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1. Introduction 
In the Interreg project Benefit4Regions, nine case studies have been formed with the goal of finding 
solutions to rural challenges. Participants in the case studies are primarily municipality 
representatives from Denmark and Germany but interest organisations as well as local firms and 
associations from both sides of the border also take part in the case study work. 

In this paper, we look at how collaboration in public policy networks such as the nine case studies can 
improve participation. We describe how participation can lead to sustainable networks with a lifespan 
which goes beyond an assignment or a project. In a public policy context, stakeholder participation is 
crucial. We will describe how a municipality depends upon building ties with stakeholders to be 
relevant and sustainable.   

 

2. Networks: Actors, Resources, Activities 
A way to describe relationships in networks is the Actors-Resources-Activities model (ARA model). 
The ARA model uses the terms “actors”, “resources” and “activities” to characterise relationships in 
networks (Håkansson et al., 2009). 

Actors are described as participants embedded in networks (Håkansson et al, 2009). They can be 
individuals, groups, departments, firms, organisations and associations (Lenney and Easton, 2009). 
Actors engage in activities (collaborate) with other actors to achieve individual goals (Håkansson et al, 
2009). When actors interact, they create so-called actor bonds. Actor bonds are social connections 
between actors. Actor bonds are created and thrive when actors engage in trustful, committed as well 
as frequent interactions. Strong actor bonds improve the probability of actors achieving goals as well 
as pave the way for long-lasting relationships (Ford et al, 2008; Jaakkola and Hakanen, 2012).  

In Benefit4Regions, participants in the case studies are categorised as case study members, network 
partners and other participants. Case study members are primarily municipality representatives, whilst 
network partners are primarily interest organisations and other participants are e.g. local firms or 
village associations.  

In the case studies, strong relationships (actor bonds) emerged among the different actors. This has 
been the case among case study members who are committed to the project via a contract (money), 
or among network partners, who have a special interest in the project as it is of relevance for them or 
their employers. It is also observed that quite a lot of loose actor bonds with other participants such as 
village associations have emerged.  

In the ARA model it is assumed that actors exchange resources - material as well as immaterial. From 
a strategic perspective, resources should be considered valuable, rare or inimitable of those in the 
network and they should support the fulfilment of tasks or strategies (Barney, 1991). When working in 
teams, team members typically exploit standard resources but also search for resources which fill out 
gaps in the team setting (Håkansson, 1987). In Benefit4Regions, the exchanges of experiences 
between case study members are an example of an immaterial resource being exchanged – and if 
the experience is new and useful to the other case study members, the experience is considered a 
valuable resource.  

Activities are, for example, events and meetings. While they are subject to the social rules, codes of 
conducts and routines of the actors participating in the activity, the socialisation in the activity itself 
also creates new social rules, routines etc. (Ford et al, 2008). In Benefit4Regions, the case study 
meetings and the project partner meetings are examples of activities.  
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3. Definition: Collaboration 
Wilkinson and Young state that: “Firms seldom survive and prosper solely through their individual 
efforts. Each firm´s performance depends upon the activities and performance of others and hence 
upon the nature and quality of the direct and indirect relationships a firm develops with its 
counterparts” (Wilkinson and Young, 2002). Thus, achieving individual goals requires collaboration 
with others (Gadde et al, 2003). 

The Oxford Dictionary defines collaboration as the action of working with someone to produce 
something (The Oxford Dictionaries, 2013). In line with this, Batt and Purchase describe collaboration 
as activities between one or more firms in which resources are exchanged. The relationship between 
“give” and “take” must be balanced for a collaboration to prosper – and a precondition for this is that 
the actors have a reciprocal relationship where they rely on each other (Batt and Purchase, 2004). 
Summarized, collaboration is the process of exchanging resources with the aim of achieving 
individual goals.  

Collaboration requires the alignment of goals and aims as well as the development of social 
dimensions such as mutual trust and commitment (Batt and Purchase, 2004). To this end, 
relationships are not isolated islands but connected, and collaboration within one relationship will 
affect other network relationships (Batt and Purchase, 2004). Goals set by actors embedded in 
relationships and networks impact a network on the dyadic and the network level. The dyadic level is 
concerned with the pairwise relations between actors, whereas the network level is concerned with 
the network as an entity (Borgatti et al, 2013). 

Participants in Benefit4Regions collaborate on finding solutions to common rural challenges. 
Collaboration takes place on the dyadic and the network level. As a part of this process, the 
participants work on finding common ground (“aligning goals and aims”) and getting familiar with each 
other (“developing trust and commitment”). Relationships on the dyadic as well as the network level 
can be described as having strong or weak ties (equivalent to actor bonds). While strong ties are 
more prevalent on the dyadic level, weak ties appear more frequent on the network level.  

 

4. Definition: Participation and Commitment 
Arnstein and Luyet et al define participation as a process where stakeholders exchange resources 
such as information and knowledge and thereby share influence and control over resources. During 
the participation process, they co-create and develop initiatives, influence and share control over 
decisions and output (Arnstein, 1969; Luyet et al, 2012).  

Collaboration and participation are thus intertwined. Collaboration encompasses the actual actions of 
exchanging resources. Participation is more than actions, as participation is a matured relationship 
which has emerged from the actions that occur when collaborating. By participating, actors can 
potentially engage in true relationships that go beyond solely exchanging resources. They create 
sustainable networks where they are highly committed to creating value for the entire network. When 
collaborating, actors are concerned with their own e.g. needs, wishes and goals. Focus shifts when 
actors start participating. They become orientated towards the collective needs, wishes and goals and 
regard themselves as being part of a relationship.    

Arnstein has developed a ladder of participation which describes the different levels of participations 
in networks, see figure below (Arnstein, 1969). At the lower levels (non-participation; low 
participation), actors primarily collaborate. They engage in resource exchange on a random basis and 
they are independent from one another. On the level of participation and high participation, actors 
have moved on from solely collaborating to engaging in a relationship. They build trust, feel a high 
level of commitment and they co-create. The highest level of participation is a partnership. Actors in a 
partnership feel highly committed to the network, they have a relationship of interdependency and 
they create common solutions for a long-time frame.   
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Participation on the lower levels (non-participation, low level of participation and to some extent 
participation) is likely to have a short time horizon and such relationships are often linked with an 
assignment or a project. When the assignment or the project comes to an end, the actors stop 
participating. Participation on the higher levels (partnership and high participation) are, on the other 
hand, typically not limited to a project or an assignment but continue to grow and expand 
autonomously.  
Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Arnstein, 1969), adapted by Jane Petersen, 2019.  

Level of 
participation 

Characteristics Outcome 

Partnership 
 

- Very frequent collaboration 
- Strong commitment to various 

objects/subjects 
- High interdependence not only 

on the assignment/ project 
level 

 

Co-creation of initiatives and solutions with a 
long-term perspective  
 

High Participation: 
 

- Frequent collaboration 
- Commitment to various 

objects/subjects 
- High interdependence on the 

assignment/ project level 
 

Co-creation of initiatives and solutions 
 

Participation: 
 

- Occasional collaboration 
- Low commitment to various 

objects/subjects 
- Low interdependence on the 

assignment/ project level 
 

Exchange of information and deducing of 
knowledge 
 

Low participation: 
 

- Information exchange, but no 
real impact  

- Maybe commitment towards 
objects/ subjects  

- No interdependence on the 
assignment/ project level  
 

Getting to know the competences and 
demands of the stakeholder 
 

Non-participation: 
 

- Casual acquisition of 
information 

- No commitment  
- No interdependence on the 

assignment/ project level 
 

Acquiring information on a general level  

 

Commitment plays a central role in explaining the boundaries between collaboration and participation. 
The term “commitment” has been defined by different research areas over the years. Lenney and 
Easton define commitment as: “[…] agreements between two or more social actors to carry out future 
actions” (Lenney and Easton, 2009). Thus, commitment is the intent to fulfil an agreement and a 
commitment therefore forms the basis for a future action.  

Commitments vary in specificity and complexity. A commitment can be vague and/or simple (e.g. “I 
will make sure to take that into account”) or concrete and/or complex (e.g. “I will check the 
calculations again tomorrow”). The fulfilment of a commitment can include carrying out physical 
actions (e.g. “I will take out the rubbish”) and/or a cognitive action (“I will give it some thought”) 
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(Lenney and Easton, 2009). Individuals as well as groups can make commitments. Group 
commitments have a higher complexity than individual commitments, as fulfilment of group 
commitments requires agreement among group members, task allocation, coordination and the 
monitoring of tasks (Lenney and Easton, 2009). In line with this, commitments can be directed 
towards actors, organisations or towards groups, teams or even towards projects. No matter who 
makes the commitment or what the commitment is directed towards, commitments are viewed as a 
vital coordinating resource (Lenney and Easton, 2009).  

Reaching the higher levels of Arnstein’s ladder (high participation and partnership) and thereby 
creating a sustainable network with a long lifespan, requires high commitment. The more frequent 
actors collaborate, the more likely they are to build strong actor bonds and to feel committed. The 
stronger the actor bonds and the higher the level of commitment, the more likely it is that actors will 
have a reciprocal relationship and co-create – and thereby engage in sustainable networks.   

The overall goal of the Benefit4Regions case studies is predefined and case study leaders have the 
task of coordinating activities, including setting up regular meetings. Unlike network partners and 
other participants, case study members have contractual obligations towards the project. The 
commitment of the case study members varies in direction, form and strength. Some members are 
strongly committed to reaching the goal while others direct their commitment towards the team, as the 
team is a source of earning money. The case study members’ commitment can take different shapes. 
It can encompass a physical act e.g. “commitment to share workload equally”, a cognitive act e.g. 
“commitment to consider things carefully” and the allocating of resources e.g. “commitment to deliver 
high quality”. Commitment is not isolated to the closely connected case study members as weakly 
connected participants such as network partners and other participants can also feel committed to the 
case study.  

Some case studies have been working since the beginning of the project in July 2016 whereas others 
have been established in 2017. In relation to Aronstein’s ladder of participation, the case studies 
within Benefit4Regions are on the lower/medium levels of participation (non-participation, low level of 
participation, and participation). However, the level of participation must be viewed in relation to the 
time the case studies have existed – from 2 ½ years to approximately 1 year. Climbing the ladder of 
participation takes time and is the result of a process rather than a decision.  

 

5. Value creation within networks 
Value creation in networks is based upon information sharing and joint learning (Gretzinger and Leick, 
2017). Actors exchange, integrate as well as apply resources with other actors when creating value 
(Jaakkola and Hakanen, 2012). A common stock of knowledge forms the basis for screening, 
decoding, combining and evaluating other actors as well as their capabilities (Tallman et al, 2004). A 
prerequisite for this is that the actors or team of actors are connected and thereby have access to 
knowledge held by other actors (Håkansson and Johanson, 2016). 

Networks can be understood as either weakly or strongly connected (Håkansson and Johanson, 
2016). Strongly connected networks are characterised by strong ties among the actors (equivalent to 
actor bonds as described earlier). Strong ties emerge in a network when actors socialise and thereby 
create trust and common norms (Coleman, 1990). Strong ties are described as dense social 
relationships, where actors have frequent interactions (Jack, 2005). Weak ties are, on the other hand, 
characterised as loose connections with low interdependencies and where there is infrequent 
interaction (Coleman, 1990; Burt, 2005). 

Value can be created in networks with strong ties as well as with weak ties by applying broker 
activities (Coleman, 1990; Burt, 2005). Brokers in networks can apply different activities for the sake 
of value creation and these activities can be divided into bonding and bridging activities. Bonding 
activities aim to strengthen existing ties by fostering frequent interaction, a common frame, language, 
norms and similar understandings among the actors (Granovetter, 1973; Burt, 2005). Bridging 
activities, on the other hand, focus on connecting actors who so far have not been connected or are 
only loosely connected with the network (Burt, 2005).   
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According to Noteboom, networks with strong ties: “[…] can support the exchange and the 
convergence of information and knowledge, particularly tacit knowledge, into a common language or 
action script.” (Noteboom, 2006). However, networks with strong ties risk becoming inward looking 
and self-sufficient, which will eventually limit the available resources and knowledge within the 
network (Noteboom, 2006). Resources and knowledge from more weakly connected actors are not 
used and thereby the actors exclude themselves from valuable external input (Burt, 2005). In such 
cases, bridging activities may be of relevance to open the network to new actors offering new 
resources and new knowledge and thereby complementing possible gaps in resources or knowledge. 
Weak ties do then offer opportunities for compensating information gaps and for overcoming 
information limitations which often exist within more tightly connected networks (McEvily and Zaheer, 
1999; Granovetter, 1973; Aldrich and Kim, 2007).  

In a public policy context, stakeholder participation is a requirement for identifying problems and for 
deducing adequate solutions matching the problems (Korosec and Berman, 2006). Stakeholders have 
first-hand experiences and thus a more profound understanding of the problem in question. If these 
groups are not invited to participate in the development process, the solutions decided upon may be 
out of step with reality, irrelevant or even damaging. Furthermore, the implementation of solutions to 
rural challenges requires the support and involvement of stakeholders – and these are more likely to 
support and take ownership of the solution if they have been involved in the process leading to the 
solution. 

As mentioned earlier, there are three different types of participants in Benefit4Regions – case study 
members, network partners and other participants.  

Case study members (predominantly municipality representatives) meet several times a year as well 
as correspond and work with each other between meetings. They depend upon each other in finding 
solutions to common societal problems and they share strong ties and participate on a higher level. 
They represent the core or the inner circle of the case study, see figure below. 

 

Visualisation of the inner and outer circle of the case studies, Jane Petersen, 2019.  

 

 
 

Network partners and other participants (e.g. local firms or village guilds) take a more observant 
position. They are often not automatically invited to case study meetings and do not normally engage 
in interaction between meetings. Contrary to case study members, they have no contractual 
obligations towards the project and have weaker ties and feel less committed toward the case study 
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work. However, they do have an interest in the case study work as it may potentially be of relevance 
to their work or interests. Network partners and other participants are highly valued by the core group 
of case study members. They are recognised as important to the case study work as they hold 
important information, bring in new views as well as ask questions and challenge the views of the 
case study members. Network partners are in the outer circle of the case study, see figure below. 

Case study leaders in Benefit4Regions undertake different actions to both strengthen the 
relationships within the inner circle (bonding activities) and create connections to relevant participants 
in the outer circle (bridging activities), see figure below. 

 

Visualisation of bridging and bonding activities in the case studies, Jane Petersen, 2019.  

 

 
An example of a bonding activity is that the case study members take turns to host meetings. At the 
meeting, the host is asked to introduce their organisation, ongoing projects as well as the region in 
which the meeting takes place. This fosters a common understanding between case study members. 
An example of a bridging activity is the invitation of network partners to case study meetings or 
excursions in order to gain an understanding of their reality and the challenges they face.  
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