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Introduction.
The need to design new forms of organizing has increased in response to the complex demands of the global marketplace.  Our inquiry focuses on one such new organizational form – the inter-organizational collaboration. Our paper highlights the relational aspects of collaboration in a consortium of multi national corporations dedicated to grappling with issues of sustainable development.   We take the stance that the structural instability of inter-organizational collaboration is more opportunity than challenge.  We look specifically at how collaborations are designed for resilience and sustainability in the unstable environment of cross-boundary alliances. In developing a conceptual model, special emphasis is placed on the positive relational elements that facilitate and enable the successful learning oriented collaboration toward a “collaborative tensility.”
Background.
Over the last 20 years, technological advances, coupled with global economic and social transformations, have spawned novel ways of working.   Two emergent organizational trends, receiving attention across academic and applied circles, are inter-organizational collaborations and learning organizations. Much of the interest in these evolving organizational patterns focuses on maintaining momentum and resilience in the context of their structural instability, as compared to traditional organizational forms.  

In both of these unique organizational models- collaborations and learning organizations- we see flatter structures that are characterized by horizontal information sharing, adept use of virtual communication, networking, and diversity of all types.  Our interest focuses on the intersection of these two emergent trends: inter-organizational efforts that espouse a learning orientation (Lawrence, Hardy, & Philips, 2002; Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr, 1996).  At this intersection we see the capacity to collaborate and learn across traditional boundaries serves as a strategic advantage that enables partnering organizations to be better suited in addressing shared challenges of the changing environment, which cannot solely be addressed by any single organization ( Trist, 1983; Kuwada, 1998; Vangen & Huxham, 2003).  Moreover, we view the relative instability of cross-organizational collaborations as an opportunity to explore what holds this kind of relationship together when traditional structural supports, like organizational hierarchy or shared physical space, are not an option.
Intrigued by the challenges and opportunities presented by these new organizational forms we have sought to explore the conditions necessary to design and uphold supportive, “self-reinforcing spirals that broaden thought-action repertoires” (Cameron et al. 2003) in collaborative ventures.  More specifically, we are responding to the positive organizational research presented by Dutton and Heaphy  (2003) which suggest that High Quality Connection, the “living tissue” between two people engaging in supportive and socially aware interaction, is a necessary component to understanding how  people thrive in organizations.(Dutton & Heaphy, 2003).  
One component of high quality connections is “tensilty,” - the ability or capacity of the connection to remain flexible and withstand strain (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003).  Given the ongoing strain that many emerging organizational forms, like learning-centered inter-ogranizational collaborations, must endure, we have chosen to investigate that which gives life to a collaboration’s tensility. That is, what conditions catalyze the tensility, or generative ability to bend and remain flexible under pressure, of inter-organizational collaborations and how do such factors contribute to processes of learning (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003)? 

Relational Bases of Collaborative Tensility.

We argue collaborative tensility is underpinned by interdependent, relational bases or foundations. Figure 1 presents our conceptual model for understanding which dynamics catalyze and reinforce the emergence of tensile collaborations across organizational boundaries. The model depicts components comprising the relational bases for collaborative tensility.  Figure 1 illustrates the process of developing collaborative tensility as a spiral, rooted in an invitation and use of skillful facilitation.  Working in concert, the invitation and facilitation establish an organizational learning orientation and a positive psychological agenda, honoring inquiry over advocacy and helping to foster learning through a sense of safety. This foundation then lends itself throughout as we see the interaction and its positive multiplier effect of: learning space, aligning vision and values, relational quality, and benefit.    

Figure 1:  Relational Bases of Collaborative Tensility
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Learning space describes the environment of the collaborative learning organization, encompassing behaviors, interactions, observations, and experiences. Aligning vision and values synthesizes observations of a shared or congruent belief system. Relational quality encompasses reflections about how relationships either impede or facilitate collaboration and how relationships among collaborators impact the overall elasticity of the proto-organization.  The final component is a sense of tangible benefit.  Benefit results from information sharing, interactions, collaborations, projects, and outcomes, however it is noteworthy that the focus of many learning organizations is often more about relationship development, network building, and learning as fulfillment of member expectations and sense of value.  

We assert learning space, aligning vision and values, relational quality, and a sense of benefit comprise a necessary set of relational bases for the collaborative tensility required to best support and develop new organizational designs. Further, we believe they are interdependent and self-reinforcing. The model depicts the development of collaborative tensility as a spiral to suggest an iterative and interactive process of establishing and supporting learning space, aligning vision and values, relational quality, and benefit.  

Conducive learning space, created at the beginning of the collaborative learning organization, leads to development of relationships, increased trust, and a sense of safety in learning.  Through this process, participants begin to take on more active roles in shaping their learning experience, which includes a shift from a primary desire and focus on “expert learning” where information is passed on from expert to learner (Vygotsky, 1978) to “peer learning” where information is also shared among participants.  As positive relational and learning experiences accrue, the momentum of the process is maintained.  
As a sense of benefit from membership is identified by each participant, peer to peer learning or information sharing expands into what we refer to as relational learning when knowledge is created among peers, in an egalitarian climate, based on a high relational quality. This shift in the direction information flows is a result of the iterative cycles of interaction and experience among members over time.  The learning space and relational quality are enhanced as individuals increase their knowledge of one another, which allows members better access to information sharing and knowledge creation as they increase their understanding of other members’ expertise or resources, and how to access this information. Sharing of information and experiences of relational learning are examples of how members derive a sense of benefit from participation in the collaborative as well as how perceptions of shared vision and values increase. 

As the cycle of supportive learning space, senses of aligning vision and values, increasing relational quality, and perceptions of benefit develop, the components strengthen and further the development of the collaborative initiative and the overall organizational form. That is to say, that as the accumulation of positive experiences of the 4 components increase, the ability to remain flexible during periods of stress or conflict grows- collaborative tensility.

Positive learning space and high relational quality are influenced by perceptions of shared vision and values. Participants create a richer sense of safety as they realize alignment of vision is present.  Such alignment and understanding of a superordinate goal likely leads to assumptions of other similarities (Sherif, 1996; Byrne, 1971) which, in turn, deepen feelings of trust, safety, and acts of disclosure.  It is the concept of benefit that participants must reflect most intently upon in order to recommit to and re-start the cycle of collaborative learning.  If benefits are accrued, a willingness to reenter the learning space results and with it the relational nurturing and the aligning of values is adopted with new energy. 

Conclusion.
Inter-organizational collaborations espousing learning orientations are examples of emerging approaches to organizing.  These models lack traditional structure or institutional girders, such as organizational hierarchy.  As such, emerging organizational forms present scholars with a new host of interesting questions to explore.  In this paper, we have examined one such organization, characterized by a lack of hierarchy or organizational structure, while employing a high degree of horizontal information sharing.  We found the SOL Sustainability Consortium relies more heavily on establishing and maintaining a high quality community space and relational climate.  When relationships are strong and a climate of learning together has been created, then non-traditional organizational are likely to better weather the lack of immediate received benefits.  When taken together, despite the apparent structural instability of this organizational form, high quality relationships, a supportive culture of learning, perceptions of shared vision and values, and tangible benefits work in concert to facilitate the tensility of the inter-organizational collaboration.
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