Collaboration As Fuel for Growth
A new research project is underway in the New North region.  The project is part of an on-going research project directed by Dr. R. D. Weaver, Professor at Penn State University.  With lasting memories from a Ph.D. in Economics from UW-Madison, Dr. Weaver was pleased to find this region as a good one to bring into his research.  

The project has an overall goal of developing a better understanding of how and why enterprises break-out of the box of managing just internal processes, products, and knowledge to work with other enterprises to manage one-time or on-going joint interests.  These are often process, product, or business environment related.  In most cases, managing these interests through a variety of levels of collaboration can pay off for everyone.  The project will consider how these “inter-organizational” strategies contribute to enhancing enterprise performance, as well as local and regional economic performance.  
The New North region was selected as providing a rich opportunity to study these issues.  Together with parallel studies in Pennsylvania and Virginia, Professor Weaver aims to draw on the research to develop new tools and protocols for identifying, catalyzing, and managing these types of inter-organizational collaborations.  
To move ahead, Professor Weaver is looking for enterprises involved in one of three subsectors of manufacturing: 1) metals (foundry, fabrication, machining), 2) food, and 3) paper and related.  Project involvement by enterprises can be at any level or length of time.  Interactions will be time efficient and pay-off to participants by providing them with research reports and access to new tools and protocols as they are developed.  It is envisioned that interactions will include: i) an initial hour long interview, ii) a limited quantitative phase to collect data to enable tool development, and iii) a beta-testing phase that will field test concepts, protocols, and tools as they are developed. 
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Project Goal: The project goal is to examine the potential of private sector led economic development strategies based on expanding integration of small and medium-sized enterprises into existing and emerging industrial chains and networks.  
Research Questions: 
 
1. To what extent have the benefits of inter-organizational collaboration been recognized, pursued, and attained? How has it affected enterprise performance? How has its use as a business strategy varied across urban vs. rural local and regional economic settings?  How has it affected economic development? 

2. What roles have been played by private enterprise, private sector associations, and public sector agencies in driving strategic organizational change?  

3. What barriers have blocked SMEs from integrating with existing chains and networks?  

4. What protocols and methods can be developed for identification of conditions ripe for collaboration, for governance of collaborations, and for sharing the fruits of collaboration?  

5. What new roles can be defined for private and public sector support of economic development grounded in strategic organizational change? 

Outcomes: 
1) Improve understanding of the potential for SME enterprise integration into existing chains and networks.

2) Evaluate role of relational integration with chains and networks as a means for SMEs to improve economic performance.

3) Evaluate the potential for relational integration to support local and regional economic growth.

4) Establish protocol for evaluation of potential for this type of integration.

Background:  The past two decades witnessed revolutions in information and digital technology that generated new opportunities for economic growth.  The key to unlocking this potential hinged on two types of organizational change.  To pursue these advantages, enterprises found they could simultaneously outsource non-core functions while at the same time expanding coordination across enterprises.  With these new technologies, many non-core functions could be outsourced, creating new demand for specialist service firms.  Second, these new technologies dramatically reduced the costs of coordinating business decisions and management across enterprises.  This coordination allowed enterprises to vertically align to deliver greater value to the consumer and to horizontally collaborate to access key service functions not feasibly provided within any one enterprise.  The result has been increased specialization and enhanced efficiency, productivity, and profitability for private enterprise, including small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).  These benefits have flowed from improved co-ordination of activities and decisions as well as joint supply and management of resources and services of common interest across enterprises.  Together, these changes in how enterprises are organized have been labeled strategic organizational change.  

The potential of these changes as a basis for economic development strategy is not broadly appreciated and, consequently, appropriate development strategies are underdeveloped.  Traditional economic development strategies have focused on provision of infrastructure, amenities, workforce, and other incentives to attract, in particular, manufacturing. These strategies have typically not been demanded specifically by enterprises.  Instead, they have been initiated to address the need for regional and local economic development. In each case, these efforts prepare a rural setting for private sector development through provision of resources and services of joint interest across a wide spectrum of private enterprises.  Largely absent from economic development strategies has been the facilitation of the strategic organizational change among firms necessary to catalyze the economic growth experienced by the broader economy.  

Project Focus, Approach, and Outcomes: The project will draw together empirical evidence from three local and regional economies in the U.S. through a combination of field observation structured around expert and key informant interviews that will motivate development of an economic theory of collaboration and its role in enterprise performance that will tested against field observation derived from surveys of managers of SMEs.   The central outcome of the project will be a better understanding of the conditions under which collaboration and strategic organizational change can enhance enterprise economic performance and how they can be catalyzed through private and public sector action. 
Funding: National Research Initiative Competitive Grant Program CSREES/USDA. 
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