Considerations

Alianza Shire Memorandum of Understanding
(Pilot Project)

Agreement for the creation, operation and evaluation of the
Public-Private Humanitarian Action Partnership for the
development of the Pilot Project.
The purpose of the Agreement is to establish the necessary working
mechanisms for the development of the Pilot Project, through the
creation of a multi-stakeholder humanitarian action partnership
between the members.

Signed by the 5 Alianza Shire members.
The members agree to share the common objective of developing
innovative and sustainable solutions that consider the needs and
aspirations of the designated population.

Alianza Shire members Agreement (Phase II)

Agreement for the creation, operation and evaluation of the
Public-Private Humanitarian Action Partnership for the
development of the Phase II Project.
The purpose of the Agreement is to establish the necessary working
mechanisms for the development of the Phase II Project through the
creation of a multi-stakeholder humanitarian action partnership
between the members.
The Agreement includes a section that gathers the overall governing
processes and principles of the partnership that have been further
developed together with the Steering Committee.

Signed by the 5 members of the Alianza Shire.
Contents and wording finalized (process of almost a year’s duration),
pending authorization from public administration.
The members agree to share the common objective of developing
innovative and sustainable solutions that consider the needs and
aspirations of the designated population.
The Agreement includes aspects such as the governing structures
and member representatives in each Committee, commitments and
economic contributions; code of conduct; security management and
multiple administrative, legal and binding aspects.

Project Management Plan
(PMP)

Intended to be an operational guide for the integrated management
of the Project. It is a tool at the disposal of the different partnership
organs and seeks to organize their work. It establishes the functions
and responsibilities of each body and the different project
management processes and procedures. It is a tool that facilitates the
execution of the project in all its stages.

The PMP aims to be useful, easy to use, agreed among all parties and
subject to continuous improvement.
It follows international standards such as the PMBOK (Project
Management Body of Knowledge) and ISO 9001: 2015
It gathers, among other elements, the scope, cost, time, risk, quality
and communication management protocols, as well as the
organizational structure and main innovation, execution and
coordination processes.
The PMP includes, among others, key processes such as internal
training, knowledge management, strategic evaluation, seminars
and community participation processes.

Security Agreement

The purpose of this agreement is to govern the terms and conditions
applicable to the collaboration of the members and ZOA in order to
ensure the security of the Project and the personnel travelling to it
during their time in the Tigray Region. It includes both ZOA and
member obligations, security incident management processes and
different legal and administrative aspects.

The process has been ongoing for well over a year. It has involved the
participation of the legal and security departments of all members.
Signing was accelerated (and made feasible) due to the personal
commitment of the former ZOA Company Director in Ethiopia.
It has involved the creation of an ad-hoc evacuation plan for the
Alianza Shire, an internal emergency situations management
protocol, the creation of the Alianza Shire Emergency Committee
and an addendum to the agreement.
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Table A1. Cont.

Element Description Additional Considerations

Communications Protocols

The communications protocols govern the Alianza Shire external
communication and visibility Procedures. They include the
Communication and Visibility Plan, the Alianza Shire Key Messages
document and communication guidelines for partners in the field.

All the protocols have been produced by itdUPM, some of which
have been revised by members and approved by the Communication
Committee.
The Communication and Visibility Plan was rejected by the Steering
Committee on three occasions before its definitive approval.
Interest has specially been focused on the visibility of each member
in the communication actions and materials.

Agreements with partners in the field

These agreements seek to govern the relationship between local
partners in the field and the Alianza Shire with regard to the
implementation of the project.
Some agreements—Memorandums and Letters of Understandings
(MoUs and LoUs)—are non-binding documents in which the
organizations mutually recognize each other and reflect their
intention to collaborate.
Others—Grants—are binding documents through which a partner
agrees to work in the project, assume specific responsibilities, and
obtain an economic contribution.

The MoUs and LoUs reflect willingness but do not ensure specific
collaboration or support. The Grants are based on traditional
cooperation schemes whereby an organization assumes the
responsibility of executing a series of activities and achieves certain
goals.
The Grants and, to a lesser extent, the MoUs and LoUs, may be seen
as contractual agreements for service exchange in which there is little
room for transformation or innovation.

Appendix B

Table A2. Additional information and supporting evidence regarding essential elements of the Alianza Shire.

Element Description/Key Indicators Additional Considerations Supporting Evidence

Pilot Project

Training for refugees and host community (practical part
directly related to grid extension works)
Creation of group of operators under Norwegian Refugee
Council
4 Km of street lighting
All communal services connected to the grid
1 refugee camp (8000 people)

Positive impact (according to preliminary assessment)
Demonstration of partnership-based approach and driver for Phase II
Solutions implemented have not proven to be sustainable (Operator
team and overall grid situation)
Several lessons learnt for consideration in Phase II

Alianza Shire project description
Alianza Shire case study
Appearances in mass-media
Pilot Project Technical Report
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Table A2. Cont.

Element Description/Key Indicators Additional Considerations Supporting Evidence

Phase II Project

Training for Ethiopian Electric Utility (EEU) staff and Training
of Trainers approach
Training for refugees and host community (practical part
directly related to grid works)
Labor insertion of operators in EEU
Connection of 450 private businesses in the camps
+25 Km of street lighting
All communal services connected to grid
4 refugee camps and host communities (+ 40, 000 people)
Training for refugees and host community as entrepreneurs
6 new businesses operating under an umbrella organization
6 Photovoltaic Electrification Committees
1700 Solar Home Systems (SHS)

Solutions based on existing technologies and approaches (connection
to grid)
Coordination efforts with other projects based on avoiding overlaps
Strong collaboration with the EEU (training, regularization of
connections, project approval, economic contribution, etc.)
Focus on sustainability (great efforts placed on developing an
appropriate methodology for trainings.
Innovative approach as refugees and host communities are targeted
together and treated as equals
Solutions based on this approach have proven to be effective in
different contexts
Sustainability built upon market-based approach (developed by
thematic experts)
Coordination efforts to avoid negative impacts with other
approaches (free delivery)
Strong sensitization component as this model is not common in field

Alianza Shire Phase II Action Document
Alianza Shire project description
MoU signed between the Ethiopian
Electric Utility, The Agency for Refugees
and Returnees Affairs, Stitching ZOA
and AECID
Technical pre-design of Project
Alianza Shire General Brochure
Alianza Shire Technical Brochure

Steering Committee

The Steering Committee is made up of senior managers from
each partnership member.
The Steering Committee is responsible for guiding the strategic
direction of the partnership and ensuring the necessary
resources for the implementation of the Project.
Strategic decisions affecting the Alianza Shire are made
unanimously.

Periodic—bimonthly—face-to-face meetings
Members are represented by high-level executives
UNCHR Spain participates in every meeting (invited organization as
per the Agreement)
Decision making processes are mainly based on the resolution of
critical aspects of project development although aspects such as
innovation are also included
Meetings are chaired and guided by itdUPM

Alianza Shire MoU (Pilot Project)
Alianza Shire members Collaboration
Agreement (Phase II Project)
Project Management Plan
Security Agreement
Iberdrola CEO declarations
OCHA director in UPM with SECIPIC

Management Committee

The Management Committee is responsible for deciding on the
planning, design, implementation and monitoring and
evaluation of the Phase II Project. It is composed of one or two
individuals from the partners who are supported by groups of
experts within their own organizations.
Decisions on the Project are taken by consensus in the
Management Committee. Each member shall consult
beforehand with other members on any decision it takes
concerning the Project that affects one or more members and/or
the Project itself.

Periodic-monthly- face-to-face
Members are represented by senior experts
There is a strong monitoring component based on monthly reports.
The Management Committee is the space in which the technical
work of each organization is brought together, and shared
operational and technical decisions taken.
Meetings are chaired and guided by itdUPM

Alianza Shire members Collaboration
Agreement (Phase II Project)
Project Management Plan
Security Agreement

Project Office
(PO)

The PO is formed exclusively for the integration and
coordination of necessary elements for the design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the Project. The
Project Office is in charge of articulating these different work
levels.
It participates, through designated representatives and by
invitation, in the different levels and decision-making bodies of
the Alianza Shire with the objective of reporting on the status of
the Project. It follows the guidelines established by the
Management Committee.

Periodic-weekly-meetings
Meetings are chaired and guided by itdUPM
The PO is formed by four individuals and it is permanently present
in the three locations of the project (Madrid, Addis Ababa and Shire)
Although it is conceived as the Management Committee
implementing branch, apart from the execution, some design and
innovation aspects emerge from the PO.

Alianza Shire members Collaboration
Agreement (Phase II Project)
Project Management Plan



Sustainability 2020, 12, 539 23 of 28

Table A2. Cont.

Element Description/Key Indicators Additional Considerations Supporting Evidence

Communications
Committee

It designs and executes the external communication and
visibility strategy external to the partnership, devising
communications protocols and briefs as well as organizing
actions that promote visibility.
Communications decisions prioritize all products generated by
the Project and make visible the participation of all members of
the partnership.

Periodic-tri-monthly-face-to-face meetings
Members are represented by communication staff of the partners.
The decision-making capacity of these representatives varies
significantly between organizations
Decisions are countersigned by the Steering Committee
Special relevance of each member’s visibility—including the
presence of the corresponding logo. Meetings are chaired and
guided by itdUPM
UNCHR Spain participates in every meeting (invited organization as
per the Agreement)

Alianza Shire members Collaboration
Agreement (Phase II Project)
Project Management Plan
Communication Protocols

Organizations in the Field

The relationship with these organizations is theoretically based
on the grants and MoUs signed with them.
The participation and linkage of these organizations to the
project differs substantially.
Long-term relationships are fostered with the organizations
that may be attached to the project once it has been finished
(EEU and trained operators, for instance).
Alianza Shire is permitted to operate in refugee camps and is
widely recognized by authorities.
Coordination with organizations that are not ‘formally linked’
to the project is boosted.
One of these organizations, ZOA, participates in weekly
coordination meetings and proactive participation and opinion
sharing is sought

The main organizations in the field are the following:
International NGOs (Implementing partners): ZOA, Norwegian
Refugee Council, Don Bosco—Jugend Eine Welt
Governmental bodies: Agency for Refugee and Returnees Affairs
(ARRA), several ministries and regional bureaus.
Local authorities: Woredas and Kebele administrations
Refugee bodies: Refugee Central Committees, Women Associations,
etc.
Ethiopian Electric Utility: Regional, district and local levels
UN organizations: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR)

Alianza Shire Agreements with other
partners
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Appendix C

Table A3. Statements related to SDGs and partnerships of the Alianza Shire members.

Organization Document Statements Related to SDGs and Partnerships

AECID Master Plan (2018–2021)

“The Spanish International Cooperation will promote the construction
and strengthening of partnerships with the different actors committed to
achieving the SDGs [ . . . .]. These will be promoted among the different
actors of international cooperation, public, private and civil society, from

Spain and our partner countries, to maximize synergies, complement
resources, enrich learning and increase the development impact of

interventions” and "the role of the private sector in our humanitarian
action will be enhanced, where there is added value ".t

Iberdrola Mission statement
(2016)

“Our mission is to create value in a sustainable way in the development
of our activities for society, citizens, customers and shareholders, being

the leading multinational group in the energy sector that provides quality
service through the use of environmentally friendly energy sources [

. . . .]”t

Acciona Mission statementt
(2016)

“Our mission is to be leaders in the creation, promotion and management
of Infrastructure, Water, Services and Renewable Energy actively
contributing to social welfare, sustainable development and the

generation of value for our stakeholders”t

Signify Mission statementt
(2018)

Stresses the environmental dimension of their activities and the
commitment of the organization to making “people's lives more

comfortable and safe, more productive companies and more livable
cities”.t

itdUPM Statutet
(2016)

[ . . . ] “promote the generation of awareness, knowledge and innovative
solutions that contribute to the fulfillment of the Sustainable

Development Goals and, thus, to human and sustainable development”.
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Abstract: Partnerships are essential to delivering the transformational change demanded by the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and essential to achieving Agenda 2030. It is therefore necessary
to strengthen the partnering capacity of different types of organizations so they can collaborate in
multi-stakeholder partnerships. However, partnership working can be costly in terms of time and
other resources and is complex. Given the urgency and importance of sustainable development,
illustrated by the recent pandemic and social unrest around inequity, we focused on the creation of a
partnership that became effective quickly and was able to deliver societal impact at scale. Using a case
study approach, the transformational potential and the early stages of “El día después” (in English,
“The day after”) were analyzed as it represents a multi-stakeholder partnership forged to frame an
SDG-oriented collaborative response to the COVID-19 crisis in Spain. El día después is defined as a
partnership incubator, a space where public administrations interact under conditions of equivalence
with all the other stakeholders, where private companies can link their innovation processes to other
SDG-committed actors and social needs and where the academic sector can participate in a sustained
dialogue oriented to the action. Our findings reveal that in order to catalyze the co-creation process
and achieve systemic change through a set of connected multi-stakeholder initiatives, a very flexible
collaborative arrangement is required, with all partners acting as facilitators. In this way, a solid
interdisciplinary team is created, united around a shared vision, with trust-based relationships and a
common identity fueling impact-oriented projects targeted to advance the SDGs.

Keywords: multi-stakeholder partnerships; transformation; effectiveness; impact; SDGs; COVID-19

1. Introduction

The adoption in 2015 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) revealed the need for strengthen global partnerships. ‘Effective public,
public-private and civil society partnerships’ highlighted in Target 17.1 may result the institutional
and organizational structures needed to foster the systemic and transformative approaches required
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to deliver against the SDG Agenda [1–4]. “These transformations seek to exploit synergies between
Goals to achieve multiple SDGs by organizing implementation around SDG interventions that generate
significant co-benefits” [4] (p. 2). Stronger governance structures may emerge as a result of the
exploitation of these synergies [4–6].

Given the urgency to advance sustainable development, highlighted by the recent pandemic
and social unrest around inequity, we need to be more deliberate in creating multi-stakeholder
partnerships and pay more attention to the ingredients that promote effectiveness and impact through
partnership working. Without this, we shall continue to rely on serendipity and opportunism to bring
partners together [7]. An essential question to address is “Who starts it?” Partnerships that have a
transformative ambition cannot rely on bottom-up approaches alone [8,9], which can present problems
such as short-time horizons, insufficient coordination mechanisms and misaligned incentives [4].
To achieve systemic impact, it is necessary to gain wide agreement on the transition pathway or
roadmap and the portfolio of partnerships needed in order to achieve it [4]. Facilitators may bring
partners together, help with the incentives assessment or assist in any conflict resolution [5,10];
however, much enquiry is needed around how to develop a collaborative roadmap and the nature
of partnerships needed to create a suitable portfolio [4]. It takes energy to both initiate, develop and
sustain partnership working, and the return on this investment of time, personnel and other resources
needs to be worth the effort [11–13]. Usually, partners have clear incentives in terms of efficiency,
innovation or reputation [14–17]. However, partnership processes can be resource and time demanding
and more practical evidence is needed on how to make them more truly effective and impactful [4].

Here, we explore the deliberate creation of a large multi-stakeholder partnership from a lifecycle
perspective, paying close attention to how the formative stages of relationship building were accelerated,
identifying the key ingredients required and how the partnership moved beyond incrementalism
to deliver transformative change. We focused on drawing out how the partnership became a solid
initiative, with value beyond that of the sum of the partners. The case of “El día después” (EDD;
in English, “The day after”), forged to frame an SDG-oriented response to the COVID-19 crisis,
represents a unique partnership devoted to building the capacity of relevant stakeholders to tackle the
pandemic crisis. EDD was used as a vehicle in which to examine the establishment of a partnership at
speed, charged with a higher degree of transformation and focused on delivering more impact.

The article is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a theoretical overview of partnerships,
their lifecycle and how they may transition to transformational status. Section 3 presents the research
approach, based on a case study methodology. To assist better understanding of the subsequent
analysis, a summary of the results and organizational model of EDD is provided in Section 4.
In Section 5, a detailed analysis of the initial phases of the partnership lifecycle, and an assessment of
its transformational character is provided. Key conclusions and lessons are presented in Section 6,
including some recommendations about creating partnering capacity around relevant stakeholders to
accelerate the transformations needed to achieve SDGs.

2. Theoretical Overview

Collaboration among different stakeholders in society seeks to assemble diverse and potentially
complementary assets, in the form of competencies, skills and resources, around a shared purpose
that guides their attention—in this case, transformation related to delivery of the 2030 Agenda [2,3].
While the study of the processes necessary for partnerships to generate systemic change has been the
subject of academic enquiry, it is necessary to explore specific cases to further theoretical analysis of
their lifecycle [4–6,18]. There is general agreement that three elements are critical to a partnership
seeking to achieve systemic change:

• The formation stage of the partnership [11,12,14,19] represents a period of intense investment by
the partners to define the value-add of the collaboration, to develop trust among them and to set
the goals and systems for working together [20,21].
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• Articulating the aspiration of the partners for transformational change. The collaborative value [15]
created at the initial stages of a collaboration usually rests upon philanthropic or transactional
approaches, with several critical factors identified for a partnership to evolve to a transformational
stage [15].

• The need for orchestration or a facilitation function, with governance processes that assist partners
and wider stakeholders to manage and respond to the challenges of collaboration [4,5,10].

A number of researchers have examined partnerships and collaborative arrangements using a
chronological approach [17,22]; this can help us understand the processes that enable transformational
outcomes [23] across key phases that partnerships normally go through, although, in most cases,
progression is non-linear and phases overlap [24]. They proposed a cyclical process that begins
with scoping, where the challenge to be tackled is identified and the partners selected. This is
followed sequentially by setting the objectives, roles and governance structures. The third phase
relates to implementation and is oriented towards action, when partners’ engagement and appropriate
collaborative management are crucial. After this, the partnership becomes consolidated and moves to
either complete its project and/or transitions to tackle new work together. Key attributes of the initial
stages [24] are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Initial phases of partnership development [24].

Stage Key Attributes

Scoping
Purpose and orientation

Composition
Articulation

Initiating Agreements and decision-making
Partners expansion

Implementing
Launching
Operation

Scaling up strategies

Within this lifecycle framework, the importance of the scoping and initiating stages has been
widely acknowledged [20,21]. In these early phases, the partnership may be less visible, with resources
being consumed and value yet to be created and/or made visible [11–13]. The opportunity to pay
attention to “value creation dynamics” [15] may help to attenuate or indeed avoid downstream
challenges to effective collaboration [13,14].

A framework that can help us understand the purpose of partnerships that reach across business
and society is that of shared value [25], developed to illustrate the policies and operating practices
that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing the economic and
social conditions in the communities in which it operates. Some limitations were identifided with
this concept, drawing attention to the tensions between economic and social objectives and the lack
of an overt link to social innovation [26,27]. Proposed set of tools which conceptualize key elements
and processes in fostering shared value through cross-sector partnerships, defined the collaborative
value creation (CVC) framework [15]. The CVC framework identifies four stages of collaboration that
progress one to the next as partners reinforce the generation of meaningful shared value (see Figure 1).
The CVC framework brings two fundamental elements to the conceptualization of partnerships:
the transformational aspiration among the partners and the evolutionary nature of the value generated.
However, its focus on companies and non-profits poses some limitations in terms of the diversity of
actors comprising a partnership; the emerging facilitating or orchestrating role in a partnership was
also not considered explicitly.
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value creation framework [15].

The “partnership broker” [28] function reflects interactions across multiple boundaries and
seeks to transform uncertain conditions into collaboration opportunities [10]. This function may
be undertaken by an organization or by an individual (sometimes both) [28,29]. “Several studies
call for an orchestrator of partnerships[ . . . ]. Most studies view orchestration as simply initiating
and supporting individual partnerships. Proposed orchestrators include international institutions,
government departments [13,30,31] or professional orchestrators [32]” [4] (p. 4). Key functions of the
facilitating role includes generation of a collaboration context; fostering co-creation; mediation and
promotion of key transversal processes such as innovation, learning, gaining wider influence, etc. [33].
In essence, this involves creating trust capital among partners [34].

The importance of “deep or radical” collaborative arrangements to ensure the transformational
agenda of the SDGs [1,2] demands that we pay more attention to understanding the processes and
barriers relating to partnership formation, evolution and facilitation. The following sections explore the
case of EDD, a partnership that, in its first months, influenced public policies in the de-escalation and
recovery of the COVID-19 crisis in Spain, through the deep interaction among a number of different
organizations working in partnership through a distributed leadership model.

3. Research Approach

3.1. Research Aims and Scope

The present study focuses on the early development of the “El día después” (EDD),
a multi-stakeholder partnership that includes public, private and academic parties. It seeks to
deepen our understanding of how partnerships contribute to addressing systemic change. In this case,
EDD represents a partnership whose purpose was to create an infrastructure within which different
stakeholders involved in the response to COVID-19 could come together to address the crisis. Attention
is given to how the partnership was formed and rapidly progressed to effective and impactful working
at scale and the ingredients that yielded its transformational capacity. Drawing lessons from the lived
experience of practice, with some of the authors being members of the partnership, enabled us to
extract the critical factors underpinning effectiveness and impact. A key outcome was how the EDD
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partnership moved through the lifecycle perspective, covering the early phases in a matter of weeks
rather than months or even years. The EDD partnership became transformative, directly omitting the
preliminary stages [15]. Here, we examine the formation and working model of EDD through the lens
of the aforementioned frameworks: the partnership lifecycle phases model [24], and the collaborative
value creation model [15]. This work has both theoretical and practical implications. The combination
of grounded self-assessment allowed us to delve into the conceptualization of transformational and
SDG-oriented partnerships. From a practical point of view, we provide recommendations to accelerate
the formation, effective working and outcomes of a partnership. A key focus of our work was the
facilitation of partnership working given that this role was undertaken by each of the partners as
opposed to an single organization or individual [28].

3.2. Methodology

This investigation uses a case study methodology which is typically adopted to investigate a
contemporary phenomenon (“the case”) in depth and within its real-world context. Case studies
offer rich empirical descriptions of specific instances of a phenomenon based on a variety of data
sources [35] because they enable insights into complex cause–effect relationships that can provide
useful pointers for addressing major substantive themes in a field [36]; this methodology is also useful
for theory building [37]. A wide range of fields have used case studies, particularly education [38,39],
management, supply chain and operations research [40–44] and, most importantly for this work,
sustainability [45,46]. Case studies are singularly appropriate for analyzing collaborative initiatives
because of their multi-disciplinary and cross-cutting nature [47].

We analyzed the formation of EDD through the lifecycle framework [24]; the key attributes are
summarized in Table 1. Regarding CVC analysis the different variables proposed by Austin and
Seitanidi have been grouped according to four categories [33], namely organizational engagement;
resources and activities; partnership dynamics, and impact (see Table 2).

Table 2. Categories used for analysis of collaborative value creation.

Categories Original CVC Framework Variables

Organizational engagement Level of engagement
Importance to mission

Resources and activities

Type of resources
Magnitude of resources

Scope of activities
Managerial complexity

Partnership dynamics
Interaction

Trust
Internal change

Impact

Co-creation of value
Synergistic value

Strategic value
Innovation

External system change

The case study methodology often uses the triangulation of a set of sources of evidence to
substantiate findings robustly[35]. In addition, the combination of perspectives from multiple
researchers may amplify the creative potential in a case study [37]. This investigation has been
conducted by six researchers, four of whom participating in EDD working teams and the other two
acting as external observers. The case study was conducted from March to July 2020 and used the
following sources: key documentation related to several partnership activities (including project
proposals, terms of references, working documents, etc.); direct observation in the field (including
attendance at EDD team meetings, EDD Communities meetings, virtual workshops and seminars,
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etc.) and open interviews with selected stakeholders. The EDD partners’ representatives revised and
validated the final version of this paper.

4. The Case of “El día después”

Created in March 2020, the EDD partnership was forged to frame an SDG-oriented response to
the COVID-19 crisis. EDD was formed by four different organizations, namely Iberdrola, a global
company in renewable energy; itdUPM, a public university innovation center; ISGlobal, a global health
research center, and SDSN Spain, the Spanish node of the Sustainable Development Solutions Network.
These four organizations had collaborated before in bilateral and multi-stakeholder projects but had
not worked in this particular configuration, and starting a partnership had not been on any of their
agendas. The pandemic sparked a call to action for a deeper collaboration among their executives,
based on mutual trust and the common willingness to innovate in collaborative arrangements. This was
materialized in the multi-stakeholder partnership that became known as EDD.

The partnership started on 17 March 2020, with a first meeting among the four organizations.
This first stage was characterized by strong interactions, focused on articulating the objective of the
partnership—this being the opportunity to offer a collaborative response to the COVID-19 crises based
on the SDGs. This represents the partnership’s value proposition for EDD. The first public event
presented the initiative on 25 March, when a call for collaboration of organizations to create an EDD
Network was released, with the first meeting of the network held on 2 April. Just four days later,
on 6 April, four communities had been created: Global Governance and Cooperation for Development;
Cities; Health & Environment; Inequalities and New Economic Models. Each community comprised
a core team of 10 people drawn from public and private decision-makers with civil society leaders.
Communities were coordinated through one cross-community meeting and one community-specific
meeting per week. In addition, three virtual spaces were opened to help communities progress and
amplify their impact: (i) Agora, a hybrid space for conversations and interpretation among actors
with diverse sensibilities; (ii) Workshops, a co-design space for positioning on a topic with experts
from a community, and (iii) CoLab, a mass interaction space for activation of collective intelligence
through prototypes. Through virtual spaces, each community held its first public event to set the
vision of the community and position the initiative in a specific response to the COVID-19 area of
work. On 25 May, once the communities had consolidated their direction of work and grown in
number to approximately 20 members per community, which incidentally coincided with the start
of the COVID-19 de-escalation and reopening process in Spain, the partnership progressed to the
second stage of “maturity”. A transition process was then held to reorganize the internal team and
better support communities in a mid-term scenario with two priorities: to consolidate trust and shared
purpose within communities and to launch the first transformative actions. Since then, communities
have focused on designing demonstration projects at scale, involving stakeholders and promoting
cross-learning among projects. Figure 2 synthesizes the timeline of the different EDD steps.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 19 
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Objectives and Preliminary Results

EDD Partnership has mobilized and consolidated a broad ecosystem of people and organizations
in a very short space of time, convened around a shared purpose of framing an SDG-oriented response
to the COVID-19 crisis in Spain. More than 80 experts and decision-makers with very diverse political
sensitivities are attending EDD Community meetings weekly and 50 public and private organizations
are now part of the wider EDD Network. In addition, public events have caught the attention of
citizens, many of whom are also now participating. Thus far, more than 35,000 views have been
reached at 13 public events and 150 experts have participated in three closed workshops. Outputs from
the communities have served to introduce the possibilities that the pursuit of the SDGs are relevant as a
means to manage the COVID-19 recovery in Spain using a multi-stakeholder perspective. For example,
outcomes to date include the development of policy papers on the case for universal basic income,
contributions to the Joint Response of the COVID-19 Crisis of the Spanish Cooperation and the creation
of a strategy for flattening the transport mobility demand curve in cities. Although, in this paper, we are
not intending to assess EDD’s impact, details regarding illustrative early outcomes can be found in
Appendix A. Many international organizations have shown interest in how EDD was framed, seeking
to adapt this partnership model to their own context. Examples include national and international
institutions such as Ibero-American General Secretariat (SEGIB), Uruguayan International Cooperation
Agency (AUCI), the United Nations for Development Program (UNDP) and the Brazilian Institute for
Development and Sustainability (IABS), among others. A summary of the EDD organizational model
can be found in Figure 3.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 19 
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5. Results: Lifecycle and Collaborative Value Creation Analysis of the EDD

This section presents the analysis of the EDD in relation to the lifecycle [24] and CVC
frameworks [15], describing the differential elements that have catalyzed the EDD partnership
and its maturation to transformational impact.

5.1. Lifecycle Analysis of the EDD

5.1.1. Scoping

The preliminary steps of a partnership are usually focused on defining its purpose. Typically,
this type of collaborative arrangement seeks to tackle complex problems and define concrete challenges,
breaking them down to achieve discrete and measurable results [17,21].
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EDD’s purpose of “offering an infrastructure within which different stakeholders involved in the
response to COVID-19 can deploy their potential to collaborate” can be framed as a complex problem.
However, a preliminary outcome was not defined. EDD was structured through four different but
complementary communities. Its driving groups, made up of around 20 renowned professionals
from academia, private companies, public administration and civil society, identified issues of shared
interest and tangible opportunities for action from a multi-stakeholder and evolutionary perspective.
For example, the community of “Cities” identified sustainable mobility as one of its main themes
and, within it, promoted various initiatives to flatten the transport demand curve in the reopening of
several Spanish cities (Madrid, Barcelona, Seville, Valencia, Santa Cruz de Tenerife, Las Palmas de
Gran Canaria and Palma de Mallorca).

EDD’s main objective was to accelerate systemic changes by bringing policymakers closer to
scientists, industry and civil society. To do this, instead of following a linear logic supported by project
planning aimed at achieving pre-established results, EDD used an evolutionary logic with a series of
fundamental elements explored here: connecting strategic initiatives and people, sharing learnings
incorporating “problem owners” from the start and having ambition for scale.

Once the main pupose of a partnership has been set, the potential partners usually evaluate
whether an appropiate combination of their complementary assets (competencies, skills and resources)
can address the identified challenge in an original manner [11,23,47,48]. Generally, a facilitation
function is assigned to a designated organization or an individual to translate ambiguous conditions
into collaborative opportunities [10,28,29].

EDD started with a complementary combination of organizations with some previous experience
of working together, but not in the arrangement described here. Bringing in some trustful relationships
among some of its members, together with some common experiences of working in collaborative
environments, were foundational assets. All had exposure to the SDGs in some capacity; for example,
ISGlobal is a research institute focused on global health, Iberdrola is a multinational energy company
that is world leading in renewable production, and itdUPM is the innovation center at a technological
university focused on partnerships for the SDGs, with a network of Spanish professionals from mainly
academia and public administration commited to the 2030 Agenda.

The collaborative environment of the EDD makes the facilitation function essential. However,
this function was not undertaken by a single unit, person or organization but was held by all EDD
partners. Each partner contributed its added value in facilitation; some had more direct contact
with a certain sector (such as private companies or science) or more developed communication skills;
others had specialized knowledge in organizational innovations and multi-stakeholder work. However,
all of the partners took on the role of facilitators and this distributed facilitation function has allowed
EDD to create and sustain a distributed leadership culture [21,49,50]. This was deemed to be an
essential element of EDD in enabling it to consolidate relationships among a wide number of diverse
stakeholders with all due speed.

5.1.2. Initiating

When a partnership begins its activities, it is common to draw up an agreement among its
members that includes the differential contributions, the governance and accountability mechanisms
and the joint working structures. In this process, there is usually a tension between flexibility and
formalization, and the resulting agreements are typically explicit [11,20,21,44]. A consideration of
whether to increase the number of organizations that form or are related to a partnership, how best to
manage the tension between maintaining control and increasing diversity, results in most cases in a
formal process that can represent a drag factor on creativity and innovation. This tension will normally
be present throughout all the partnership activities, but what happens during the formation stage may
condition the control–flexibility balance during the lifecycle [11,20,21].

At EDD, there has been no trend towards formalization. In the five months of intense work
among the partners, it has not been necessary to regulate their relationships or contributions with
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any formal agreement. From the point of view of working structures, a common culture has been
consolidated, but no committees or permanent structures have been formalized; people from different
organizations have been mixed into diverse work teams that have evolved according to the needs
of the partnership. A special emphasis has been placed on creating a shared vision among partners’
representatives and across the entire EDD team. This has been developed by agile, dynamic and
frequent debriefing meetings with people from all the teams involved (daily in the first two months)
and through collaborative workshops when it has been necessary to define priorities or make strategic
decisions. EDD needed to build relationships with a broad set of organizations to achieve impacts at
scale. To facilitate their incorporation, the EDD Network was formed, which more than 50 organizations
from academia, the private sector, public administration and civil society have joined through a letter
of commitment (a “soft” agreement in which their alignment with the EDD vision was made).

5.1.3. Implementing

Some argue that the first operating actions of a partnership should be conceived as a continuous
design process in which experimentation and learning allow the initial objectives to be refined [51].
Others complement this approach, pointing out the importance of a scaling up process (usually starting
with a pilot project or a set of pilot actions) to remove forces that hinder collaboration [52] and to test
new practices to strengthen partners’ relationships and common decision-making procesess to achieve
meaningful results [16].

These observations are partially reflected in the early stages of EDD’s formation. Regarding the
scaling-up process, EDD was not envisaged as a “quick win” pilot and opted to start its activities
with demonstrator projects at scale. For example, to keep the use of public transport constant but safe
in the reopening of cities, the community of “Cities” promoted an agreement to flatten the mobility
demand curve in the city of Madrid, involving the main stakeholders of Madrid City Council and
the Regional Government, universities, business associations and green growth companies and the
main trade unions. The city released a letter that encouraged organizations to adopt a number of
commitments including cutting the number of movements by their workforce by at least 30 per
cent over pre-lockdown levels; introducing flexible working hours and promoting the use of public
transport and cycling among their employees. The EDD team is now supporting this initiative to create
a virtual platform to assist flattening the mobility demand curve and is considering expansion to other
cities involved in the EDD community.

It has been essential to integrate what was already emerging in the context of the communities
instead of generating actions from within the partnership’s members. The active participation of
the private sector and policymakers combined with academia and civil society has been crucial to
frame the various transformative initiatives and to improve their chances of success. EDD promoted
a culture focused on building interpersonal and organizational trust and cross-learning among the
different communities.

5.1.4. Assessing

A key finding of the global assessment of EDD in relation to the lifecycle approach was
that it has only partially followed the stages described in the theory [24]. EDD fits with those
patterns described by previous literature regarding the complexity of the challenge it sought to
address [17,21], the complementary combination of partners’ assets [11,23,47,48], the need of a
facilitation function [10,28,29], the conception of its activities as a continuous learning process [51] and
the importance of action-oriented processes as a way to overcome practical barriers [53]. However,
EDD has several singularities, particularly in regard to its evolutionary perspective on goal setting,
the facilitation role being distributed among all the partners, the flexibility and trust-based approach
to framing governance and the approach of initiating with scale projects instead of prototypes.
These differential elements, summarized in Table 3, point to some key insights into how to catalyze
transformative partnerships to increase effectiveness and impact; these are analyzed in the next section.
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Table 3. EDD differential elements in relation to lifecycle assessment.

Stages EDD Differential Elements

Scoping Evolutionary logic and distributed facilitation function among all partners.

Initiating
No trend towards formalization: governance or contributions based on trust,

common culture but non-permanent working structures, flexible and agile new
organizations’ interaction.

Implementing

Starting with demonstration projects at scale: integrating what was already
emerging in the context; active participation of private sector and policymakers,

combined with academia and civil society; culture focused on building
interpersonal and organizational trust and cross-learning.

5.2. Collaborative Value Creation Analysis of the EDD

Throughout this section, the initial “position” of EDD will be described with respect to the key
pointers defined in the CVC framework [15], grouped into four categories, namely organizational
engagement; resources and activities; partnership dynamics and impact.

5.2.1. Organizational Engagement

The EDD partnership was forged in a crisis, reflecting the mission of its promoters. The 2030 Agenda
has since become a central element for many organizations and is fundamental for EDD’s partners.
Iberdrola has incorporated the SDGs into its business strategy and corporate governance system [54].
The university vehicle of itdUPM has contributed to the development of a new SDG-aligned research
strategy for Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (UPM) [55] and its governing council’s commitment
to decarbonizing the campus by 2030 [56]. Multi-stakeholder partnerships such as EDD are a way
which itdUPM employs to reach these commitments. For ISGlobal, the SDGs are a core element
of its mission, “contributing through education, research and advocacy to the challenges of global
health” [57]. In addition, SDSN-Spain’s mission is centered directly around the SDGs to “mobilize
and sensitize Spanish society, public institutions and private [ . . . ] around the SDGs, as well as
favor their incorporation into public policies, the business environment and behavior of society in
general” [58]. As such, the founding partners had the SDGs as a shared narrative which supported
effective communication among them.

The level of organizational engagement of EDD partners was very high from the start.
The managers of staff involved and their teams were aware from the first days of the COVID-19
confinement in Spain that it could have a dramatic effect on society and understood the necessity
to react quickly. This created a shared purpose among partners together with a sense of urgency.
The main objective for EDD was to influence the de-escalation and recovery process, leaning on
the pillars of the 2030 Agenda of collaboration and transformation. All partners had strong prior
experience in partnerships and other collaborative arrangements. However, EDD emerged as a unique
partnership, connected with the social priorities of the moment as well as the longer-term SDGs, with a
strong capacity for and interest in attracting other organizations. This has contributed significantly to
maintaining a very high level of commitment for partners compared to the previous experiences of
EDD members in other collaborative ventures.

5.2.2. Resources and Activities

The dedication of resources to EDD by its founders was significant from the beginning. Given the
ambition of the initiative, from the first day, a team of more than 30 people from all the partners
came together. EDD was a priority action for the individuals concerned and the organizations they
represented. Once communities were established and consolidated, 80 experts from industry, academia,
public administration and civil society joined EDD. This ecosystem of people and organizations was
complex, but EDD opted for agile, evolutionary management, with no intent to formalize governance.
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This was supported by flexible and frequent meetings, workshops for joint decision-making and
fostering a shared work culture around the values of commitment, agility, flexibility, attention to
incentives and details, generosity and distributed leadership. As aforementioned, EDD has a broad
scope for its activities, centered around public policy contributions, demonstration projects at scale
and mass public broadcasting activities. To carry out these activities, EDD partners combined their
core competencies in facilitation, providing interdisciplinary strengths to the EDD team and to the
communities’ work, connecting partners’ specialists to each community.

5.2.3. Partnership Dynamics

The level of interaction among EDD partners has been intensive from the very first days. There was
a daily coordination and debriefing meeting of EDD teams (three times a week from the third EDD
month), a weekly coordination meeting across all communities and another in each community,
with 10 public events organized in the first two months. This level of interaction could not have
been maintained without the strong organizational purpose and, above all, without high levels of
trust among the organizations and the people who are part of EDD. In a simplified way, trust can be
expressed as the sum of credibility, reliability and intimacy—divided by self-orientation or ego [34].
The prestige of the partner organizations reinforced the credibility of their teams and the previous
relationships among them, the reliability and intimacy. Moreover, the shared purpose that was created
around the EDD has led to the emergence of a strong shared identity with EDD, regardless of the
partner to which each person is affiliated. As a result, deep trustful relationships among its EDD
partners are a key asset of the partnership.

5.2.4. Impact

Co-creation and the aspiration of generating value through a collaborative process have always
been essential objectives of the EDD. Delving into the generation of synergistic and strategic value,
EDD sustains an innovation process highly valued by the different stakeholders. For the public
administrations, the possibility of interacting in a diverse ecosystem under conditions of equivalence
with all the stakeholders, and the dynamism and generosity favored by the EDD team, allowed them to
advance faster and more boldly than in classic innovation networks or spaces. For private companies,
the commitment of other actors to transformation represented an opportunity for more effective
innovation processes was linked to the real needs of society. For the academic sector, EDD represented
an opportunity for sustained dialogue with other stakeholders and the possibility of participating in
multi-stakeholder projects at scale to advance knowledge sharing. Thus, having the problem owners
at the center of the design (usually the public sector), and the sustained co-creation with the rest of the
stakeholders, significantly increased the possibilities of systemic change in the EDD initiatives.

5.2.5. Assessment of the CVC Analysis of the EDD

An essential finding of the global assessment of the EDD in relation to the CVC framework
was that the beginning of its activity could be characterized as transformational without the need to
have gone through the previous stages. Table 4 summarizes the analysis, highlighting those EDD
characteristics that have contributed differentially to the transformational nature of this partnership.
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Table 4. Analysis of EDD using the CVC framework.

Nature of Relationship
(CVC Framework)

Status at the
Beginning of

the EDD
EDD Transformational Characteristics

Organizational
engagement

Level of
engagement High 2030 Agenda as a central element for the

mission of many organizations; COVID-19
urgency of reacting; EDD as a

referential space.
Importance to

mission Central

Resources and
activities

Type of resources Core
competences

Agile management based on shared values:
commitment, agility, flexibility, attention to

incentives and details, generosity and
distributed leadership.

Magnitude of
resources Big

Scope of activities
Managerial
complexity

Broad
Complex

Partnership
dynamics

Interaction level Intensive
Previous interpersonal relationships among

partners’ teams and shared purpose that
lead to shared identity.

Trust Deep

Internal change Medium

Impact

Co-creation of
value High

Problem owners at the center of a sustained
co-creation process.

Synergistic value Predominant

Strategic value Major

Innovation Frequent

External system
change Common

6. Discussion

From a theoretical point of view, this study shows the relevance of the combined use of
well-grounded frameworks to the assessment of a partnership and the practical utility of them.
The lifecycle approach [24] provides a series of valuable pointers to analyze the stages and steps
necessary in the formation of a partnership. The CVC framework [15] gives a complementary vision of
design elements and partner relationships to increase the transformation potential of a partnership.
The comparison of the EDD analysis with both frameworks validates their fundamental approaches
but also highlights some important particularities, offering insights into how to increase the efficiency
and impact of working in partnerships.

Catalyzing is not only a question of speed. Critical steps that must be followed include problem
framing, incentives assessment, facilitation function, joint working mechanisms, practical actions to
encourage collaboration, etc. However, according to the EDD experience to date, effectiveness and
efficacy can be strongly driven by following a non-linear logic, flexibility and adopting a portfolio
approach, integrating what is emerging in context.

Flexibility regarding formal agreements or evolutionary management may provide agility to a
partnership and a wider space for innovation but also carries certain risks, such as lack of coordination
and/or misalignment [11]. At EDD, this has been compensated for by a set of actions seeking to promote
a strong shared identity and directionality. Distributed leadership can also benefit from the lack of a
formal agreement, since this normally also establishes a certain hierarchy. In the case of EDD, leadership
has passed from one person to another dependent upon the requirement in the moment. Navigating
in such conditions may be challenging for those who are not used to collaborative work with other
organizations. The fact that all the partners had deep (positive) experiences in previous collaborative
arrangements encouraged atypical partnership decisions, such as that of all partners choosing to act as
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facilitators. Thus, the possibilities of working in an organizational context outside the partnership
greatly increased, enabling EDD partners to share stakeholders and assets and connect their networks.
Designing from the shared priorities of the partners and their stakeholders may reinforce effectiveness
as the efforts can be concentrated on what has the most potential for systemic change. In addition,
in the case of undertaking new actions, they considered what was already in progress and, based on
previous learning, could respond to the interests of a wide group of organizations or orientations.
However, this also poses two challenges. At first, the possible reluctance of the stakeholders to join
something that has not yet shown results and, how to maintain their engagement in the medium term.
To overcome the first barrier at EDD, the following attributes were considered fundamental:

• The prestige and experience of the partnering organizations.
• The digital component as an amplifier of incentives, which has allowed relevant stakeholders to

be connected easily, reaching a wider audience and systematizing work in an open way.
• Identifying windows of opportunity to connect with highly relevant topics related to the emergent

COVID-19 crisis and its forecast downstream impacts.

For the second challenge, the EDD support and the facilitation function were essential, allowing
it to respond in an agile way to the demands posed at the EDD Communities, creating a dynamic
environment, balancing reflection and action. A solid, innovative and interdisciplinary facilitating
team has been essential for this mission.

From the point of view of impact and the generation of systemic change, an adequate portfolio of
partnerships and the design of a common roadmap are the two main challenges highlighted around
the “identification problem” [4], a missing intermediary space between bottom-up and top-down
partnership approaches, needed to achieve transformation. EDD seeks to fulfill this space by reinforcing
partnering capacity to its relevant stakeholders comprising policymakers, industry, civil society and
academia. Making a comparison with start-up incubators, we define EDD as a partnership incubator
offering its stakeholders a value proposition that can be summarized as:

• Multi-stakeholder networking, connecting spaces where relevant stakeholders interact in a context
of trust and symmetry.

• Cross-learning among a myriad of people and ongoing initiatives.
• Strategic communication and advocacy, including the ability to introduce critical issues into

public debate.

Through this partnership incubator approach, it is possible to create directionality and shared
purpose in the work of a wide ecosystem of relevant stakeholders and a connected set of partnerships,
where public policies and social priorities are at the center of the design and implementation processes.

Creating an ambitious multi-stakeholder partnership is complex and consumes resources in
the forming stage. However, we assert that trustful collaborative working is necessary to address
the collective systemic challenges posed by the 2030 Agenda. Based on our experiences to date,
some lessons learned, or recommendations for future working, include the following:

• At the level of the individual, curiosity, humility and generosity are required behavioral attributes
for people to engage in the co-creation of a shared vision and a common work culture with others;
this allowed all the people involved in EDD to enjoy great autonomy and, at the same time,
a strong sense of belonging and shared purpose.

• At the level of the team, the work of facilitation is essential but, as we have demonstrated, it can
be undertaken by all of the partners. The role of facilitators has been decisive in creating a
mutually respectful and reinforcing interdisciplinary team, with team members possessing a
double organizational identity, namely identifying with both their host organization and with
EDD. This fact, together with the aforementioned shared purpose, allowed knowledge transfer
among the partners in terms of collaborative practices and approaches, framed as organizational
innovations through EDD that could be adopted by each partner organization where appropriate.
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• At the level of the community, to effect actions from the collective endeavors, it was important
that committed policymakers were included in the collaboration vehicle—in this case, EDD.
These translators working in innovative, dynamic, flexible and diverse multi-stakeholder
co-creation processes can support the scaling of innovation to effect changes in public policy.
Policymakers may also act as the commissioner and/or problem owner to help a partnership
become established. In our case, EDD supported and accelerated existing or emerging policies
and inspired new ones, fostering innovation in the policy making process.

An explicit limitation of this research was the fact that the conclusions are derived from a single
case study. EDD provides rich and ongoing insights into how to reinforce the partnering capacity of a
wide set of stakeholders, drawn together through the COVID-19 crisis and committed to accelerating
the achievement of the SDGs. Regarding the theoretical frameworks used in this study, the lifecycle and
CVC approach both have multiple nuances that may merit further attention. Relationships between
trust building among partners and the creation of synergistic value or a portfolio approach versus
pilot-scaling strategies in partnership implementation are examples of possible future areas of research.

This study shows how a crisis mobilized a commitment to the SDGs among organizations to
come together in a multi-stakeholder partnership focused on long-term systemic transformation as
COVID-19 served to reveal the fissures and inequities in our world. Crisis aside, these dynamics will
be essential for SDG 17 to unleash its full potential to enable fulfilment of the 2030 Agenda. While there
is a consensus about the importance of partnerships to deliver against shared goals, there are few
practical cases of multi-stakeholder partnerships aimed at reinforcing the partnering capacity of a wide
range of relevant stakeholders. For this reason, gaining insights from the practice of partnerships is
essential to advance their efficiency and capacity to achieve systemic impacts.
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Appendix A

This appendix contains additional information on some of the early results reached at
EDD’s communities.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7189 15 of 18

Table A1. EDD Communities’ early results.

Element EDD Community Description Link

Communities’
participants
testimonies

All

Statements by 9 protagonists of the EDD
Communities (from the public administration,

business, academia and civil society) summarizing
their experience and the added value of the initiative.

Video

Agora: “The
transformation

of cities”
Cities

Conversation with 14 mayors of Spanish cities to
contrast their Covid-19 recovery strategies with
public administration, business, academia and

civil society.

Summary and
video

Flattening of the
mobility curve Cities Bases of the EDD proposal to reduce the mobility

demand (in English). Article

Madrid’s main
mobility

stakeholder’s
commitment

Cities

Letter of commitment by Madrid City Council and
the Regional Government, universities, business

associations, green growth companies and the main
trade unions.

Summary of the
public event

Acuerdos de la Villa Cities

Agreements by all the political forces of the Madrid
City Council on the post-COVID-19 recovery

strategy, which includes the EDD proposal to flatten
the mobility curve (measure 232).

Agreements
document

Agora:
“Rethinking global

cooperation and
governance against

COVID-19”

Global Governance
and Development

Conversation with the Spanish Foreign Minister and
representatives of multilateral organizations, private
companies, NGOs and academia on multilateralism

and international cooperation in the fight
against COVID-19.

Summary and
video

Joint Response of
the COVID-19
Crisis of the

Spanish
Cooperation

Global Governance
and Development

Results of the multi-stakeholder workshop (with the
participation of 80 leading experts from the public

administration, NGOs, academia and private sector)
to make contributions to the COVID-19 response

strategy of the Spanish Cooperation.

Contributions
document

Science and
humanitarian

action

Global Governance
and Development

Virtual meeting to strengthen links between key
people in the Spanish scientific and humanitarian

field and lay the foundations for future
multi-stakeholder initiatives.

Summary and
video

Agora: “A new
company social
contract for the

day after”

Inequalities and
new Economic

Models

Multi-stakeholder conversation to frame the need
and opportunities for the Spanish private sector for a

response to COVID-19 in which companies create
more social value.

Summary and
video

Minimum vital
income and basic

income

Inequalities and
new Economic

Models

Insights for the adoption of minimum vital income
and universal basic income in Spain. Article

Specialized
seminar about

“Planetary health”

Health &
Environment

Discussion about how we can create the same sense
of urgency and levels of coordinated action to

address the climate crisis and sustainable
development.

Summary report

Analysis and
proposals to the

Draft Law on
Climate Change

Health &
Environment

Community’s suggestions to the Draft Law on
Climate Change and Energy Transition in Spain. Summary report

Spanish Strategy of
Circular Economy

Health &
Environment

Results of the multi-stakeholder workshop (with the
participation of 80 leading experts from the public

administration, NGOs, academia and private sector)
to make contributions to the Spanish Strategy of

Circular Economy.

Summary report

https://youtu.be/0DhmB5GPykc
https://diadespues.org/lectura/video-04-la-transformacion-de-las-ciudades-el-dia-despues/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/video-04-la-transformacion-de-las-ciudades-el-dia-despues/
https://apolitical.co/en/solution_article/reopening-madrids-public-transport-system-in-the-shadow-of-covid-19
https://diadespues.org/evento/madrid-aborda-el-desafio-de-la-movilidad-sostenible-a-traves-de-la-plataforma-del-dia-despues/
https://diadespues.org/evento/madrid-aborda-el-desafio-de-la-movilidad-sostenible-a-traves-de-la-plataforma-del-dia-despues/
https://transparencia.madrid.es/FWProjects/transparencia/Covid19/MedidasRegeneracion/Ficheros/20200707_AcuerdosDeLaVilla_v2.pdf
https://transparencia.madrid.es/FWProjects/transparencia/Covid19/MedidasRegeneracion/Ficheros/20200707_AcuerdosDeLaVilla_v2.pdf
https://diadespues.org/lectura/video-07-la-mision-de-no-dejar-a-nadie-atras-repensar-la-cooperacion-y-la-gobernanza-global-frente-al-covid19/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/video-07-la-mision-de-no-dejar-a-nadie-atras-repensar-la-cooperacion-y-la-gobernanza-global-frente-al-covid19/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/informe-contribuciones-al-borrador-de-respuesta-conjunta-de-la-cooperacion-espanola-a-la-crisis-de-la-covid-19/�
https://diadespues.org/lectura/informe-contribuciones-al-borrador-de-respuesta-conjunta-de-la-cooperacion-espanola-a-la-crisis-de-la-covid-19/�
https://diadespues.org/evento/cuando-ciencia-y-accion-humanitaria-se-alian-se-salvan-mas-vidas/
https://diadespues.org/evento/cuando-ciencia-y-accion-humanitaria-se-alian-se-salvan-mas-vidas/
https://diadespues.org/evento/un-nuevo-contrato-social-de-la-empresa-para-el-dia-despues/
https://diadespues.org/evento/un-nuevo-contrato-social-de-la-empresa-para-el-dia-despues/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/noticia-ingreso-minimo-vital-y-renta-basica/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/report-covid-19-the-decade-after/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/analisis-y-propuestas-al-proyecto-de-ley-de-cambio-climatico-y-transicion-energetica/
https://diadespues.org/lectura/tableros-de-ideas-taller-de-contribuciones-a-la-estrategia-espanola-de-economia-circular/
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Abstract: Global policies such as the recent ‘Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework’ call
for a profound transformation in refugee response. To this end, collaboration with non-traditional
humanitarian actors, particularly the private sector has been advocated. The application of new
multi-stakeholder partnerships that transcend traditional dyadic relationships have been commended
by practitioners for their ability to create stable services and markets in refugee camps. However,
the adaptation of multi-stakeholder partnership models to the novelties of refugee response and
the dynamics among partners in these complex arrangements requires more attention. This paper
explores how the creation and development of multi-stakeholder partnerships can maximize the
transformational potential of collaboration for refugee response, ensure the stakeholder diversity
needed to provide basic services on a stable basis, and provide a facilitation function that supports the
partnership. Using an action-case methodology, the focus of the article is on the Alianza Shire, Spain’s
first multi-stakeholder partnership for humanitarian action, which was established to provide energy
to refugee camps and host communities in refugee camps in northern Ethiopia. Our findings suggest
that (i) the active participation of aid agencies in the co-creation process of a multi-stakeholder
partnership may increase the transformational potential of refugee response, (ii) feedback loops and
the consolidation of internal learning are essential practices for the effective management of complex
multi-stakeholder partnerships, and (iii) the facilitator plays a critical and underexplored role in
refugee response collaborative arrangements. In addition, sustainability-oriented university centers
may possess a particular capacity for nurturing the transformational potential of multi-stakeholder
refugee response partnerships by generating ‘safe spaces’ that foster trust-building, providing a
cross-sector ‘translation’ service, and affording the legitimacy and expert knowledge required to
conduct learning processes. We believe that the theoretical and practical implications of our research
may contribute to the effective fulfilment of the Sustainable Development Goals, specially, SDG7
(Affordable and Clean Energy) and SDG17 (Partnership for the Goals).

Keywords: multi-stakeholder refugee partnerships; transformational collaborations; feedback-loops;
partnership facilitation

1. Introduction

Refugee response is currently undergoing a profound transformation. This change
has been boosted by the 2016 New York Declaration and its promotion of the ‘Compre-
hensive Refugee Response Framework’ (CRRF), a global policy that aims to ease pressure
on countries that welcome and host refugees, build self-reliance, expand access to reset-
tlement in third countries and other complementary pathways, and foster conditions that
enable refugees to return voluntarily to their home countries [1]. Collaboration with non-
traditional humanitarian actors, particularly the private sector, has been advocated by the
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CRRF as a lever to attract knowledge, resources, and wider public attention to achieve its
objectives [2–4]. As this collaborative approach is being applied in the field, practitioners
have highlighted its ability to create stable markets and basic services supply in refugee
camps, especially where boundaries between humanitarian and development contexts are
blurred [3,5,6].

Multi-stakeholder partnerships are regarded as fundamental to the transformation
called for in the UN 2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development Goals [7,8]. At the same
time, interest in the application of partnerships in humanitarian logistics has grown [9–13],
particularly in relation to the exploration of motivations for partnering and outcomes
in different contexts [14–19]. However, the adaptation of multi-stakeholder partnership
models to the new trends of refugee response, and the dynamics among partners in these
complex and diverse arrangements, requires more attention [5,6,20].

Due to its cross-cutting nature and impacts, access to energy in refugee camps provides
a useful field in which to examine multi-stakeholder collaboration. As well as being one
of the leading sectors to implement the CRRF, international initiatives such as the Clean
Energy Challenge and the Global Plan of Action for Sustainable Energy Solutions in
Situations of Displacement are promoting holistic approaches to energy access in refugee
camps using multi-stakeholder collaboration to foster more inclusive planning [21] and to
shape market-based strategies [22–24]. However, while current research is focused on the
technological and service innovations that multi-stakeholder collaborations can enable in
access to energy in refugee camps, deeper analysis of the dynamics of these partnerships
and how they are orchestrated is scarce [25–29].

This paper explores some of the factors that appear to affect the effective creation
and development of multi-stakeholder partnerships for refugee response. To do this,
an examination of how partners interact and the facilitation function that supports this is
provided using the case of the Alianza Shire, Spain’s first multi-stakeholder partnership for
humanitarian action. The Alianza Shire was established in 2014 to provide access to energy
in refugee camps and host communities in the Shire region of northern Ethiopia. The part-
nership includes two private companies (Iberdrola and Signify), a corporate foundation
(Acciona.org Foundation), the Spanish Aid Agency (AECID), and an academic institution
(Innovation and Technology for Development Centre at the Universidad Politécnica de
Madrid, itdUPM) that acts as an intermediary or facilitator between the different partners.
Close relationships also exist with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR), local agencies, and NGOs.

The Alianza Shire was established following preliminary studies conducted by the
AECID and itdUPM. Between 2016 and 2017, a pilot project took place that benefited
8000 refugees and worked to provide energy services to the Adi Harush camp in the
Shire region of northern Ethiopia. The project’s achievements included four kilometers
of street lighting with 64 lampposts, and improvements to the electrical grid that enabled
the connection of eight communal services and the training of 19 refugees in electrical
maintenance. The pilot project had a significant impact on the Adi Harush refugee camp.
In addition to a 60% drop in incidents such as night burglaries and an annual saving of
1500 tons of firewood for cooking, a reduction of 2000 tons per year in CO2 emissions was
coupled with savings of 30,000€ per year in the diesel required for camp operations. As a
result, the Alianza Shire extended its operations to the other four refugee camps in the Shire
region and their host communities, as well as to the Somaliland region. The current aim
is to reach 40,000 refugees and host community members with exploration of innovative
energy supply models such as micro-entrepreneur networks and energy communities,
and the provision of a prototype experience in the context of the CRRF.

Figure 1 shows an outline of the chronological evolution of the Alianza Shire.
Our paper examines the formation stages of the Alianza Shire in a partnership life-

cycle framework. As some of the authors have been actively involved in the creation
and development of the Alianza Shire, particularly undertaking a facilitation function,
the paper uses an action-case methodology, and builds upon preliminary studies con-
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ducted by the authors (see Appendix A). The paper aims to contribute to the research on
multi-stakeholder collaboration in humanitarian logistics [9–20]; particularly, the research
adopts a life-cycle perspective and aims to contribute to the stream of research devoted
to exploring the key elements associated to the establishment of transformational collab-
orations [7,8]. The findings offer practical insights on the effective formation of refugee
response partnerships among different actors seeking to provide basic services and market
integration. These insights include the importance of exploring the role that aid agencies
can play as active co-creation agents; the intrinsic complexity and diversity that this kind
of partnership may encompass; the adoption of feedback loops as a way of effectively
managing partnership learning, and the role that sustainability-oriented university centers
may play in facilitating these partnerships. The ultimate aim of our action research is to
endorse successful achievement of the SDGs, particularly SDG7 (Affordable and Clean
Energy) and SDG17 (Partnership for the Goals), and to propose lessons for their application
in practice. Moreover, the research seeks also to contribute to the goals of the Clean Energy
Challenge and other international initiatives in energy access related to refugee response.

Figure 1. Alianza Shire timeline.

The article is structured as follows: Section 2 provides a theoretical overview for the
focus of the research and the application of a partnership life cycle framework. Section 3
presents the research approach. In Section 4, a detailed analysis of the formation phases
of the partnership life cycle is offered with discussion of their applicability to the Alianza
Shire case study. Key conclusions and lessons are presented in Section 5. The final section,
Section 6, includes suggestions for further research.

2. Theorical Overview
2.1. Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration in Refugee Response

In academic literature, collaboration with the private sector has been credited with pro-
moting effectiveness, efficiency, and innovation in refugee response [9–13]. Humanitarian
partnerships involving the private sector have focused on the motivations for partner-
ing [16], including efficiency [12,30–33], pressure from donors [33,34], the expansion of
corporate social responsibility policies [35,36], and the learning that corporate actors find
in the humanitarian sector, notably when seeking to develop stable relationships with key
stakeholders in order to deal with high levels of uncertainty [10,13,37–39].

Partnerships with the private sector are further reinforced by the United Nations
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which adopts a more complex and richer
view of cross-sectoral collaborations and stresses the importance of knowledge transfer
and capacity building [6]. To develop appropriate effective collaborative arrangements,
a better understanding of the motivations for humanitarian and non-humanitarian actors
to embrace partnering work and the most suitable partnerships configurations have been
called for [16]. Expanding on the notion of shared value developed by Porter and Kramer
(2011) [40], Austin and Seitanidi (2012) [41,42] provide valuable insights regarding the
incentives that non-profit and corporate actors may find through sustained co-creation of
different sources of collaborative value. These include associational value (higher visibility,
public awareness, or reputation); transferred value (complementary resources and support,
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competitiveness); interaction value (trust, opportunities for learning, relational capital),
and synergistic value (innovation, internal change, distributed leadership, influence).

According to the 2016 International Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC) World Disas-
ters Report [43], most experiences of collaboration in the humanitarian sector to date have
involved bilateral relationships between the private sector and humanitarian actors; e.g., In-
ternational Red Cross (IRC) and Intel [44]; TNT and the World Food Program (WFP) [19,45],
DHL and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) [36],
or IKEA and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) [5]. The Re-
port further notes that ‘traditional’ private sector partnerships have been mainly short-
term, ad hoc, and oriented towards emergency responses that primarily seek to draw on
financial support from the corporate sector [43]. They have been also focused on a business-
humanitarian supplier-client basis [5] and have mostly been oriented on technological
products [46,47]. The collaboration between academia and humanitarian actors has also
followed these patterns, being characterized by a short-term technological orientation and
a lack of clarity regarding partnering motivations [48].

To effectively and holistically address refugee response, broader collaborative mecha-
nisms that encompass the perspectives, resources, and competencies of multiple players
from different sectors, including those of public agencies (from both donor and host
countries), companies, the UN system, academia, and NGOs are required [11,16,49–51].
The 2030 Agenda describes these relationships as “multi-stakeholder partnerships” [52].

According to Pascucci (2021) [5], new trends are emerging in refugee response that
put less emphasis on the material dimension of aid, reinforce the integration of displaced
people in local and regional markets [53–55], and center on the provision of stable ser-
vices [20,46,56]. Pascucci (2021) describes a “de-materialization of refugee aid, namely a
tendency to move away from provisions of material relief [ . . . ] to privilege beneficia-
ries’ access to local and transnational service markets, and their economic activation and
self-reliance”, which require new and more nuanced multi-stakeholder arrangements [5].
In this endeavor, aid agencies are playing a new convening role “shaping [ . . . ] logistics
operations in hybrid markets characterized by blurred boundaries between the private and
the humanitarian sector” [5].

Due to its complexity and multidimensional linkages with issues such as protection,
health, gender, education, income generation, and the environment [57], access to energy
in refugee camps provides an illustrative example of the “de-materialization of refugee
aid” [5]. The emphasis here is on addressing concerns in an integrated manner and develop-
ing energy solutions that encompass the different needs of users [58]. To ensure provision
of safe access to energy in refugee camps, collaborative arrangements are required [59].
In this regard, as well as involving private sector actors, the promotion of policies that facil-
itate multi-stakeholder partnerships have also been called for [60]. These approaches are
viewed as enabling more inclusive planning and design approaches [21] and market-based
strategies that promote access to energy in fragile places so that they are perceived as more
effective and durable [22–24]. In spite of these calls, however, a collaborative approach to
energy access for refugees has been hampered by a lack of practical experience in this field
and limited theoretical guidance on how to orchestrate the diversity of actors necessary for
moving from a product provision focus to one of service provision [57].

2.2. Partnership Lifecycle Approach

As noted above, a deeper understanding of the dynamics involved in the formation
and consolidation of multi-stakeholder partnerships for refugee response is needed, par-
ticularly in relation to the ingredients that encourage partnerships to adopt bolder and
more transformational positions in the provision of unattended access to markets and
services [5,46,56]. Austin and Seitanidi (2012) suggest that transformational collaboration is
aimed at creating large scale societal benefits through “disruptive social innovations” [61],
not just in terms of an external impact dimension, but also in terms of changing “each
organization and its people in profound, structural, and irreversible ways”, even to the
extent of sometimes creating “an entirely new hybrid organization” [41,42]. Some of the
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pointers proposed for analyzing the transformational character of a partnership include
organizational engagement (level of engagement and importance to mission); resources
and activities (type and magnitude of resources, scope of activities, managerial resources);
partnership dynamics (interaction, trust and internal change), and impact (co-creation of
value, innovation, and external system change) [40].

According to Selsky and Parker (2005), most researchers agree on the usefulness of
examining partnerships using a lifecycle approach [62]. Such an approach can also enable
the identification of the ingredients that may lead to more innovative and transforma-
tional collaborations [41]. Although other partnerships assessment methods have been
proposed, namely ‘Collective-Conflictual Value Co-creation’ [63], ‘Partnership Outcomes
Assessment’ [64], ‘Partnership Performance Assessment’ [65], and the ‘Strategic Scoping
Canvas’ [66], a partnership lifecycle approach enables a more holistic and systematic explo-
ration of a partnership [67]. Furthermore, by examining factors that affect each stage of a
partnership’s life cycle, critical lessons can be extracted to improve partnership planning
and forecasting [62].

The different life cycle components highlighted [62,68–72] can be grouped into the
five broad phases of partnership development outlined by Stott and Keatman (2005) [73]
(see Figure 2). The authors stress that the phases they describe do not represent a rigorous
linear progression as they may overlap or occur at different times. Nonetheless, they sug-
gest that most partnership arrangements will work through a process cycle that begins with
a scoping or preparatory phase in which the case for collaboration is made, the operational
context examined, and partners selected. This is followed by a start-up or initiating phase
in which the ground rules for collaboration are developed and governance systems put
in place. The subsequent implementation phase involves ensuring accountability and
engagement among partners so that tasks are carried out as agreed and the way is paved
for a consolidation phase in which collaboration is strengthened and formalized. The fifth
and final phase involves drawing the relationship to an appropriate conclusion or agreeing
to further develop the initiative in new areas or activities. Throughout the cycle, review
processes take place that monitor and evaluate both the impact of collaborative efforts and
the health of working relationships among partners [73].

Figure 2. Alianza Shire timeline. Adapted from Stott and Keatman (2005) [73].

2.3. A Framework for Our Partnership Lifecycle Analysis

This section provides an analytical framework for the subsequent study of the Alianza
Shire case based on a literature review and focused on the formation period of a partnership
(see Table 1). Frequently described as key to long-term success [74–76], during this time,
the added value of collaboration and the goals and systems for different partners to work
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together are proposed [68,69]. Feldman et al. (2006) describe this period as an opportunity
to “create a sense of community and an ability to transcend boundaries among participants”
thereby fostering collaborative leadership [77,78]. However, because the process of working
together is dynamic and develops over time, important aspects of partnership-building
are often neglected at this stage [79]. This oversight can lead to challenges that have an
impact on effective partnership performance going forward [65,80]. Table 1 summarizes the
principal elements of the initial stages of partnership-building as highlighted in literature.
The different sub-stages identified will be further used to analyze the case of Alianza Shire.

Table 1. Multi-stakeholder partnerships formation stages.

Stage Key Attributes

Scoping

Making the contextual case for collaboration
Identifying the challenge or gap as a first step, followed by the justification of the suitability
of the partnership approach [62,69].
Contextual analysis and identification of opportunities [68].
The need for a partnership broker, coordinator, or facilitator [7,74,81].
Identifying and selecting potential partners
Assessment of complementary nature of partners and linked interests [41]. Analysis of risks
and benefits, threads and opportunities of working together [76,82].
Assessing drivers, barriers, and enablers
Detailed assessment of joint drivers, barriers, and enablers and at the level of each
participating institution [62,70,83,84].

Initiating

Establishing principles and ground rules for collaboration
A way of building respect and trust among partners and cementing relationships over time
[76,85,86].
Refining objectives, goal setting, and confirming resource contributions
Consideration of scope and detailed objectives of the collaboration [62,74,87].
Mapping compatibility between a partnership’s goals and other broader processes (SDGs,
humanitarian issues, CSR, etc.) [62,74].
Obtaining funding and matching resources to proposed activities [65,74,87].
Setting up accountable structures and systems for working together
Establishing suitable decision-making structures, forums, and procedures [71,72].
Clarity around roles and responsibilities and clear and simple internal and external
information channels [73,76].
Signing a collaborative agreement [68,70,76,82,88–91].

Pilot
project

Practical first iteration
Undertaking a specific initiative to remove forces that impede collaboration and assist in
adopting an early scale-up strategy [92].
New practices to be tested as a way of achieving meaningful results and building
collaborative momentum [71,89,92].
Cementing partner connections by producing early tangible impacts [93].

3. Research Approach
3.1. Aims and Scope

This study responds to calls for further research into collaboration for the provision of
access to unattended services and markets in refugee camps [3,5,6,20,57,59]. The aim of the
paper is to explore the key ingredients that collaborative arrangements may encompass to
provide holistic solutions in the delivery of basic services. To do this, we explore the early
development of the Alianza Shire, a multi-stakeholder partnership that aims to supply
access to energy services in refugee camps and their host communities [94]. The study
further focuses on the facilitation role played by the Innovation and Technology Centre for
Development at the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (itdUPM). Although this facilitation
role is a recognized function in partnership literature [81,94–97], it is not as common in
the context of humanitarian collaborations [5,16]. We will, thus, consider the partnership
facilitation role in this context and the particular convening potential that universities may
assume in this regard.

In the ensuing sections, we will address the following research questions:
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• What catalytic elements are needed for a transformational multi-stakeholder refugee
response partnership to emerge?

• What degree of multi-stakeholder diversity is the most appropriate for providing basic
services and/or creating market opportunities in refugee camps?

• What mechanisms can reinforce the transformational character of a multi-stakeholder
refugee response partnership during the formation stage?

• Are there actors that are particularly suited to the role of facilitation in multi-stakeholder
refugee response partnerships?

The contribution of our research is threefold:

• To assist understanding of “the factors that affect the effective development of multi-
stakeholder partnerships with a humanitarian focus” [16], especially initial ingredients
that maximize the transformational potential of a collaborative refugee response
arrangement.

• To contribute to an understanding of “which situations require which type of part-
nership mechanisms to support the management of humanitarian logistics” [16],
specifically in relation to partnerships that aim to provide basic services such as
energy.

• To provide a practical example of how a university center can assume the facilita-
tion role in a multi-stakeholder refugee response partnership by addressing both
humanitarian and academic motivations for partnering [48].

3.2. Methodology

The article is based on an action-case methodology, a hybrid approach combining
interpretation and intervention. Such an approach is indicated when “investigating a
sufficiently rich context with a focused research question and a framework of ideas to be
tested” [98]. A case study methodology provides empirical descriptions of a contemporary
phenomenon, ‘the case’ [99], and may establish complex cause–effect relationships [100,101]
that are adequate for theory building [102]. Partnerships and humanitarian logistics
scholars have employed case studies extensively [72,103–107]. Action research, meanwhile,
assist us to “gain knowledge through making deliberate interventions in order to achieve
some desirable change in the organizational setting” [98]. It is also useful for theory
building [108] and for testing a hypothesis through an intervention in an ‘organizational
laboratory’ [109].

This inquiry is an opportunity to explore a relevant case [110] because of the shared
purpose created among a diverse range of stakeholders and the novelty of this approach
in the Spanish humanitarian context. In addition, it is an example of collaborative re-
search [111,112] as a combination of external observers and researchers have worked
together as agents of change engaged in creating “actionable scientific knowledge” [113].
In this case, two researchers provided insights and contrasts from their own experience in
multi-stakeholder practice and the other four have been directly involved in facilitating
the Alianza Shire. The information derived from this research has enabled production of
practical-oriented knowledge pieces (see Appendix A) aimed at reinforcing the work of the
Alianza Shire. Following this, and as the partnership became consolidated, efforts were
made to systematize key learning from an academic point of view. This work included
exploration of the transformational potential of the Alianza Shire and how relevant aspects
could be shared with both academics and humanitarian practitioners [94].

The research presented here combined three data harvesting methods: (i) action
research with the four researchers involved in the facilitation of the Alianza Shire; (ii) desk
research involving an exhaustive analysis of Alianza Shire documentation (detailed in
Appendix A), technical reports prepared for the Spanish Development Agency (AECID) on
the viability of establishing a multi-stakeholder partnership in the humanitarian context;
applications for grants awarded to the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (UPM) and
funding reports; internal procedures, documents on lessons learned from the Alianza
Shire, and external assessments of its work; and, (iii) semi-structured interviews with
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Steering Committee members (conducted in 2016) and a workshop with the Alianza Shire
facilitation team (conducted in 2020).

The treatment of the qualitative data gathered by the three methods aforementioned
has been developed using a collaborative content analysis [112] following the chronological
categories detailed in Section 2.3 and refined through iterative work meetings among
the authors of the study. Then, building upon the conceptualization of transformational
partnership by Austin and Seitanidi (2012) [41,42], the elements and moments that may
enhance the transformational potential in a multi-stakeholder refugee response partnership
were identified.

4. Promoting transformation during the formation stages of the Alianza Shire

This section describes the evolution of the Alianza Shire during the scoping, initiating,
and pilot project stages presented in Section 2.3. In addition to comment on particular
aspects of the formation phases, two overarching issues appear to have enhanced the
partnership’s transformational prospects:

• The existence of feedback loops and learning spaces that enable partners to reflect on
their work together [62,114–117].

• The critical role played by a facilitator or intermediary in steering and supporting the
partnering process [7,74,81]. This function, which has been underexplored in human-
itarian multi-stakeholder partnerships [5,16], includes the promotion of the above-
mentioned learning and reflection mechanisms [114], as well as people/relationship
management and trust building [71].

4.1. Scoping
4.1.1. Making the Contextual Case for Collaboration

Austin and Seitanidi (2012:934) suggest that initial articulation of the problem to
be addressed is central to assessing a ‘partnership fit potential’ and can be linked to the
transformation that is derived from “synergistic value creation” [42]. They note, however,
that deciding which partner holds the highest potential for the production of synergistic
value can be time consuming and challenging [41].

In the Alianza Shire, there was no difficulty in deciding which partner had the greatest
potential for producing synergistic value. We believe that this may be due to the fact
that, unlike the partnerships between businesses and non-profit organizations that are the
focus of Austin and Seitanidi’s work, the partnership was promoted by a public sector
organization, the Spanish Development Agency (AECID). As well as its strong institutional
reputation, the AECID also had a deep interest in learning from the process of collaboration.
This focus contrasts with a prevailing interest among many actors in the humanitarian
field in partnering with business to access financial resources [43,46,47]. These initiatives,
as noted above, have tended to be short-term, ad hoc, and oriented towards emergency
responses [46].

The AECID further sought to establish a multi-stakeholder partnership to tackle
an unattended refugee response challenge with support from the Spanish private and
academic sectors before identifying the concrete issue to be addressed. Such a focus was
enhanced by the Agency’s explicit decision to engage itdUPM as coordinator and facilitator
of the initiative. This owed much to itdUPM’s academic position and the perception that
it was a neutral actor with strong legitimacy, a positive record of collaboration with the
public and private sectors, and the ability to generate new knowledge.

Two scoping studies, commissioned in 2013 and 2014 by the AECID from itdUPM,
explored the context of multi-stakeholder humanitarian collaborations and the potential
for promoting a demonstration project to address energy access and service provision in
refugee camps. In view of suggestions that initiatives in this area tended to focus on supply
or demand, or a choice between supporting the development of innovation or diffusion
and implementation of technologies [118], itdUPM sought to combine these strands in the
provision of holistic service arrangements that involved key actors, including users, along
the energy service value chain [21,22]. The rationale for this was based upon the fact that
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a structured supply chain for providing energy to refugee camps did not yet exist and
humanitarian professionals lacked the technical capacity to address inefficiencies in the
generation and transport of energy to refugee camps [57].

Selection of camps of operation was conducted by AECID based on different criteria
as presence of the organization on the country, previous experience working on refugee
camps in the country, and a favorable operational environment and security context.
The AECID identified refugee camps fulfilling the previous criteria in the Shire region,
northern Ethiopia, where the study of energy needs could provide the basis for developing
pilot initiatives for the partnership. Shire camps have constituted a transit space country
for Eritreans attempting to reach Europe. In recent years, thousands of Eritreans mostly
minors (many of whom are unaccompanied), constantly fled from their country due to
the continuous violations of human rights (see Appendix A). According to the UNHCR,
at the beginning of Alianza Shire field operations (2017), there were around 36,000 refugees,
mostly Eritreans minors (around 60%), in Shire refugee camps (see Appendix A).

4.1.2. Identifying and Selecting Potential Partners

Austin and Seitanidi (2012) note that the “value creation potential” of a partnership
will ultimately be determined by careful partner selection and assessment of the comple-
mentary nature of the different resources that each partner brings to the table [42]. In the
case of the Alianza Shire, the complex tailored approach that was adopted for the partner-
ship necessitated the involvement of a diverse range of actors to enable good coverage of
all the services involved in energy supply. Rather than a single private sector partner, three
businesses were chosen with expertise in different areas of service coverage. They included
Iberdrola, a Spanish energy company with extensive experience of power generation and
grid maintenance; Signify, a leader in lighting solutions; and the corporate foundation
Acciona.org, which had successful experience of implementing innovative business models
supplying energy to hard-to-reach households in Latin America. In addition to the AECID
and itdUPM, these partners were also joined by UNHCR, which participated as a key
stakeholder (See Appendix A: Alianza Shire’s stakeholders).

At the same time, careful attention was placed in choosing people with the capacity
to embed the partnership and its work within their respective institutions [78]. To do
this, itdUPM and the AECID drew upon previous connections that had been established
between individuals and teams within the different organizations, particularly through
previous projects and a Master’s program in Development Strategies and Technologies
involving itdUPM [119]. These bonds were to provide the basis for strong and mutually
supportive working relationships as the Alianza Shire developed its work.

4.1.3. Assessing Drivers, Barriers and Enablers

Although a detailed and explicit evaluation of drivers, barriers, and institutional
enablers was not made at the level of each partner until Phase II (2018) [94], at the instigation
of itdUPM, reflection on the reasons for working together ensured that partners explored
‘incentive alignment’ [83] and early clarity around partner motivations for collaborating.
In addition to the positive reputations of potential partners and the first-class nature of the
initiative, a key incentive for collaboration for all was that of engaging in an innovative
process of learning and change [120]. Exploration of these drivers and incentives also
offered the opportunity for partners to learn together, thus, beginning a reflection cycle that
was to become an essential part of the partnership going forwards, and a core manifestation
of its transformational intent.

4.2. Initiating

During the initiation phase, the Alianza Shire partners were able to build upon
the transformational components that had been put in place during the scoping phase.
These included the development of innovative partnering principles; a more refined set
of objectives and goals; structures and systems for working together and a collaborative
agreement.
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4.2.1. Establishing Principles and Ground Rules for Collaboration

itdUPM positioned the need for agreement on a set of core principles for partners as a
starting point for their work together. While many commentators stress the importance of
“defining guiding principles, ground rules for working together [and] overall strategies for
action” [69], the focus of these tends to be on internal tenets for working together such as
equity, transparency, and mutual benefit among partners [76]. In the case of the Alianza
Shire, however, the focus of partner principles was outward-looking, with emphasis on the
achievement of an early tangible impact that would influence broader change processes.
The principles that partners agreed upon included:

• Transformational mindset: the partnership was not a philanthropic initiative. Its aim
was to promote broad change derived from practical action combining different
partner capabilities. Potential for co-creation with private sector partners would rely
on knowledge and skills rather than traditional resource contributions such as finance.

• Prototyping: an iterative logic that emphasized knowledge and learning would be
promoted by a pilot project as the first joint initiative of the partnership.

• Grounded solutions: the first technical activities would focus on achieving solid
impact through electrical grid improvement rather than other ‘attractive’ but risky
solutions.

• No public communication before achievement of concrete results: until tangible results
had been produced there would be no external communication on the work of the
partnership.

While further study is warranted on how far the absence of internal principles affected
partner relationships going forwards, the Alianza Shire case suggests that transformation
can be enhanced by developing ‘rules of engagement’ that address external goals and
desired impact, as well as internal relationships. The process of arriving at the principles
also formed part of the ongoing reflection and learning cycle mentioned above, as partners
jointly developed and debated the principles and agreed upon their focus.

4.2.2. Refining Objectives, Goal Setting and Confirming Resource Contributions

Arguing that precision around goals at this time can assist the ambition of the collabo-
ration, Pattberg and Widerberg (2016) suggest that, alongside a common problem definition
and “clear and measurable goals”, a “mapping of the compatibility between a partner-
ship’s goals and other related processes (e.g., SDGs, CSR, human rights) reduces the risk of
conflictive fragmentation” [74]. The suggestion that transformation can be enhanced by
positioning clear goals in the context of a framework that integrates other relevant strands
is demonstrated by the Alianza Shire’s development of a detailed workplan. This workplan,
considered the operational context for activities, with information on the nature of the Shire
refugee camps and evaluation of their energy needs; analysis of technical solutions for
addressing the needs identified; conceptualization of a pilot project; and, in preparation for
implementation, a detailed report on logistics and operational issues in the field. Particular
attention was paid to presenting an integrated vision of how the partnership could best
provide a basic service in a humanitarian context. This focus was to dovetail neatly with
the aims of the 2030 Agenda, which was presented in 2015: promoting the targets of SDG7;
working in a cross-cutting manner to produce co-benefits that would endorse other SDGs;
and promoting partnerships for the goals (SDG17).

With regard to resources, a key differential element in the Alianza Shire was agreement
by all partners that project activities would not be based on monetary exchange but on the
creation of synergistic value derived from each partner’s core competencies. This decision
meant that private sector partners were not obliged to make financial contributions to the
partnership [94]. Instead, resource contributions included a grant provided by the AECID
to itdUPM, and in-kind contributions such as human resources (staff and volunteers),
provision of information, technical expertise, materials, experience, and knowledge.
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4.2.3. Setting up Accountable Structures and Systems for Working Together

If the potential of partnerships to achieve positive change depends upon “appropriate
mechanisms for their decision-making and accountability processes” that respond legiti-
mately to stakeholder concerns [121,122], then careful deliberation is needed on appropriate
governance forums and procedures for reaching decisions. A comprehensive managerial
and governance structure was designed for the Alianza Shire that considered the differ-
ent backgrounds, organizational cultures, and drivers of the five partner organizations
and UNHCR, including a Steering Committee, a Technical Team, and a Communications
Committee.

Once the governance mechanisms had been agreed upon, at the suggestion of itdUPM,
the newly established Steering Committee invited two independent experts to carry out
a ‘health check’ of the partnership. While initially developed to respond to specific con-
siderations relating to humanitarian logistic complexities and the possible delays and
uncertainties that might occur when putting infrastructure in the field in place, this early
assessment exercise enabled partners to reflect upon necessary changes and reinforcement
measures both within and outside the partnership before the implementation phase of
its work. Recommendations from the assessment regarding the development of activi-
ties in the field were acted upon immediately, e.g., the appointment of the Norwegian
Refugee Council as a local implementing partner. While recommendations for internal
adjustments took time to put in place, partners were made aware that these two dimensions
of partnering were interdependent, and that rapid external impact would be enhanced by
greater attention to internal dynamics. The ‘health check’ findings provided an additional
learning loop for partners, which enabled them to make eventual adjustments to their
work. This suggests that external assessment of the partnership design process may offer
an interesting model for other transformational collaborative initiatives.

4.2.4. Signing a Collaborative Agreement

All partners agreed that the Alianza Shire required an agreement to regulate its
activities. However, the process of developing this was more complex than expected due to
the lack of legal instruments for regulating this type of collaboration in the Spanish public
sector and to rigid organizational protocols and internal processes that were not conducive
to multi-actor collaboration, particularly in a humanitarian context. Reaching and signing
a collaborative agreement, thus, took almost 18 months. In spite of this, the partners agreed
to continue to work together. itdUPM made concerted efforts at this time to maintain links
between the partners so that motivation to proceed with activities was thus high. The initial
processes of reflection and learning together also appear to have assisted this process and
contributed to the generation of “synergistic value” and the ambition to develop activities
that would promote transformation.

4.3. Pilot Project and First Iteration

Implementing early pilot projects allows new practices to be tested and can assist in
achieving meaningful results and the building of collaborative momentum [71,89,92,93].
In line with their focus on experimentation in order to obtain tangible results, and with
funding from the AECID to carry out the implementation of a pilot project, partners in the
Alianza Shire worked between January 2016 and May 2017 to improve energy access for
8000 refugees from the Adi Harush camp.

The pilot project sought to avoid a ‘welfare approach’ by focusing on respect for the
dignity of the communities using the products and services developed by the partnership,
and endorsing the humanitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, indepen-
dence, and universality. itdUPM also sought to position experimentation as central to this
initiative by encouraging partners to test and systematize operational processes and ways
of working together so that the internal visions and institutional cultures of the different
partners were aligned.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 11705 12 of 21

In April 2016, with the pilot project underway, a further learning loop was created with
the development of an ‘External Communications Plan’. The Plan laid the basis for sharing
information about the Alianza Shire, reinforcing the importance of only communicating
concrete results and ensuring that the visibility of each partner, and of the partnership as a
whole, were compatible.

As well as covering technological and operational aspects, lessons from the pilot
project also included organizational and partnership perspectives. This learning from
practice was regarded as essential for scaling up the pilot project, sharing lessons with
the international community regarding potential applicability in other contexts, and at-
tracting the necessary resources for subsequent stages of the partnership’s work. Some of
the lessons identified included the need for close study of the partnership’s operational
context; attending to infrastructure maintenance with an on-site maintenance team of
trained refugees and local technicians in order to guarantee durability; prioritization of
livelihood strategies and income generating activities through activities such as mentoring,
training, and creation of employment opportunities; and involvement and coordination of
stakeholders and local partners through an energy coordination group for the Shire refugee
camps. In addition to the importance of drawing upon both financial and in-kind resources
such as knowledge, skills, human resources, capacities, and contacts, acknowledgement of
the time required for building the partnership was noted.

Thanks to the pilot project, energy supply was positioned as a central element in the
management of the Shire refugee camps and as a catalyst for new development possibilities.
Thus, two key partners in the field joined the co-creation effort of the Alianza Shire: ARRA,
the Ethiopian Agency for Refugee & Returnee Affairs, responsible for managing refugee
camps in collaboration with UNHCR, and the Ethiopian Electric Utility, state-owned power
company that is responsible for the electric grids that surround the Shire camps [94].
This was essential to design innovative strategies for the scaling up phase that delves
into the integration of refugees in Ethiopia and to foster their relationships with the host
communities (for example, creating mixed energy business among refugees and host
community members) in coherence with the implementation of the CRRF in Ethiopia (see
Appendix A).

In May 2017, findings from the pilot project were shared with a range of international
stakeholders (Including UNHCR, the European Union, and energy access networks and
initiatives such as the Moving Energy Initiative and Safe Access to Fuel and Energy). As a
result, as well as an assessment of the relevance of the Alianza Shire’s work, the design of
next steps and the consolidation of relationships, funding was obtained from the European
Union’s Emergency Trust Fund to scale up the pilot project to four refugee camps and
reach more than 40,000 people between 2018 and 2021.

5. Discussion

Three major implications are derived from our case study: (i) a series of design
elements can enhance the transformational potential of multi-stakeholder partnership in
the context of refugee response; (ii) the facilitation role is crucial in catalyzing this potential,
and (iii) interdisciplinary centers at universities possess differential characteristics, which
make them especially suitable for facilitating humanitarian partnerships. These issues are
discussed below in response to the research questions posed in Section 3.1.

What catalytic elements are needed for a transformational multi-stakeholder refugee response
partnership to emerge?

As noted above, partnership formation usually starts with the identification of a
challenge by either a profit or non-profit organization [41,42,62]. However, in the case of
the Alianza Shire, the ‘push’ was provided by the Spanish Aid Agency (AECID), which
instead of its standard modus operandi of financing a specific project, sought to learn
from multi-stakeholder partnership practice. This kind of demand-led approach [123,124],
which involves a public policy owner in a co-creation process aligns neatly with some of
the new trends in SDG implementation based on multi-stakeholder collaboration [125,126].
In this regard, it is worth noting that the impact of such arrangements may extend beyond
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the partnership itself as some of the transformational ingredients may permeate aid agency
operations by, for example, supporting refugee assistance through knowledge transfer,
education and capacity building, service supply, and market access [5,6,20,127]. In addition,
flagship partnerships such as the Alianza Shire may encourage more advanced multi-
stakeholder policies in aid agencies and assist in breaking down silos among them [3].

Public institutions have been singularly determined by specialized and fragmented
structures in the last few decades [128–130]. As a result, aid agencies have developed strong
cultural barriers that hinder knowledge-based and collaborative approaches [131,132].
Solid facilitation and orchestration vehicles may, thus, be particularly necessary for sus-
taining multi-stakeholder refugee response partnerships. These vehicles may also take
advantage of combined top-down and bottom-up approaches so that a shared vision is
created that is based on knowledge and trust [7].

What degree of multi-stakeholder diversity is the most appropriate for providing basic services
and/or creating market opportunities in refugee camps?

Because the Alianza Shire opted for a comprehensive approach that conceived energy
delivery as a service, stakeholder selection was necessarily broad. In addition to a com-
bination of organizations with which the facilitator had prior association relationships,
other organizations were chosen in order to ensure an appropriate “mix” of both technical
and institutional capacities. The stakeholders included: three multinational companies
that contributed complementary skills such as energy generation, grid maintenance, light-
ning and business models; refugee camp stakeholders who could become energy-based
entrepreneurs and ensure a user-led energy distribution system; an international NGO
able to support local operational capacities; UNHCR as a coordinator in the refugee camps,
and the AECID, which provided an institutional framework and specialized knowledge in
refugee protection.

Such diverse and extended partnerships are likely to foster trends that assist the
“de-materialization of refugee aid” [5]. However, they also face substantial barriers in
their work to develop effective multi-stakeholder collaboration. Appropriate national and
international regulations are both scarce or inexistent, and processes such as the signing
of collaborative agreements may pose unacceptable delays, which put the stability of a
partnership at risk. The diversity of organizations with different cultural, organizational
backgrounds and mandates also requires a stable and strong cross-sector translating role
that needs to be developed by the partnership facilitator [95,115,133].

What mechanisms can reinforce the transformational character of a multi-stakeholder refugee
response partnership during the formation stage?

Feedback loops and continuous learning have been advocated as powerful tools for
building collaborative momentum [71]. As well as assisting the alignment of different
stakeholder visions [115,116], they have also been highlighted as intrinsic motivators for
partnering work [120] (Stott and Murphy, 2020). Although humanitarian actors possess
limited organizational learning capacities [117], knowledge transfer is also regarded as
central to new multi-stakeholder partnerships for refugee response that are focused on
service provision and market integration [5,6].

There is little evidence of learning consolidation mechanisms in humanitarian multi-
stakeholder practice. The Alianza Shire shows how a series of feedback loops implemented
during its formation period were central to reinforcing its transformational character.
Among these, four specific opportunities for reflection have been identified:

• At the end of the scoping stage, the exploratory studies conducted by itdUPM offered
the opportunity to ensure the diversity and complementarity of partners.

• In the initiation stage, agreement on partnership principles reinforced the transfor-
mational vision of the collaboration and distinguished it from more traditional or
philanthropic collaborations.

• Before the pilot project, the external health-check enabled the improvement of op-
erational issues and enhanced partnership dynamics, and the communications plan
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assured a dissemination approach focused only on the results, thus, avoiding a welfare
approach to its work.

• After the pilot project, the development of a case study helped to consolidate lessons
learned and to share them with key stakeholders. This was essential to ensuring the
scale-up of the Alianza Shire’s activities and to integrate local stakeholders (ARRA and
EEU) via specific initiatives much aligned with their internal priorities and policies.

These feedback loops are revealed as a powerful tool for the consolidation of learn-
ing, an opportunity to include emergent planning within the partnership, and a way of
highlighting the interrelationship between the external impact and internal dynamics of a
partnership. In this regard, it is important to highlight the role of the facilitator in promot-
ing reflection and, thus, enabling the development of relationships of trust. In the case of
the Alianza Shire, itdUPM’s emphasis on the need for reflection spaces and feedback loops
has been an important factor in positioning the need for transformation from the start and
ensuring buy-in for this from all the partners involved.

Are there actors that are particularly suited to the role of facilitation in multi-stakeholder
refugee response partnerships?

Throughout the article, we have emphasized the importance of the facilitation role in
effective multi-stakeholder collaboration in the humanitarian context. This role is critical
for addressing the fragmented and silo-based structures of public aid agencies [131,132];
the multiplicity and interplay of different organizational languages in complex refugee
response partnerships [5,6], and limitations to organizational learning [117].

In the Alianza Shire, an inter-disciplinary sustainability center within a university has
played the facilitation role. We believe that this kind of academic vehicle [134] has particular
characteristics [135] that make it especially suitable for undertaking the facilitation of
refugee response partnerships, and these include:

• Flexibility and the capacity to develop a propitious ‘incubating environment’ and
trust building processes using a combination of public seminars, exploratory studies,
and internships.

• The possibility of creating practitioner-academic teams that can cultivate distributed
leadership and strong cross-sectoral capacity.

• Neutrality, legitimacy, and expert capacities that support learning processes.

In addition to providing facilitation skills, the active involvement in a refugee response
partnership of a sustainability-focused center in a university may offer an ideal platform
for connecting university research with difficult SDG challenges in a practical way. In the
case of the Alianza Shire, the trust built by itdUPM among key stakeholders in the field
provided privileged access to the Shire refugee camps for several UPM research groups.
This further enabled the development of an innovative mixed-method needs assessment
tool that permitted Shire camp coordinators to improve their energy, shelter, and food
security operations in an interdisciplinary and integrated manner [136]. These findings
indicate that although the facilitation role was conducted by one organization at the start
of the partnership, this role was progressively assumed by the other partners over time.

6. Conclusions

This article has analyzed dynamics among key actors in the creation and development
of a multi-stakeholder partnership aimed at providing energy access to refugee camps in a
holistic way. The Alianza Shire case study demonstrates that the active participation of
aid agencies in the co-creation process of a multi-stakeholder partnership may increase
the transformational potential of refugee response. The study also indicates that reliable
access to basic services in refugee camps requires interaction among a wide set of partners
with different and complementary capacities and assets. Finally, feedback loops and the
consolidation of internal learning have emerged as essential practices for the effective
management of complex multi-stakeholder refugee response partnerships. These pro-
cesses reinforce partner interaction and communication, enhance personal incentives for
involvement, and enable the integration of emergent planning.
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The Alianza Shire case study also reveals the important difficulties and challenges that
complex multi-stakeholder refugee response partnerships may face. These obstacles include
rigidity and siloed internal structures in public and private organizations, and barriers that
relate to different cultural, organizational backgrounds and mandates. The critical role
played by a partnership facilitator in addressing these issues has been highlighted by the
work of itdUPM, a sustainability-oriented center in a university. By generating ‘safe spaces’
that foster trust-building, providing a cross-sector ‘translation’ service, and affording the
legitimacy and expert knowledge required to conduct learning processes, centers of this
kind appear to possess a particular capacity for nurturing the transformational potential of
multi-stakeholder refugee response partnerships (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Alianza Shire key transformational elements.

As situations of displacement are increasing, the importance of trends that advocate
for services delivery and market integration in refugee response are likely to grow in
importance [3,5,6,57,59]. We believe that different sector actors (public, private, civil society,
and academia) need to play active roles in this context, and that detailed studies of ongo-
ing multi-stakeholder partnerships may help researchers and practitioners to effectively
contribute to new response policies such as the Comprehensive Refugee Response Frame-
work. In our opinion, further research should be devoted to i) exploring the possibility
of a stronger role for public agencies in collaborative responses; ii) studying integrative
mechanisms that balance the diverse and extended participation of different and com-
plementary stakeholders and the managerial and shared vision creation complexity that
these approaches entail; and iii) expanding learning exchange among facilitating actors in
multi-stakeholder refugee response partnerships.
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Appendix A. Evidence Used for Case-Study Analysis

Documentation accessible at: https://nube.cesvima.upm.es/index.php/s/1kibPPyM0
vmgKma (accessed on 12 October 2021).

Table A1. Evidence list.

Evidence Date Brief Description

Multi-stakeholder Partnerships in
Humanitarian Action Dec 2012 Bases (benefits and risks, stages, etc.) multi-stakeholder partnerships in

humanitarian action (including case studies).

Presentation at ECOSOC (Geneve) July 2013 Conclusions on the maturity of partnerships and good practices.

Master’s Thesis of itdUPM student Oct 2013 Goes deeper into the previous document.

UNHCR Ethiopia factsheet Feb 2017 Description of refugee situation in Ethiopia.

Amnesty International Annual Report
2016/2017 Feb 2017 Description of the Eritrea human rights situation.

Shire energy analysis Dec 2013 Pre-identification of energy needs in Shire. Recommendation of the
choice of the camps by UNHCR.

Expressions of interest for companies Dec 2013 Pre-identification of potential partners for the Alianza Shire.

Summary of products to AECID Dec 2013 Summary of the work commissioned by SHO for the preparatory stage.

Startup grant Dec 2013 AECID grant to the UPM to form the Alianza Shire.

Grant’s justification Sep 2015

Term: Feb 2014–July 2015
Deliverables:

Alianza Shire’s creation agreement and working, coordination,
and communication mechanisms.

Shire refugee camps characterization report and energy needs
assessment.

Synthesis and characterization report of technical solutions for Shire
refugee camps.

Pilot Project Design: Concept note.
Preparation for implementation: Report on logistics and operational

issues in the field.

Initial MoU of Alianza Shire Oct 2015 Formal agreement. Delay due to lack of instruments.

MoU UPM-UNHCR Nov 2014 UNHCR is not part of the MoU but signs an agreement with UPM.

Product first grant Jul 2014 Characterization of Shire Refugee Camps and Energy Needs
Assessment.

Product first grant Feb 2015 Characterization of technical solutions.

Product first grant March 2015 Optimal model for electricity distribution grid in refugee camps: Audit
of Shire Camps.

Product first grant Ap 2015 Optimal model for electricity distribution grid on refugee camps: guide
for optimal management.

Product first grant Sep 2015 Report on logistics and field operation keys.

Report lessons learned Oct 2015 Elaborated by Leda Stott and Maria Prandi (independent experts).

Grant to implement pilot Nov 15 Grant award for implementation.

https://nube.cesvima.upm.es/index.php/s/1kibPPyM0vmgKma
https://nube.cesvima.upm.es/index.php/s/1kibPPyM0vmgKma
https://nube.cesvima.upm.es/index.php/s/1kibPPyM0vmgKma
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Table A1. Cont.

Evidence Date Brief Description

Orientations and principles Feb 2016 Keys to immediate improvements and the basis for the partnership to
operate in the future.

External communication plan Ap 2016 Basis for communication of the partnership.

Pilot project technical report March 2017 Implementation technical report.

Case study May 2017 Systematization lessons learned Phase I.

Presentation of results May 2017 Newspaper notice.

Analysis of Alianza Shire transformational
potential Jan 2020 Research article.

CRRF in Ethiopia 2018 Briefing note issued by UNHCR about the implementation strategy of
CRRF in Ethiopia.

Appendix B. Alianza Shire’s Stakeholders

Figure A1. Alianza Shire key stakeholder representation.
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ABSTRACT 

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are increasingly engaged in the urgent and important work 

involved in the global transition towards sustainable development. They are potentially well suited to 

address key challenges, being as they are knowledge and talent ‘factories’. Beyond their educational 

mission, HEIs are particularly well placed to convene other actors as well as enable the conscious 

collision of disciplines in pursuit of solutions. However, academic programs that ostensibly focus on 

sustainability are in fact too narrow in scope and can stand isolated. The academic custom 

disciplinary and organizational silos can also exacerbate the intellectual and structural difficulties to 

fuller immersion in sustainability by the academy.  Using a case-study approach, we examine an 

academic innovation (Master’s Program in Strategies and Technologies for Development), and a 

structural innovation (Innovation and Technology for Development Centre, itdUPM), two discrete 

change agency initiatives at Universidad Politécnica de Madrid. Going on to explore the interactions 

between the Master’s and itdUPM, the case identifies how the latter structural innovation as a 

supporting structure enables the development of transformational sustainability at the university-

level, generating long-term societal impacts through a transformative learning. Our findings suggest 

that pan-institutional inter-disciplinary sustainability-oriented programs may serve as a powerful 

lever for HEIs to contribute to sustainability challenges, representing vehicles for effecting change 



within an institutional context. Nevertheless, academic innovation is considered a necessary 

condition, but is not sufficient alone. The case shows that the innovation processes must go beyond 

the borders of educational programs to promote changes in the internal structure of universities and 

new multi-stakeholder ecosystems. They may furnish learning and research opportunities for 

students and staff, and income generating activities for universities.  However, to keep this “virtuous 

loop” active at HEIs, innovative intermediate structures such as itdUPM are required to cultivate 

trust capital and foster value creation. 

Keywords: structural and academic innovation, partnerships, systemic change, transformative 

learning. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Universities and colleges through their endeavors in teaching, research and service are increasingly 

engaged in the urgent and important work involved in the global transition towards sustainable 

development (Purcell et al., 2019). Academic and sectoral reports describe compelling accounts of 

impactful outcomes and examples of systemic change driven by higher education institutions  (Filho 

et al., 2017; Flynn et al., 2017; Haertle et al., 2017; Lozano García et al., 2006; Opoku & Guthrie, 

2018; Hugar et al., 2015; Dancz et al., 2017; WEF-GULF & ISCN, 2018).  The 2030 Agenda and 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have fast become a point of reference, a shared narrative 

and a catalyst for this work, leading to the emergence of new initiatives and discussions across the 

global higher education sector (Kang & Xu, 2018; Owens, 2017).  

 

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are potentially well suited to address key challenges of 

sustainable development, being as they are knowledge and talent ‘factories’. Graduating and 

educating sustainability-aware people and offering research-led insights to policy makers are two 

obvious means though which HEIs contribute.  Beyond SDG Goal 4, ‘Quality Education’, 



universities and colleges can exercise influence across the 17 SDGs and their underlying targets, 

from poverty reduction to health and environmental sustainability.  Indeed, HEIs are particularly 

well placed to convene other actors involved in sustainable development as well as enable the 

conscious collision of disciplines in pursuit of solutions.  These are both essential to supporting 

transformation and are explicitly referenced by SDG 17 ‘Partnerships for the Goals’- (Filho et al., 

2017; Hansen & Lehmann 2006; Moreno-Serna et al., 2020).  

 

However, there remain a range of obstacles and barriers, from policy to practice, that hinder the 

transformational potential of HEIs to effect change within and across the wider stakeholder 

landscape.  It is widely asserted that curriculum offerings and academic programs that ostensibly 

focus on sustainability are in fact too narrow in scope and can stand isolated from study pathways – 

whether liberal arts or professional in destination (Ramos et al., 2015; Cottafava et al., 2019).  

Sustainability as a term may be taken to be relevant to the environment alone, neglecting essential 

social, economic and ethical dimensions. The academic custom and practice of disciplinary and 

organizational silos can also exacerbate the intellectual and structural difficulties to fuller immersion 

in sustainability by the academy.  Indeed, university structures and incentives rarely accommodate 

inter-disciplinary and multi-stakeholder collaboration efforts, whether projects or programs (Mataix 

et al., 2017).  

 

Given the urgency and importance of the existential crises faced by humanity, we need to tackle 

obstacles to embedding sustainability and leverage the power of universities and colleges fully to 

deliver against the SDGs.  The adoption of a systemic approach or systematic engagement by HEIs 

has been advocated, this compromises education, research and administration activities and includes 

a comprehensive suite of actors (Koester et al., 2006).  As such, universities need to find new ways 

through which systemic transformation might be achieved.  Many HEIs, including Spanish public 



universities such as the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (UPM) used here as a case study, are 

typically conservative in nature and can present resistance to change related to leadership, 

management or governance that hinders the development of levers for achieving transformational 

change.  While this belies significant innovation at subject and research levels, the adoption of 

revolutionary innovation strategies at a whole institutional-level does not seem a feasible pathway 

given the centrality of academic autonomy and shared governance.  As such, new models emergent 

from the academy are required. 

 

Here, we examine two discrete change agency initiatives at UPM, one an academic innovation, 

namely the Master’s Program in Strategies and Technologies for Development (MSTD), the second, 

a structural innovation, the Innovation and Technology for Development Centre (itdUPM).  The 

MSTD is a sustainability-focused degree where a rich ecosystem of faculty, students and partner 

organizations interact around the main issues of the 2030 Agenda.  This was a key priming factor for 

establishing itdUPM, ostensibly an SDG-innovation and partnerships arm of the university.  Drawing 

on Kotter’s work  (Kotter, 2014), itdUPM is positioned to function as a dual operating system – that 

is, an organizational model designed to enable the rapid development of new concepts and ideas 

while operating in concert with the established hierarchy. The conceptual framework underpinning a 

university-wide engagement with the SDGs has been described (Purcell, 2019; Purcell & Chahine, 

2019), noting the way a community of social networks activated around shared purpose can work in 

concert with the senior management hierarchy.  These models combine the entrepreneurial capability 

of a network with the organizational efficiency of a traditional hierarchy.  The UPM case draws out 

the main learning insights from the MSTD initiative and captures its transformational impact. Going 

on to explore the interactions between the Master’s and itdUPM, the case identifies how the latter 

structural innovation as a supporting structure enables the development of transformational 

sustainability at the university-level. 



Overall, the academic and structural exemplars explored here seek to advance our understanding of 

systemic innovation and ways to mitigate the actual and perceived risks to the status quo presented 

by new initiatives and programs.   In this way, we can gain insights into means to both attenuate and 

honor cultural resistance.  The present paper aims to provide a case where the combination of 

academic innovation (MSTD), structural innovation (itdUPM), and several multi-stakeholder 

partnerships that emerged through the MSTD-itdUPM interface, create value through societal impact 

and transformative learning.  By analyzing the key elements of the case, we seek to provide practical 

insights to the SDG-committed HEI community. 

 

The article is organized as follows: next section provides the objectives and the case study 

methodology; then the main original features of the case are presented; Result’s section provides 

evidence of impact and transformative learning with last section offering key findings and 

conclusions. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

Article’s aim and scope 

The present study examines the academic innovation represented by the MSTD describing how, 

through the interactions with a structural innovation, the itdUPM, user-led initiatives can drive 

transformational sustainability in a university setting.  The study responds to calls for deeper analysis 

of academic innovation cases that provide evidence of long-term societal impacts through a 

transformative learning process. The objectives of the study were threefold: 

 To analyze the three pillars of the case, namely: the academic innovation of the MSTD that 

served to foster a culture of collaborative work across disciplines at UPM; the structural 

innovations of the itdUPM that reinforced the MSTD, and the way in which both supported 



the creation of multi-stakeholder partnerships that generated impact in advancing 

transformational sustainability. 

 To articulate the competencies and learning approaches that underpinned the academic 

innovation of the MSTD that primed the establishment of the itdUPM. 

 To gain insights into the value created by societal impacts generated through the 

aforementioned partnerships. 

This work has strong practical implications arrived at through rigorous evaluation.  By examining the 

unique aspects in this case study, we intend to provide valuable insights for other initiatives 

undertaken by HEIs and other knowledge-led organizations seeking to strengthen their impact. 

 

Methodology 

This article adopted a case study methodology, based on the analysis of a variety of data sources that 

offers rich empirical descriptions of specific instances of a contemporary phenomenon, ‘the case’ 

(Yin, 1981).  Case studies enable insights into complex cause-effect relationships that can provide 

useful pointers for addressing major substantive themes in a field (Yin, 1992).  As this methodology 

is also useful for theory building (Eisenhardt, 1989), a wide range of fields have used case studies, 

including particularly education (Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2017), management, supply chain and operations 

research (Mintzberg & Waters, 1982;  Vosset al., 2002) and the study of collaborative initiatives 

(Stott, 2006). 

 

The MSTD is unique at UPM being an interdisciplinary collaboration that led to the creation of 

innovative structures within the university (Mataix et al., 2017) and transformative partnerships with 

external organizations, for example the Alianza Shire initiative which was the first humanitarian 

multi-stakeholder partnership in Spain (Moreno-Serna et al., 2020). To estimate the impact of the 



partnerships incubated within the MSTD and the support of itdUPM, the ‘theory of change’ was used 

(Brest, 2010).  This is a well-grounded framework, used extensively in development programs to 

better understand and quantify the direct contributions of a project and the indirect attributions of its 

further impacts (Zwart, 2017).  It distinguishes among: 

 Outputs: the direct delivery of a project, expressed in concrete products. 

 Outcomes: the direct benefits to a targeted community. 

 Impacts: the contribution to systemic goals, where there is an indirect attribution.    

 

Regarding the transformative learning practices through the MSTD, the learning outcomes are 

described using the significant-learning taxonomy proposed by Fink (Fink, 2013). The learning goals 

defined are aligned with the key competences for sustainable development in higher education 

identified by Lozano and colleagues (Lozano et al., 2017). The different teaching and learning 

strategies put in place are also given, being based upon three widely accepted approaches: 

interdisciplinarity (Cottafava et al.,  2019); action-based learning (Lozano et al., 2017), and multi-

actor involvement (Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 2016). 

 

The case study was undertaken between January 2019 and June 2020 and drew on the following 

sources of information: annual academic reports of MSTD (2018, 2019); self-evaluation reports; 

direct observation in the field (including attendance at classrooms sessions, final thesis dissertations, 

meetings of the academic committee of MSTD and participation in workshops); semi-structured 

interviews with teachers, students, alumni and MSTD partner organizations; key  documents 

associated with the different partnerships activities (including project proposals, agreements, terms 

of references, contracts, internal regulations and norms, and reports). The statistics on the MSTD 

presented in the following section refer to the last two academic years and can be accessed online in 

the institutional UPM’s MSTD webpage: 



(https://www.etsiaab.upm.es/Docencia/Masteres/Especializacion/masteretd ). 

 

BOOSTING SOCIETAL IMPACTS AND TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING FROM THE 

MSTD 

The MSTD began in 2010 as an important milestone in the consolidation of collaboration among 

UPM faculty who carried out their research on technological solutions to alleviate poverty (access to 

water, energy, telecommunications, basic housing, and food security). The objective of this academic 

innovation, which took the form of a new program, was threefold:  

 To consolidate the teaching offer in the field of sustainability which was, until then, spread 

across separate subjects in different academic departments with no unifying or shared 

oversight; 

 To create a cadre of next generation scholars and leaders who would be ready to support the 

research groups committed to work on the fight against poverty and sustainable development;  

 To consolidate a culture of collaboration and trust among faculty of different UPM 

departments and schools. 

Soon, for the group of founder faculty, the great potential of interdisciplinary work on sustainability 

at the UPM began to emerge.  In order to place at the heart of the university issues that had occupied 

a marginal space, faculty involved in the MSTD realized that a structural innovation was needed to 

support the academic innovation and go beyond its teaching focus. This was the spark for creating 

the itdUPM, which was established in 2012 with the aim of strengthening relationships among 

groups, with other University units and with key agents in the City of Madrid and beyond, nationally 

and internationally. 

With more interconnected interdisciplinary research groups created and sustained through the 

Master's degree and with itdUPM serving as a gateway into UPM for many organizations, 

https://www.etsiaab.upm.es/Docencia/Masteres/Especializacion/masteretd


opportunities to build multi-stakeholder partnerships soon emerged.  These in turn strengthened both 

the MSTD and itdUPM by attracting more resources.  The connection among these initiatives soon 

became the shared purpose represented by the challenges of the SDG Agenda, creating a virtuous 

loop (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: The three main pillars of the case  

This following section examines the differential characteristics of the three pillars of the UPM case 

study: academic innovation through the MSTD; structural innovation through itdUPM, and multi-

stakeholder partnerships. In the subsequent section, evidence of their impact and transformative 

learning will be provided. 

 

Academic Innovation: MSTD 

In 2015, the MSTD evolved further with the involvement of the Complutense University of Madrid 

(UCM), a long-established university in the field of Social Sciences and Humanities.  The bi-

institutional MSTD (that replaced the original Master’s) involves 36 faculty across 10 different 

faculties, with more than a dozen departments and multiple engineering specializations at UPM 

represented, alongside faculty drawn from social sciences fields coming mainly from UCM. The 



main goal of the revised MSTD program was to develop innovative answers to complex social and 

environmental sustainability challenges, in line with the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda. The program 

aims at developing new inter-disciplinary profiles able to provide analytical and technical support to 

the 2030 Agenda by combining both technical and social knowledge.  

 

The MSTD program attracts a global student body, who have Bachelor degrees in the fields of 

engineering, architecture or social sciences, with more than 20 countries represented – with 

international students 140% above the average UPM rate according to the institutional UPM’s 

MSTD webpage, creating a rich multicultural and multi-disciplinary peer-learning environment.  

Graduates of the program typically find jobs in multilateral organizations, national development 

agencies, public administration, consulting or engineering companies active in the sustainability or 

development sector, and non-governmental organizations.  

 

In terms of methodology, the MSTD program applies action-oriented learning approaches at 

different levels.  Section 4.1 presents a description of the learning goals of the program, as well as 

the learning approaches implemented.  The educational offer covers a wide range of thematic areas 

such as gender issues, challenges of access to basic services, the role of institutions and the role of 

networks and partnerships, essential in the field of sustainability and development (details about the 

Master’s modules are provided in Appendix 1).  Student satisfaction with respect to MSTD’s 

pedagogical methodologies is 14% above the UPM average rate (6.4/10 regarding methodologies 

and 7.1/10 regarding evaluation) according to the institutional UPM’s MSTD webpage. 

 

Key to the academic innovation, the MSTD was supported by about 40 partner organizations 

interacting with the program in different ways, for example, participating in delivery of lectures, 

contributing to the dissemination activities, and offering internships (see Appendix 2 MSTD partner 



organizations).  These organizations are drawn into the processes of continuous improvement of the 

Master’s through its Quality Commission, which culminates in an annual meeting to formalize needs 

and improvement measures.  These features make MSTD a high demand degree program, being the 

third most popular Master’s of the UPM’s specialization offer (out of a total of 97 degree programs); 

it has 3.6 times more students than the UPM’s Masters average. The MSTD placement rates are 

about 90% (from 2019 graduates), similar to UPM and overall rates in Spain (88%). Data is collected 

by MSTD administration from the Linked-In group in which students and graduates periodically 

update their status. The originality of the MSTD program in terms of content, design and learning 

approach goes beyond the application of innovative action-oriented pedagogical methods and the 

diversity of its ecosystem.  It serves to develop a unique purpose that seeks to foster long-term 

societal impact and transformative learning at UPM (see Figure 2).  

 

The promising outcomes of the MSTD and the shared purpose created among its faculty have 

encouraged the team to promote SDG-oriented transformative processes at UPM with the support of 

itdUPM and the governing bodies of the University.  Some examples of emergent change are the 

alignment of UPM’s research with the SDGs, facilitated through a process of 20 internal seminars 

and workshops in which more than 700 faculty from 140 research groups participated.  UPM’s 

governing council committed to decarbonize the University campus by 2030 and achieve climate 

neutrality by 2040, and went on to mandate the inclusion of the SDGs in all subjects of all UPM 

degrees.  

 

The MSTD program attracts professionals from diverse organizations (public, private, NGO) to work 

with UPM by collaborating in teaching, providing data or cases to analyze in different subjects or 

hosting student interns.  In this way, trust was developed and the shared vision consolidated.  This 



relational capital has contributed to the generation of pioneering multi-actor partnerships in the 

Spanish and international sphere (Moreno-Serna et al., 2020), which in turn is increasing the long-

term social impact of the Master’s program. 

 

Figure 2: Influence of “Academic Innovation” on “Structural Innovation” and “SDGs in 

practice”  

 

Structural Innovation: itdUPM 

The structural innovation represented by itdUPM was created in 2012 to foster collaborative research 

and learning among sustainability oriented UPM research groups, facilitating inter-structural 

management within UPM system.  An appropriate metaphor for the visualization of itdUPM’s 

particular intermediation approach is the image of a dual-operating system (Kotter, 2014; Purcell, 

2019a), an agile network-like structure (operating system B - network) that operates across 

traditional academic structures (operating system A - traditional) in order to accelerate change 

(Kotter, 2014; Purcell, 2019; Purcell & Chahine, 2019).  The ‘operating system B’ of itdUPM acts as 

an orchestrator or facilitator of the MSTD-UPM ecosystem.  This represents an innovative 

organizational structure needed to foster the systemic transformation at the heart of the SDGs (UN, 



2014), based on deeper and more solid collaborative arrangements and multi-stakeholder 

partnerships (Horan, 2019).  

 

itdUPM has a self-funded core team that performs the facilitation function (Moreno-Serna et al., 

2020).  This interdisciplinary 15-people team focuses its activity around:  

 Generation of a collaboration context: establishing and nurturing connections among the 

different actors and initiatives of itdUPM’s ecosystem, mapping the knowledge communities, 

organizations and people relevant to itdUPM’s work.  This ‘connection’ work was carried out for 

people inside the university as well as those outside the academic community, including from all 

type of organizations i.e. public administrations of different political affiliations, private 

companies and NGOs. 

 Design: promoting the generation of shared value with inclusive co-creation of activities among 

faculty and partners, and facilitation of a framework for systematic management, coordination 

and continuous improvement.   The physical infrastructure played an important role and 

itdUPM’s location is an emblematic bioclimatic building inside the UPM campus and was itself 

conceived as a living laboratory.  This was recognized as a good practice exemplar in the 

International Sustainable Campus Network 2017 report “Educating for Sustainability” (Paige, 

2017).  The building includes informal gathering spaces, built with experimental sustainable 

materials, and is open to all members of the university community and is used extensively by 

MSTD students. 

 Mediation: facilitating key collaborative efforts, creating a neutral and safe space for dialogue 

and addressing procedures that are not adapted for long-term transformational partnerships.  

Special care is given to the constructive resolution of conflicts and to the development of 

strategies for addressing frustration or disagreement.  



 Promotion: key transversal processes such as innovation, learning and gaining wider influence 

are supported.  Many itdUPM projects are initiated through crowd sourcing, and involve MSTD 

students and faculty.  Furthermore, core members are trained to apply specific dynamic 

discussion techniques by adapting methodologies such as “world café” or “design thinking” in 

an effort to integrate diverse views and opinions and arrive at collective interpretations of 

problems and approaches. 

 

Membership of itdUPM relies on a very flexible agreement and is open to all faculty at UPM, being 

compatible with affiliation to departments and research groups.  It serves as a “label” oriented to 

strengthen the shared purpose around transformational implications (Sachs et al., 2019) of the SDG 

agenda.  For example, MSTD UPM faculty do not have to be members of itdUPM to participate in 

its offerings but more than 250 UPM faculty are formally members of itdUPM. itdUPM promotes 

and supports initiatives, always in collaboration with other UPM structures and with partner 

organizations.  The relationships with the most relevant initiatives are shown in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: Influence of “Structural Innovation” on “Academic Innovation” and “SDGs in 

practice”  



The itdUPM supports (with the direct work of some staff from its core team) the MSTD in the 

management of its complex ecosystem (80 faculty from two universities, 60 students per course, 40 

partner organizations), from the administrative and academic point of view, and in those processes 

oriented to gain wider influence (communications, relationships management). Faculty from the 

MSTD face traditional structural barriers such as teaching load imbalances among departments, and 

the duplication of administrative procedures and tools due to the fact that there are two universities 

involved in the MSTD with no unified administration channel. These difficulties hinder the creation 

of a common identity as well as more agile everyday working.  itdUPM has worked to alleviate some 

of these barriers by i) facilitating management by directly interacting with academic and internship 

management units from both UPM and UCM; ii) promoting activities to create shared purpose such 

as international seminars, outdoor workshops and informal gatherings, and iii) fostering an MSTD 

identity through a solid communications ecosystem.  This function is highly valued by students.  For 

example, the support around Master’s management (enrollment and administrative processes) is 

valued 22% above the UPM average (7.58 / 10), the opportunities and channels to participate in 

Master’s decision-making are valued 33% above the UPM average (6.44 / 10), and the virtual 

platform 18% above the UPM average (9.3 / 10) according to the institutional UPM’s MSTD 

webpage. 

 

Partnerships: SDGs in Practice 

The itdUPM supports partnerships focused on the SDGs by nurturing relationships among people 

and organizations and by facilitating the projects’ execution.  The consolidation of these 

relationships has led to the creation of several external-funded professorial chairs at UPM, for 

example ‘The Iberdrola chair on the SDGs’ and the ’Brazilian Sustainable Development Institute 

(IABS) chair on low-carbon agriculture¨.  To date itdUPM has been able to raise more than 11 

million USD in external funds, has engaged more than 1,000 UPM students from a wide variety of 



undergraduate and post-graduate UPM degrees (from Schools of Industrial, Civil, Aeronautics, 

Agronomics, Forestry or Telecommunications Engineering, Architecture, Design, Computing…), 

and worked with 800 faculty around multiple initiatives (of a total of 4,000 faculty at UPM).  These 

now represent a powerful collaboration among researchers, students and organizations extending 

beyond UPM’s institutional walls that owe their origin to the academic and structural innovation 

represented by MTSD and itdUPM acting at a gateway to the university and a space to develop, 

consolidate and sustain relationships.  Examples include the Brazilian Sustainable Development 

Institute (IABS)-UPM partnership, which began with a project to evaluate the implementation of 

rainwater cisterns in Brazil, and the Alianza Shire initiative to bring renewable energy into refugee 

camps (Moreno-Serna et al., 2020).  All of these initiatives have the MSTD as starting point.  

Previous relationships between faculty and sustainability-committed professionals from private 

companies, public sector and NGOs were strengthened by the latter’s  participation as guest lecturers 

in the MSTD program, through MSTD student internships at their organizations where they act as 

’UPM ambassadors’ and through formal meetings and informal dialogue.  These interactions allowed 

collaborative projects to be designed to take advantage of the technical capacities of MSTD faculty’s 

research groups and the organizational support of the itdUPM, growing beyond MSTD and UPM’s 

perimeter and extending globally. 

 

The partnerships selected here to highlight addressed complex challenges that demand an inter-

disciplinary approach facilitated through the MSTD and itdUPM.   



 

Figure 4: Influence of “SDGs in practice” on “Structural Innovation” and “Academic 

Innovation”  

Evaluation of the implementation of rainwater cisterns Brazil 

The project "Evaluation of school cisterns for rainwater collection" in Brazil was carried out between 

2013 and 2014 in response to a need to verify the effectiveness, management model and possibility 

of expansion of a particular sustainable cistern technology (see the informative video: 

https://youtu.be/p6mRLTMC48w). The Brazilian Ministry of Social Development, in collaboration 

with international donors, including the Spanish International Development Agency (AECID, a 

public agency that forms part of the Foreign Affairs Ministry) was promoting an ambitious program 

of construction of residential rainwater cisterns (“One million cisterns” 

http://mds.gov.br/assuntos/seguranca-alimentar/acesso-a-agua-1/programa-cisternas).  The objective 

was to reach one million people, 50% of rural households in a semi-arid region of Brazil that has the 

lowest human development index and the highest vulnerability to climate change in the country.  

 

One of the main AECID contributions to the program consisted of testing the possibilities of new 

water-collection technology through the placing of cisterns in 108 schools in the Alagoas State.  

http://mds.gov.br/assuntos/seguranca-alimentar/acesso-a-agua-1/programa-cisternas


Because of previous relationships and the participation as guest lecturers of several AECID 

technicians, the UPM was considered to have the interdisciplinary scientific capacities and 

experience necessary to carry out a field evaluation. It consisted of analysis of three components: the 

civil and hydraulic work; the quality of the water supplied by the cisterns, and the effects on the 

living conditions of the school community.  The project team included three MSTD faculty and 

seven members of their research teams, specialized in monitoring and evaluation, water quality, 

structures, hydraulics and industrial engineering.  In addition, three MSTD students conducted their 

internship and produced their Final Master’s Thesis (FMT) on this project, and a member of itdUPM 

core team supported the project management and relationship building.  As will be detailed later, the 

results of this project were used as a source of data and evidence during the second semester of the 

MSTD through the “Project Based Learning” approach. 

  

[The account of the experience of two of these students are available here: 

http://www.itd.upm.es/2014/05/09/el-camino-del-agua-mis-practicas-del-master-en-alagoas-brasil/; 

http://www.itd.upm.es/2014/04/07/proyecto-cisternas-escolares-maria-perez/; with images 

 https://www.flickr.com/photos/itdupm/sets/72157635357643215/show/.] 

 

 

Partnerships for innovation in access to basic services 

Universal access to basic services such as health, water, sanitation, energy or waste management 

remains a challenge in large areas of Latin America, particularly for those groups and communities 

that experience structural inequalities related to geographical distribution (isolated or remote areas), 

socioeconomic context, racial origin, gender or education.  In an effort to reverse this situation, the 

Multilateral Investment Fund of the Inter-American Development Bank (MIF-IDB) worked as an 

‘IDB innovation laboratory’ that finances, with an annual budget of around 100 million USD, 

http://www.itd.upm.es/2014/05/09/el-camino-del-agua-mis-practicas-del-master-en-alagoas-brasil/
http://www.itd.upm.es/2014/04/07/proyecto-cisternas-escolares-maria-perez/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/itdupm/sets/72157635357643215/show/


pioneering actions oriented towards vulnerable populations.  MIF-IDB noted that the establishment 

of partnerships between public administrations and non-state actors for the last-mile provision of 

basic services to isolated populations in Latin America offered a promising strategy for their work 

and, between 2013 and 2016, launched two international tenders for research in this area.  These 

tenders were awarded to itdUPM who received support for work to analyze key success factors in 

these types of experiences.  

 

The itdUPM carried out two studies: "Five case studies for the provision of basic services to low-

income populations in the Latin American region" (http://www.itd.upm.es/2014/12/04/partnerships-

for-innovation-in-access-to-basic-services-five-case-estudies/?lang=en), and "Sustainable energy 

distribution in Latin America" 

(https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Sustainable-Energy-Distribution-in-

Latin-America-Study-on-Inclusive-Distribution-Networks.pdf), which involved the analysis of ten 

disruptive experiences in the provision of basic services with multi-stakeholder management models 

in areas such as access to energy, healthcare, water and sanitation or waste management.   An 

interdisciplinary team was created, made up of four MSTD faculty and four members of their 

research teams, two MSTD students and a member of itdUPM core team, together with 

communication and multi-stakeholder partnership experts from MSTD partner organizations.  Case 

study analysis, including extensive fieldwork, of all the experiences was conducted and the results 

presented within the MSTD.  As will be detailed later, the results of this project were used as a 

source of data and evidences during the second semester through the “Project Based Learning” 

approach. 

 

 

 



The Alianza Shire 

In 2013, the Office for Humanitarian Action of the Spanish Agency for International Development 

Cooperation (AECID) commissioned itdUPM to analyze the potential of multi-stakeholder 

partnerships among public, private, multilateral and NGO entities to improve and help re-frame 

humanitarian responses.  These studies (Herrera Mancilla, 2013) confirmed the relevance of 

establishing a permanent partnership, the Alianza Shire, devoted to improving access to energy in 

refugee camps, taking into account both the persistence of the problem and the potential of the 

energy sector in Spain. 

 

The MSTD was a catalyst for the creation of the Alianza Shire.  Some key organizations in the 

partnership, such as AECID, Acciona Foundation and Iberdrola, were previously associated with the 

MSTD with their representatives invited as guest lecturers and had developed trusting relationships 

with itdUPM.   An initial leading impulse from two MSTD faculty members and two students during 

their internship periods, led to this transformative partnership (Moreno-Serna et al., 2020).  The 

Alianza Shire emerged in 2013 as an innovation platform to improve access to energy for refugee 

populations and their host communities, developing innovative and sustainable energy access 

initiatives in Ethiopia, launching programs of training, and disseminating learnings for the 

international humanitarian community. The first pilot project started in 2014 and finished in 2016.  

The Alianza Shire brings the complex refugee context to the MSTD from the field.  Each course, its 

progress is analyzed in flipped classroom sessions with the Alianza Shire’s team and seven MSTD 

students have conducted their internships and FMT at this initiative.  A testimony of one of them is 

provided in Appendix 3.  As will be detailed later, the results of this project were used as a source of 

data and evidence during the second semester of the MSTD through the “Project Based Learning” 

approach.  The Alianza Shire is the first humanitarian multi-stakeholder partnership in Spain and has 



become a flagship project of its members, including AECID and UPM.  Table 1 provides a summary 

chart of the organizations that participated in the Alianza Shire and outlines their roles. 

 

Table 1. Participating organizations and their roles in the Alianza Shire. 

Organization Type of organization  Role 

 

AECID Public agency of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of Spain 

 

International and field institutional 
support 

Iberdrola Private company Mobilize technical capacities in operation 
and maintenance of electrical networks 

 

Signify (formerly 

Philips Lighting) 
 

Private company Mobilize technical skills in lighting 

Acciona.org Business foundation Mobilize technical capacities in 

renewable off grid energy provision  

UNHCR Multilateral organization Needs assessment and field logistics 
support 

 

itdUPM Public university Facilitation: coordination of initiatives, 

learning processes, promotion of new 
actions, sharing results with the 

international community 

 

 

Closing remarks 

Throughout this section, we have examined the rich interactions that can occur through a university, 

driving transformational sustainability, and using an academic innovation initiative, a structural 

innovation initiative and the resultant multi-stakeholder partnerships that arose in this context (see 

Figure 5).  The next section provides evidence of the transformative learning process and the long-

term societal impacts that the aforementioned interactions are yielding. 



 

Figure 5: Synthesis of the relationships among the three main pillars of the case  

 

RESULTS 

Transformative learning 

Learning goals and structure 

Many universities Master's programs aim to develop specialists in a given field.  The MSTD has a 

complementary function that we consider essential for generating true impact: to educate 

professionals who are able to work in inter-disciplinary teams and multi-actor frameworks of 

collaboration.  Appendix 4 shows the learning goals of the MSTD Program using a slightly adapted 

version of the Fink’s significant-learning taxonomy (Fink, 2013).  Five types of learning are 

considered: Foundational Knowledge, Application, Caring, Learning how to Learn, and Human 

Dimension and Interdisciplinarity, which work in a synergistic manner to arrive at the final desired 

profile (see Figure 6).  As it can be seen, the learning goals defined are aligned with the key 

competences for sustainable development in higher education identified in the literature (Lozano et 

al., 2017), such as interdisciplinary work; interpersonal relations and collaboration; systems thinking; 

and empathy and change of perspective and personal involvement. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Learning goals and profile of the MSTD. 

 

In terms of structure, the Program has a duration of three semesters (90 ECTS) and is composed of 

the following building blocks: 

• Foundations of sustainability (semester 1): comprises a number of thematic modules 

addressing key actors, instruments and policies as well as key challenges and possible strategies.  

• Specialization block (semester 2): students can choose between two course routes, namely 

Technology or Policy. itdUPM is directly responsible of the organization of the Technology route, 

addressing issues such as land planning, energy and water management, habitat, information and 

communications technologies.  

• Internship period and Master’s thesis (semester 3): includes a period of 14 weeks during 

semester 3 in an organization outside UPM and the completion of a research thesis. 

 

 



Teaching and Learning approaches 

Regarding teaching and learning approaches, the program adopts the good practices identified in 

sectorial and academic literature. Lozano et al. (2017) proposed an account of pedagogical 

approaches that could be used to foster sustainable development competences.  The proposed 

framework included action-based approaches, such as project or problem-based learning or 

participatory action research, and other more traditional strategies, such as lecturing or case studies.  

A recent publication by the Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN, 2020) aimed at 

disseminating good practices and tools to guide universities in approaching the SDGs, stressed three 

features of a transformative learning approach: interdisciplinarity; action-based learning, and multi-

actor involvement. 

 

In line with Lozano et al. (2017), the MSTD program uses a mix of traditional and more innovative 

learning approaches.  Traditional lectures, real-life case studies, simulations and flipped classroom 

techniques are applied at the level of each thematic module. The transformational features, 

interdisciplinarity, action-based learning and multiactor involvement, are included to different 

extents in all modules of the Master’s.  However, they are particularly present during the 

specialization block, the internship period, and the Master’s thesis preparation phase. Indeed, during 

the second semester, the specialization block adopts a “Project Based Learning” (PBL) approach.  

PBL is a teaching and learning methodology that organizes learning around projects.  Projects in this 

context are complex tasks, based on challenging issues and questions that involve students in design 

thinking, problem solving, decision-making, and/or investigative activities.  They create 

opportunities for students to develop team working relatively autonomously over extended periods of 

time and culminate in realistic products or presentations (Barrows, 1986).  In this particular case, 

(see http://www.itd.upm.es/masteretd/programa) each of the four thematic modules applies the PBL 

methodology to analyze a specific development challenge.  In addition, students are involved in a 



transversal and multidisciplinary capstone project through which competences in all thematic 

modules of the itinerary are applied. The MSTD Program’s particular implementation of the PBL 

philosophy is described extensively by Mazorra et al. (2016).  Appendix 5 provides a more detailed 

description of the design of the specialization block, the PBL approach and its evaluation. 

 

Finally, the internship period, normally linked to the development of the final Master’s thesis, takes 

place in one of the more than 40 organizations (universities, international organizations, NGOs, 

companies or think tanks) that collaborate regularly with the Program (see “Students testimonies” in 

Appendix 3).  The students have the opportunity to integrate in a team in the context of a real-life 

project.  In the projects described in this account, the Master's thesis have made an outstanding 

contribution to consolidating learning and critical processes. For example, in the case of the Alianza 

Shire, some of these thesis have served to help lay the foundations of the partnership and define its 

added value in the humanitarian system, to systematize the operational learnings of the pilot project, 

or to carry out a prospective work on the current needs and new possibilities for the partnership (see 

details in Table 2). 

 

Table 2. Examples of Master’s thesis at the Alianza Shire. 

Topic 

 

Author Link Year 

Public Private Partnerships in 

the Humanitarian Aid 

Herrera 

Mancilla, Alex 

Oliver 

 

http://oa.upm.es/21656 2013 

Strategies for energy access 

in refugee camps: The case of 

the Alianza Shire 

Pastor 

Gutiérrez, 

Manuel Alberto 

 

http://oa.upm.es/62878  2017 

Fostering social innovation 

within transformative 

partnerships: The case of 

Alianza Shire and Lab Shire 

 

Mendoza 

Figueroa, Dalia 

http://oa.upm.es/62860  2020 

 

http://oa.upm.es/21656/
http://oa.upm.es/62878
http://oa.upm.es/62860


Student and program assessment 

Regarding student assessment, a variety of methods are applied, depending on the type of teaching 

and learning activity and the targeted learning goal. Traditional assessment methods, such as written 

exams are used to assess basic knowledge assimilation. Otherwise, formative and self-reflective 

assessment methods are applied, such as student portfolios (particularly during the PBL itinerary and 

the FMT); written assignments and oral presentations.  Several assessment meetings are also planned 

in certain modules to assess the progress of the students and provide formative feedback and support. 

 

Furthermore, assessment is related to the learning goals of the program and to the rubrics or 

standards defined at the level of each module.  A complete account of the assessment methods and 

rubrics used for the PBL itinerary was provided in Mazorra et al. (2016).  

In terms of program assessment, the effectiveness of the program is assessed through various 

mechanisms: 

 Student surveys. 

 Student employability follow up. Currently, 90% of the MSTD students are employed in 

positions directly linked with the competences developed through the program. 

 Periodic academic commissions, in which faculty and students meet to exchange impressions 

on the program’s progress. 

 Official quality assurance procedures applied by the Spanish higher education authority. Each 

semester and academic year, self-assessment reports are produced in the context of these 

procedures. Exemplars of reports corresponding to the academic year 2018-2019 are 

accessible through: 

https://www.upm.es/comun_gauss/publico/anexos_IS/2018-

19/1S/IS_anexos_20AE_1_1S_2018-19.pdf 

https://www.upm.es/comun_gauss/publico/anexos_IS/2018-19/1S/IS_anexos_20AE_1_1S_2018-19.pdf
https://www.upm.es/comun_gauss/publico/anexos_IS/2018-19/1S/IS_anexos_20AE_1_1S_2018-19.pdf


https://www.upm.es//comun_gauss/publico/informes_titulacion/2018-

19/IT_20AE_2018-19.pdf 

Long-term societal impacts 

Subsequent analysis of the three pillars of the case, (academic innovation, structural innovation and 

the creation of multi-stakeholder partnerships) draws upon  the ’theory of change’ (Brest, 2010) to 

describe and quantify the outputs (direct delivery of a project, expressed in concrete products), 

outcomes (direct benefits to a targeted community), and impacts (the contribution to systemic goals, 

where there is an indirect attribution).  Table 2 provides a synthesis of the impact chain of the three 

illustrative partnerships. 

Table 3. Synthesis of partnerships’ long-term societal impacts  

Partnership Outputs Outcomes SDG Impacts 

Rainwater 

cisterns in 
Brazil  

Recommendations on the 

critical aspects in the 
construction, management, 

and effects in the school 

community.  
 

Access to safe water in 

108 scholar cisterns, 
improving the lives of 

10,000 children. 

Contribution to the 
creation of Brazilian 

innovation center “Centro 

Xingó “. 

 

In Brazilian public policy 

(recommendations adopted to 
3.000 cisterns in the semiarid 

region). 

 SDG 6-Clean water and 
sanitation- (specifically through 

its targets 6.1 6.a 6.b). 

 

Basic services 

partnerships  

Lessons learned: 

-  Redesign of product and 
service supply chains. 

- Use of existing 

technologies combined in 
an innovative way. 

- Solution design 

processes including sense 

making. 
 

Influencing critical 

stakeholders regarding the 
need to promote 

partnerships to provide 

basic services in Latin 
America.  

Basis for the Multilateral 

Investment Fund of the Inter-
American Development Bank 

basic services strategy.  

World Bank multi-stakeholder 
partnership publication. 

SDG 17- Partnerships for the 

goals- (through its targets 17.1 

and 17.17). 
 

Alianza Shire  Pilot project in a refugee 
camp on the Shire Region 

(northern Ethiopia). 

Scaling up project to four 

refugee camps and their 
host communities.  

Access to energy, lighting 
to 8,000 people. 

With the scaling-up 

project extending to 

40,000 people.  

To CRRF (United Nations 
comprehensive refugee response 

framework). 

 SDGs 7- Affordable and clean 

energy- and 17-Partnerships for 
the goals (through their targets 

7.1 7.a 7.b 17.17). 

 

 

https://www.upm.es/comun_gauss/publico/informes_titulacion/2018-19/IT_20AE_2018-19.pdf
https://www.upm.es/comun_gauss/publico/informes_titulacion/2018-19/IT_20AE_2018-19.pdf


 

Evaluation of the implementation of rainwater cisterns Brazil impacts 

Outputs: The results of the evaluation showed a positive effect of the cisterns upon the living 

conditions of the populations where the project was undertaken, both by the construction of the 

cistern, and by the subsequent process of mobilization and social participation.  In addition, a set of 

detailed recommendations was produced (http://editora.iabs.org.br/site/index.php/portfolio-

items/avaliacao-de-cisternas-escolares-no-semiarido-alagoano-vol-6/) related to key success factors: 

construction process, maintenance, specific roles in the management model of the cisterns, and the 

relationship between the schools and the neighborhood communities.  

 

Outcomes: The project brought direct outcomes, such as the improvement in the construction, 

management and maintenance of rainwater collection tanks in 108 schools.  Adequate access to 

water in schools improved the lives of 10,000 children in the Brazilian semi-arid region.  This 

strengthened the capacities of their school community (resilience against water supply problems, or 

being able to develop new educational projects), improving their health (by reducing the incidence of 

water diseases), and improving the stability of their communities (by decreasing the tensions and 

conflicts associated with the lack of water). 

 

In addition, due to the relationships, information and resources provided by the project, other 

initiatives related to the access to basic services in the Brazilian semi-arid region were undertaken at 

UPM and enriched the evaluation process.  These included a doctoral thesis and three final MSTD 

projects, the celebration of the International Hand Pumps Congress 

(http://www.itd.upm.es/2013/12/03/resumen-primeras-jornadas-internacionales-sobre-bombas-

manuales-y-de-ariete/), the creation of the journal "Design and Technology for Development" 

(http://polired.upm.es/index.php/distecd/issue/view/296), and publication of three articles related to 

http://editora.iabs.org.br/site/index.php/portfolio-items/avaliacao-de-cisternas-escolares-no-semiarido-alagoano-vol-6/
http://editora.iabs.org.br/site/index.php/portfolio-items/avaliacao-de-cisternas-escolares-no-semiarido-alagoano-vol-6/
http://www.itd.upm.es/2013/12/03/resumen-primeras-jornadas-internacionales-sobre-bombas-manuales-y-de-ariete/
http://www.itd.upm.es/2013/12/03/resumen-primeras-jornadas-internacionales-sobre-bombas-manuales-y-de-ariete/
http://polired.upm.es/index.php/distecd/issue/view/296


the project.  This initiative also permitted the contribution of two MSTD faculty to the 

conceptualization and launching of the Xingó Center (https://xingo.com.br/), a center of innovation 

in social technologies located in the heart of the state of Alagoas that serves as a space for 

experimentation and meeting between Brazilian and international institutions. 

 

Impact: The evaluation conducted by itdUPM provided the Brazilian Ministry of Social 

Development with the basic information that supported its decision to consolidate and expand the 

program to 3,000 cisterns in schools, supporting one of the most ambitious community-led public 

policies for universal access to water in Latin America (Fressoli et al., 2014).  This work contributes 

directly to SDG 6 ‘Clean water and sanitation’, specifically through its targets 6.1 6.a 6.b. 

 

Partnerships for innovation in access to basic services impacts 

Outputs: the analysis of the 10 cases studied for the Inter-American Development Bank enabled the 

identification of several success factors in the design of models for the last-mile provision of basic 

services in isolated regions, related to the following areas: 

- Redesign of product and service supply chains. 

- Use of existing technologies in an innovative way. 

- Design of spaces that promote a culture of experimentation and lifelong learning. 

- Focus on the establishment of cooperation and partnerships. 

- Creation of dissemination and scaling-up strategies that follow new patterns. 

- Solution design processes including sense making. 

 

Outcomes: The studies were used to position the need to promote partnerships between public, 

private, civil society and academia to adequately provide basic services to the population of the last 

mile in Latin America, with critical actors in the design of public policies in the region. A 

https://xingo.com.br/


presentation was made in Washington, D.C. with the main implementing partners of the MIF, and 

another in Spain, organized by the Spanish International for Development Agency (AECID), which 

contributed to the position adopted by Spain at the Addis Ababa Development Financing Conference 

in 2015 (https://www.cooperacionespanola.es/es/comunidad/jornadas/foro-de-debate-preparando-la-

conferencia-de-financiacion-del-desarrollo-de-addis). 

 

Impacts: The MIF Basic Services Strategy has endorsed the study’s conclusions, and actively 

promotes them within its network. In addition, other relevant international actors have used the 

report as reference material.  The report was included in the “Public-Private Partnerships Legal 

Resource Center of the World Bank” (https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-

partnership/library/partnerships-innovation-access-basic-services-alianzas-para-la-

innovaci%C3%B3n-en-acceso-servicio).  This was the only study produced by a Spanish academic 

institution included in this source.  This work contributes directly to SDG 17- Partnerships for the 

goals- through its targets 17.1 and 17.17. 

 

The Alianza Shire impacts 

Outputs: From 2016-2017, the Alianza Shire developed a pilot project in a refugee camp in the 

region of Shire, Ethiopia, which was able to provide electricity services to more than 8,000 refugees; 

installing 5 km of street lighting (with 64 light posts), connecting 14 communal services, and 

improving more than 20 km of electrical installations. During the process, more than 20 local 

workers were trained, some of whom are now responsible for maintenance in collaboration with the 

operating institutions in the field. 

 

Given the pilot project’s success, in 2018 a scaling-up program was begun, funded by the European 

Union.  This was aimed at extending access to safe energy and lighting to four other camps and their 

https://www.cooperacionespanola.es/es/comunidad/jornadas/foro-de-debate-preparando-la-conferencia-de-financiacion-del-desarrollo-de-addis
https://www.cooperacionespanola.es/es/comunidad/jornadas/foro-de-debate-preparando-la-conferencia-de-financiacion-del-desarrollo-de-addis
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/partnerships-innovation-access-basic-services-alianzas-para-la-innovaci%C3%B3n-en-acceso-servicio
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/partnerships-innovation-access-basic-services-alianzas-para-la-innovaci%C3%B3n-en-acceso-servicio
https://ppp.worldbank.org/public-private-partnership/library/partnerships-innovation-access-basic-services-alianzas-para-la-innovaci%C3%B3n-en-acceso-servicio


host communities through the installation and improvement of 25km of public lighting, 30 connected 

community services with protection, 450 small private refugees’ businesses connected to the camp 

grid, more than 200 trained people and 1700 solar home systems distributed with mixed business 

models managed by refugees and host community. With the scaling up of the project, access to safe 

energy and lighting will be provided to 50,000 refugees and people living in the areas surrounding 

the refugee camps by the end of 2021. 

 

Outcomes: The pilot project involved access to safe energy and lighting for 8,000 refugees.  This 

contributed to a 60% reduction in incidents related to burglaries in the dark hours in the following 

months, a reduction in the collection of firewood for cooking of 1,500 tons per year, a saving in CO2 

emissions of 2,000 tons per year, and an economic saving for the camps operators in diesel of € 

30,000 per year (see project’s outcomes report at  

http://www.itd.upm.es/alianzashire/case-study-alianza-shire-energy-access-to-refugees/?lang=en).  

 

Impact: Alianza Shire is contributing to the implementation of the Comprehensive Refugee 

Response Framework (CRRF), the new mandate derived from the New York Declaration in 2016 

(https://www.unhcr.org/new-york-declaration-for-refugees-and-migrants.html). The CRRF 

represents an unprecedented opportunity to develop responses to refugee situations in a 

comprehensive way with the involvement of a broader array of stakeholders to prepare for and 

facilitate durable solutions in a more effective and timely manner.  The Alianza Shire intervention is 

completely aligned with the CRRF approach, promoting the integration through the design of 

business models based on solar energy and the creation of joint ventures between both refugees and 

the host communities. 

 

http://www.itd.upm.es/alianzashire/case-study-alianza-shire-energy-access-to-refugees/?lang=en
https://www.unhcr.org/new-york-declaration-for-refugees-and-migrants.html


Alianza Shire has received international awards for its innovative contribution to humanitarian 

response through a multi-stakeholder approach.  One of the awards is from the SET4Food 

(Sustainable Energy Technologies for Food Security in Humanitarian contexts, see: 

https://twitter.com/itdupm/status/984444667990364162) an initiative promoted by the European 

Union Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO) and another is from the United Nations 

Global Compact (https://reconocimientosgoods.com/ganador-ods-17/).  This initiative contributes 

directly to SDGs 7- Affordable and clean energy- and 17-Partnerships for the goals- through their 

targets 7.1 7.a 7.b 17.17. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

The present study reveals how an HEI can pursue its academic mission and at the same time generate 

long-term societal impact.  Academic innovation is considered a necessary condition, but is not 

sufficient alone. The case demonstrates that the innovation processes must go beyond the borders of 

educational programs to promote changes in the internal structure of universities. Although a 

favorable institutional context may help, the inertia of conventional university structures highlights 

the need for new models that combine the entrepreneurial capability of a network with the 

organizational efficiency of a traditional hierarchy. In our case, the synergistic relationships between 

the MSTD, as the academic innovation, and the itdUPM, as the structural innovation, both within the 

university and acting together have contributed to generating an ecosystem of collaborative 

relationships that extends beyond the university itself, and takes advantage of the potential for joint 

action between companies, civil society, public administration and academia. 

 

As revealed by this case, to incubate and maintain these collaborative arrangements, it was necessary 

to develop social, trust and relational capital. Multi-stakeholder ecosystems, such as that created by 

UPM, may furnish learning and research opportunities for students and staff, and income generating 

https://twitter.com/itdupm/status/984444667990364162
https://reconocimientosgoods.com/ganador-ods-17/


activities for universities. However, to keep this “virtuous loop” active at HEIs, innovative 

intermediate structures such as itdUPM are required to cultivate trust capital and foster value 

creation. 

 

Pan-institutional inter-disciplinary sustainability-oriented courses, programs and degrees may serve 

as a powerful lever for HEIs to contribute to 2030 Agenda. They also represent vehicles for effecting 

change within an institutional context, in this case represented by an intermediary socialized network 

that connected the University with a local and global stakeholder group. The ability of HEIs to both 

pursue their academic mission and at the same time work towards delivery of the SDGs is revealed 

here through the impactful research-led solutions developed that have real societal impact – 

transforming lives through education and research. 
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APPENDIX 1: DETAILED MASTER’S MODULES 

 

Table 4. Detailed first semester master’s modules 

Common block (1st semester) 

Subject Brief description 

Introduction to the theory of 

development 

The international system and the developing countries. 

Impacts of the evolution of the Science and Technology system. 

Public policies for the promotion of development. 

 

The cooperation for development 
system: actors, policies and instruments 

Genesis of the cooperation system. 
Actors of the cooperation system: bilateral agencies and multilateral, the 

role of NGOs. 

Main policies and instruments. 

 

Transformations towards environmental 

sustainability 

Contextualization of global change, lack of access to essential services 

and proposals for sustainable development. 

Understandings of climate change its components causes and 

consequences. 

The magnitude of lack of access to essential services together with their 

vulnerability to future climate scenarios (with special attention to water 

and energy sectors). 

Identification of environmental sustainability strategies and their funding 

opportunities. 
 

Networks and partnerships for 

development 

Configuration and Management of organizations. 

Organizational networks. 

Partnerships for Sustainable Development and new forms of 

collaboration. 

 

Methodologies Identification tools and methods: Participatory Action Research (IAP or 

PAR) and Rapid Rural Diagnosis (DDR or RRA). 

Planning, management and evaluation tools. 

Logical Framework Approach and Management for Development 

Results. 

Risk Management. 

Communication in multicultural environments. 
 

Policies for the promotion of gender 

equality 

Methodology for the design of policies that promote equality; health and 

gender, education and gender, and budgets with a gender perspective. 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 5. Detailed second semester master’s modules 

Specialization block: Technology (2nd semester) 

Subject Brief description 

Territorial planning and development Conceptual, legal, and institutional frameworks of spatial planning and 

development; Methodologies and techniques for the development of 

(participatory) planning and territorial development plans; Entities in the 

management of territorial plans, monitoring and control; Case study 

(Project Based Learning). 

 

Basic habitat techniques Human settlements in the territory, population, habitability and the HDI; 

The precarious habitability: characteristics, quantification and consensus; 

The basic habitability; stages and instruments for its endowment; Low 

cost construction techniques, materials, techniques and processes. Case 

studies in different situations: illegal takeovers, informal or planned 

parceling, emergencies. 

 

Appropriate techniques in the provision 
of basic services 

Capacity to incorporate appropriate technologies to development contexts 
with processes of universalization of basic services (linked to water 

resources, energy and environment), considering, production, 

distribution, maintenance and sustainability. 

 

ICT for Development This subject displays the potential of ICT for sustainability and develops 

skills for its application. It also deals with issues related to concepts, 

instruments, and communities linked to the creation, use and distribution 

of free technologies and telematic services. Case study and project-based 

learning are applied. 

 

Optional subjects Students must choose two subjects between the following: Aquaculture, 

Application of GIS and IDEs, Competencies for development and 

sustainability work, Emigration and development, Community forestry, 
Foundations of Agriculture for Development, Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship, Microfinance, Qualitative Methods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDIX 2: MSTD PROGRAM PARTNERS 

 

Table 6. Detailed list of MSTD partners 

Organization Type of organization Web  

Agencia Española de 

Cooperación Internacional para 

el Desarrollo (AECID: Spanish 

Agency for Development) 

Public agency of the 

Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Spain 

https://www.aecid.gob.es/  

Agencia Uruguaya de 

Cooperación Internacional 

(Uruguayan Agency for 
Development) 

Public agency of the 

Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Uruguay 

https://www.gub.uy/agencia-uruguaya-cooperacion-

internacional/ 

Alianza por la Solidaridad NGO https://www.alianzaporlasolidaridad.org/es/ 

Ayuda en Acción NGO https://ayudaenaccion.org/ong/ 

Ayuntamiento de Madrid (City 

of Madrid) 

Local public 

administration 

https://www.madrid.es/ 

CAF (Latin America 

Development Bank) 

Multilateral organization https://www.caf.com/ 

Caritas NGO https://www.caritas.es/ 

CESAL NGO https://www.cesal.org/inicio 

Change.org Private company https://www.change.org/ 

UNICOMFACAUCA 

(Colombian education 

corporation) 

Private company http://www.unicomfacauca.edu.co/ 

Deloitte Private company https://www2.deloitte.com/es/es.html 

Engineering for change Online platform https://www.engineeringforchange.org/ 

FAO Multilateral organization http://www.fao.org/home/es/ 

Fundación Acciona 

Microenergía 

Private company 

foundation 

https://acciona.org/es/ 

Fundación Mujeres por África NGO https://www.mujeresporafrica.es/ 

Fundación EHAS NGO http://www.ehas.org/ 

Instituto Brasileño de 

Desarrollo Sostenible 

NGO http://iabs.org.br/ 

Iberdrola Private company https://www.iberdrola.es/ 

ICEX (Spanish Institute for 

Foreign Trade) 

Public company https://www.icex.es/icex/es/index.html 

Instituto de la Mujer y para la 

Igualdad de Oportunidades 

Public agency of the 

Ministry of Presidency of 

Spain 

http://www.inmujer.gob.es/ 

Instituto de Salud Global 

Barcelona 

Public research center https://www.isglobal.org/ 

Medialab Prado Public cultural center 
(citizen laboratory) 

https://www.medialab-prado.es/ 

Médicos del Mundo NGO https://www.medicosdelmundo.org/ 

Médicos Sin Fronteras NGO https://www.msf.es/ 

Secretaría General 

Iberoamericana 

Multilateral organization https://www.segib.org/ 

Ongawa NGO https://ongawa.org/ 

Oxfam Intermón NGO https://www.oxfamintermon.org/ 

porCausa Journalism foundation https://porcausa.org/ 

Real Instituto Elcano Spanish public think tank http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/rielcano_es 

UN-Habitat Multilateral organization https://es.unhabitat.org/ 

UN-Global Pulse Multilateral organization https://www.unglobalpulse.org/ 



APPENDIX 3: STUDENT’S TESTIMONY 

By Manuel Pastor June 2017 

(Extracted from http://www.itd.upm.es/masteretd) 

During my internship in the Master in Strategies and Technologies for Human Development, I have 

been able to collaborate with itdUPM in Alianza Shire. 

 

Alianza Shire is the first multi-actor partnership launched in Spain. It is conceived as an innovation 

platform whose main objective is to develop sustainable solutions to improve access to energy for 

refugee and displaced populations. This partnership is made up of itdUPM, AECID and three leading 

Spanish companies in the energy sector (Iberdrola, Philips Lighting and the ACCIONA 

Microenergía Foundation). In addition, it has UNHCR as a collaborating partner and the Norwegian 

Refugee Council (NRC) as implementing partner. 

 

My activities have been linked to the facilitator role played by itdUPM in this partnership. As a 

facilitating or integrating entity, the university has been responsible for managing, providing 

encouragement and monitoring the joint work process. The university is perceived as an independent 

and neutral intermediary with the necessary legitimacy and recognition. 

 

With this experience I have been able to participate in the different committees that make up the 

Alliance, planning the intervention of the pilot project, developing an evaluation strategy, 

systematizing the information and supporting the team with logistics. 

 

 

 



On the other hand, thanks to a cooperation travel aid from the UPM, I was able to travel to the Shire 

refugee camps in Ethiopia, thus complementing my experience in Madrid. Working in refugee camps 

in collaboration with an international NGO such as NRC, with experts from the companies and 

involving the local population has been a sometimes difficult but certainly enriching task, which has 

allowed me to know first-hand the demand for these contexts and the relevance of access to energy 

in them. 

 

My evaluation of the internship is completely positive. I have had the opportunity to participate in an 

international pioneering experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Refugee camps in Shire, Northern Ethiopia. Manuel Pastor 2017. 



 APPENDIX 4: LEARNING GOALS OF MSTD PROGRAM 

 

Foundational knowledge 

Knowledge and understanding of the actors and theoretical approaches needed to work in 

interdisciplinary and multi-actor network configurations in order to fight poverty and social 

exclusion, which involves: 

 The historical evolution of the theories on development and inequality as well as the 

evolution of forms of international cooperation. 

 Current approaches to human development and sustainable development. 

 The realities of regional, African, Latin American and Asian poverty and inequality as well as 

their economic, political, social and environmental effects. 

 The organizations and legal, technical and financial institutions of the development aid 

system, both national and multilateral. 

 The actors in the fight against poverty and social exclusion and their strategies and specific 

modalities of action. 

 The methods and tools applicable to the identification, planning, management, execution and 

evaluation of development policies, programs and projects. 

 Technical, economic, management and regulatory needs and availability appropriate to the 

provision of basic services 

 

Application 

Becoming an effective practitioner able in complex interdisciplinary multi-actor projects within the 

framework of international development and cooperation actions, which involves: 



 Applying research techniques appropriate to the identification, knowledge and prioritization 

of the realities of poverty and social exclusion from a global, regional, national or local 

perspective 

 Applying the appropriate methods and tools for the analysis, planning, management, 

execution and evaluation of development projects, programs and policies. 

 Effectively addressing the barriers and organizational resistances associated to sustainability 

transitions through the application of change management approaches, particularly in the 

field of specialization of the student. 

 Applying the appropriate techniques available in the fight against poverty and exclusion in 

processes in the field specialization of the student. 

 Developing action programs and training programs aimed at agents or the target population, 

corresponding to the field specialization of the student. 

 Incorporating elements of innovation and permanent improvement in the field specialization 

of the student. 

 Managing specific tools for information management in development programs and projects. 

 Effectively communicating the results and impact of his or her work to a specialized and non-

specialized audience.  

Caring 

 Developing a deep interest and awareness of the multidimensional and complex nature of 

poverty and social exclusion. 

 Developing a highly professional and responsible attitude.  

 

Learning how to Learn 

 Becoming a reflective practitioner, able to identify own knowledge gaps in the field of 

specialization of the student and proper strategies to address those gaps. 



Human Dimension and Interdisciplinarity 

Contributing to a positive and enriching work environment in a multi-actor and inter-disciplinary 

context with the objective of developing systemic approaches to address poverty and social 

exclusion, which involves: 

 Understanding the areas of interaction between the field of specialization of the student and 

other disciplines or fields. 

 Constructively integrating a diversity of visions around the development of systemic 

approaches. 

 Handling conflicts effectively and constructively. 

 Promoting distributed leadership. 

 Paying attention to build and nurture constructive links among the different actors in a 

network beyond as an end in itself, beyond a short-term view of immediate efficacy. 

 Identifying appropriate intrinsic and extrinsic incentives to motivate different actors around 

the challenges of poverty and social exclusion. 

 



APPENDIX 5: DESCRIPTION OF THE SPECIALIZATION BLOCK (PBL MODULE)- 

TECHNOLOGY 

 

Description 

Four compulsory modules and two optional ones are included as building blocks of the specialization 

semester, which allows students to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to manage development 

projects, programs and policies with a technological dimension; these are: 

 Territorial planning and development (5 ECTS) 

 Basic habitability techniques (5 ECTS) 

 Provision of basic services (5 ECTS) 

 ICT for development (5 ECTS) 

 Two optional modules (10 ECTS) 

Together with these modules, the students must complete a capstone assignment as part of the 

specialization semester. This is teamwork assignment in which the students throughout the semester 

have the opportunity to develop the competences of all the subjects of the itinerary using a PBL 

approach. Specifically, students must design a specific solution in a particular geographical context. 

Furthermore, the work done in the different thematic blocks of the itinerary is related to the chosen 

context.  Specific contexts are proposed in which itdUPM is currently engaged through real projects. 

The contexts currently proposed are: 

• Rural area of the provinces of Carrasco, Campero and Mizque in the Department of 

Cochabamba (Bolivia). 

• Shimelba refugee camp in Ethiopia. 

• Urban area in the surroundings of Maceió - Alagoas (Brazil). 

• Urban area in Makeni, Sierra Leone. 



The solutions designed by the students must be aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals and 

follow a comprehensive approach, so that the main social, political and economic dimensions of the 

problem are addressed. 

Learning goals 

Students have the opportunity to mobilize all learning goals of the MSTD master programme (see 

Appendix 4). 

Teaching and learning activities 

The main teaching learning activities proposed during the content modules are: 

 Magisterial lectures 

 Case studies  

 Reading and written assignments coupled with a flipped classroom approach 

The capstone assignment is organized in the following stages: 

1. Team building. Selection of topic and geographical context. 

2. Concept design. An initial document must be prepared with a brief synthesis of the solution 

proposed. Feedback is provided at this stage by the professor regarding the feasibility of the 

idea. 

3. Mid-semester progress report. The progress report is presented in front of the class. Feedback 

from the professor and the rest of the students is received. 

4. Final report and public presentation. 

Assessment methods 

Content modules: 

 Open-question exams 

 Case studies  



PBL assignment: 

 Written assignments: concept report, progress report and final report. Different dimensions 

are assessed, in line with the learning goals of the MSTD programme: knowledge, 

application, caring, learning how to learn and human dimension and interdisciplinary. 

 Presentation assignments: mid-semester presentation and final presentation. Different 

learning outcomes are assessed, particularly communication abilities and the ability to 

integrate different visions from a multi-disciplinary audience. 

 Follow-up meetings: at least two meetings are organized throughout the course in which 

different aspects are observed and assessed, particularly, learning autonomy, communication, 

professional attitude and proactivity, communication skills and teamwork dynamics. 

Each team is assigned a reference professor. The assigned professor and the coordinator of the PBL 

experience conduct the assessment. 

 

Examples of capstone project 

Some examples of the capstone projects are available at: 

http://www.itd.upm.es/masteretd/2016/06/15/presentacion-de-trabajos-fin-de-master/ 

http://www.itd.upm.es/masteretd/2017/06/07/presentaciones-de-los-trabajos-fin-de-curso-20162017/  

http://www.itd.upm.es/masteretd/2016/06/15/presentacion-de-trabajos-fin-de-master/
http://www.itd.upm.es/masteretd/2017/06/07/presentaciones-de-los-trabajos-fin-de-curso-20162017/


Systemic multi-stakeholder collaboration as an enabler of the transition 
towards climate neutral cities in Europe: the case of the Madrid Deep 

Demonstration project 
 

 
Jaime Moreno-Serna1, Teresa Sánchez-Chaparro1,2, Wendy M. Purcell3, Olga Kordas4, Julio 
Lumbreras1,3,5, Carlos Mataix1,2 

 
 
1 Centro de Innovación en Tecnología para el Desarrollo Humano, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 
(itdUPM), 28040 Madrid, Spain 

2 Department of Organizational Engineering, Business Administration and Statistics, Escuela Técnica 
Superior de Ingenieros Industriales, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 

3 Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, Harvard University, Boston, MA 02215, USA 

4 Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), Urban Analytics and Transitions, Sweden. 

5 Department of Chemical Engineering and Environment, Industrial Engineering School, Universidad 
Politécnica de Madrid, 28040 Madrid, Spain 

 
Abstract 
 
The ‘European Mission for climate neutral and smart cities’ is calling all societal actors to place 
local public policies at the center of collaborative strategies to achieve climate neutrality in 100 
European cities by 2030. Studies of sustainability transitions of urban transformations recognize 
the importance of being able to replicate sustainable solutions locally, strengthening 
connections among stakeholders and spreading sustainable alternatives to the wider public. 
Intermediary actors, as facilitators of sustainability transitions, serve to foster inter-
organizational collaboration and have been proposed as key players in the context of new 
governance approaches. However, their functions and empirical influence on public policies has 
yet to be fully elaborated. Here a specific type of intermediary has been conceptualized, which 
we term a ‘Systemic Collaborative Arrangement’ (SCA). The features of a SCA are that it focuses 
on multi-stakeholder collaboration for public policy development, operating at both a systemic 
level and a city scale, and is linked to a key actor in the regime (e.g., a city council). Further, it 
operates in accord with an external mandate over the long-term, i.e. the pursuit of systemic 
sustainability as in Agenda 2030, and seeks to be comprehensive and inclusive in scope, i.e., 
incorporating the most relevant actors in the system. Using an action-case methodology, the 
multi-stakeholder arrangement set up to accelerate the design and implementation of Madrid’s 
Climate Neutrality Roadmap, entitled the ‘Madrid Deep Demonstration project’, was used to 
provide practical insights regarding performance of a SCA and the way it was implemented in 
practice. Our findings reveal how the SCA contributes to articulation of a shared mandate among 
city actors and through sensemaking help foster multi-stakeholder-framed public policy 
development. In addition, the efficiency and effectiveness of a targeted transition was enhanced 
by the SCA in attracting, aligning and managing a wide and diverse organizational ecosystem 
through distributed facilitation, collaborative leadership and continuous learning among the 
participants. 
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