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Abstract
This synthesis paper introduces a conceptual model which explains how boundary spanning
practices use relational, cognitive and structural social capital to facilitate innovation in publicprivate partnerships (PPPs). Social capital is a multidimensional concept used by scholars from
different disciplines to demonstrate the benefits of accessing resources through relationships in
social networks. Past research has shown that social capital can accelerate positive innovation
outcomes for organizations facing complex challenges, including PPPs that seek to share costs,
resources and risks across sectors to develop and sustain competitive advantage. In practice,
many PPPs fail to achieve anticipated innovation outcomes, due in part to a breakdown of social
relations between partners. The conceptual model is described and illustrated across three
components of the dissertation by portfolio: Journal article, online course/learning module and
instructional video. Based on results of a qualitative research study that investigated critical
incidents on innovation projects in PPPs from the perspectives of public and private sector
innovators, the model identifies practices that help leaders across sectors find ways to collaborate
more effectively to manage innovation. Three modes of inference were used to analyse interview
data, which referenced different industries and types of innovation, producing a holistic
understanding of the interaction of social capital and innovation in PPPs. A critical realist,
interdisciplinary approach combined theory and empirical data to identify generative
mechanisms of innovation outcomes on PPP projects. A knowledge dissemination section
describes how the research findings are being made accessible to meet the needs of practitioners
as well as academic researchers.
Keywords: Innovation, social capital, public-private partnerships, boundary spanning, critical
realism
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Research Background
Problem Statement and Context
The Evolving Global Context of Innovation
Facing increasing global uncertainty and complex problems related to health, the
environment, technology and society, governments and industry across regions are investing in
innovation in their race to survive (Carree & Thurik, 2010; Jenkins et al, 2011). Innovation, the
“process of improving, adapting or developing a product, system, or service to deliver better
results and create value for people” (Partnership for Public Service & IDEO, 2011, p. 6) is
viewed by scholars, practitioners, and policy makers as the most important capability for
organizational growth, and vital to the global competitiveness of regions and nations (Autio et al,
2014; Beugelsdijk, 2007; Bramwell et al, 2012; Zheng, 2010). Innovation has been generally
conceptualized as a discrete and staged process within organizations (Hogan & Coote, 2014). In
our interconnected global economy, the pace and cost of innovation require the convergence of
different types of knowledge, emanating from diverse actors across sectors (Doepfer, 2013;
MacGregor & Carleton, 2012; Masciarelli, 2011; Zheng, 2010). Such convergence is leading to
more frequent collaborations between governments and industry to deliver public programs and
services, and support policy development through various contractual arrangements and strategic
alliances also known as public-private partnerships (PPPs) (Autio et al, 2014; Maurrasse, 2013;
Oshin-Martin, 2014). Collaboration with the public sector also supports the strategic needs of
private-sector entrepreneurs who wish to bring innovations to larger markets (DEEPCentre,
2015; Hartley et al, 2013).
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PPPs aim to develop complementary capabilities across sectors, sharing both resources
and risks in the innovation process to achieve economic and social benefits that could not be
accomplished independently (DEEPCentre, 2015; Hartley et al, 2013; Maurrasse, 2013;
McCarter & Fudge Kamal, 2013). The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) has
emphasized that innovation is an outcome: A new or changed product, service, model, or method
“realizing or redistributing value” (International Organization for Standardization [ISO], 2019).
Many PPPs fail to achieve anticipated innovation outcomes, due in part to a breakdown of social
relations between partners (Malmström & Johansson, 2016; Meier et al, 2015; Oshin-Martin,
2014).
Common features of successful PPPs include compatibility of partners’ goals, mutual
commitment and access to partner resources, and reciprocal opportunity for organizational
learning (Lo et al, 2016). Formal contracts are usually insufficient to regulate collaboration and
meet desired goals (Beck et al, 2012), and many partnerships struggle to create synergies that go
beyond commercial transactions (Geddes, 2005; Jamali et al, 2011). Different norms and values
can impede the flow of knowledge (Marheineke, 2016). Developing sufficient trust with
partners, which has been shown to affect the success of PPPs, remains a difficult issue (Beck et
al, 2012; The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2016). Other barriers to collaboration and innovation
in PPPs include different orientations to risk and uncertainty, reflected in different decisionmaking, resource allocation, and finance processes (Accenture, 2015; Oshin-Martin, 2014), and
resulting in a “culture shock” (Remillard, 2016). As a result, it is imperative for leaders across
sectors to understand and work effectively with the social and relational aspects of innovation
(De Smet et al, 2018; Gregory et al, 2018; OECD, 2019).
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The concept of innovation is evolving to be “not only a technological but also a social
and organizational phenomenon” (Lember et al, 2019, p. 375). Russell et al (2018) have written
that “today’s technological, service and social innovations are increasingly co-created
interactively by participants of collaborative networks,” confirming that essential resources to
manage innovation, such as information, talent, and funding flow through relationships across
networks. Past research on innovation has been dominated by quantitative approaches to data
collection, at the expense of social contexts which influence individual actions (Lee & Jones,
2015). While there is clear evidence of the pressing need for leaders across sectors to engage
effectively in networks and partnerships to innovate, a gap in knowledge remains about the
specific mechanisms that enable or inhibit innovation in PPPs.
The multidimensional concept of social capital has been used by scholars from different
disciplines to demonstrate the benefits of accessing resources through relationships in social
networks. Social capital represents potential and actual resources that can be accessed, used, and
combined across organizations and networks (Bowey & Easton, 2007). The current research
consensus is that creating and using social capital, by strengthening social cohesion, trust,
reciprocity, and institutional effectiveness, has positive effects in managing innovation to create
business and social value (Camps & Marques, 2014; Doepfer, 2013; Franke, 2005; Jamali et al,
2011; Masciarelli, 2011; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).
Research Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this applied research study has been to gain an understanding of how
social capital is created and used to facilitate innovation in public-private partnerships, by
examining two interacting phenomena, innovation and social capital, in the context of PPPs. The
literature makes the point that social capital is not a free resource; that it must be constructed
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through intentional investment strategies (Oshin-Martin, 2014; Zheng, 2010).
In order to help leaders in both public and private sectors find ways to collaborate more
effectively to manage innovation, I set out to investigate: How is social capital created and used
to facilitate innovation in PPPs? The research sub-question was: How can the capabilities to
create and use social capital be developed? By taking a qualitative, critical realist and pragmatic
approach, this study complements traditional approaches to innovation and entrepreneurship
research. Linking theory and practice related to social capital and innovation, I addressed gaps in
empirical evidence identified by a number of authors (Camps & Marques, 2014; Doepfer, 2013;
Jamali et al, 2011; Masciarelli, 2011; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Subramaniam & Youndt,
2005). Past research has often used proxies to study these complex concepts (for instance, using
trust for social capital, or investments in research and development for innovation). In contrast, I
incorporated a multi-level, multidimensional and interdisciplinary approach “to fully embrace
social capital as a multilevel theoretical perspective with the potential to bridge domains” (Payne
et al, 2011).
Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Social Capital
I selected a social capital lens on innovation as the theoretical framework as a foundation
for this research, in light of interdisciplinary evidence about the value of social capital as an
individual, collective and/or community asset. Early writings emphasized the value of social
capital as an individual asset, embedded in social networks (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988).
Individuals who create and maintain social contacts achieve benefits related to trust, reciprocity,
and flow of information. Robert Putnam (2000) aggregated the social capital of individuals to
give a description of the “collective social capital” of the population of an area (Ferri et al, 2009,
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p. 144). In neighbourhoods, cities, regions or countries with a high level of social capital, citizens
tend to trust one another, which facilitates coordinated actions to improve the efficiency of
society.
In carrying out the research, I integrated the individual and collective levels of social
capital by taking an instrumental perspective, focusing on relational dynamics between and
within groups and on the resources embedded in social ties (Cote & Healy, 2001; Franke, 2005;
Kwon & Arenius, 2010). I used the multidimensional definition of social capital proposed by
Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998), which is anchored in the resource-based view of the firm. Their
model defines social capital as “the sum of the actual and potential resources embedded within,
available through, and derived from the network of relationships possessed by an individual or
social unit” (p. 243), and has been widely adapted and elaborated upon by others to study the
contribution of social capital to innovation and entrepreneurship (Camps & Marques, 2014;
Dorhofer et al, 2011; Gedajlovic et al, 2013; Jonsson, 2015; Muniady et al, 2015; Totterman &
Sten, 2005; Zheng, 2010). The authors identify three dimensions of social capital - the relational,
cognitive, and structural. The relational dimension captures the substance of social relations,
including trust, norms, obligations, and identity. The cognitive dimension refers to shared
systems of meaning among parties (codes, vision, purpose, language, and narratives), which
create a common basis for transactions and partnerships. The structural dimension refers to the
properties and configuration of social relations, including the strength and centrality of ties
among members of a social unit, organization or community. Strong ties within groups (bonding)
and weak ties between groups (bridging) facilitate information sharing (Burt, 2009; Granovetter,
1973; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). The value of relationships and networks as resources for
innovation has been confirmed by many scholars, including Subramaniam & Youndt (2005) who
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observed that “unless individual knowledge is networked, shared and channeled through
relationships, it provides little benefit to organizations in terms of innovative capabilities” (p.
459).
Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs)
In PPP settings, business networks foster tacit knowledge exchange and economies of
scale (Audretsch, 2011; Bowey & Easton, 2007; Chisholm & Nielsen, 2009). The development
of personal relationships, more than business transactions, is what furthers trust among partners
(Neergard & Ulhoi, 2006). By creating safety through trust and stability of relationships in
collaboration activities, social capital promotes risk-taking, especially in fields where single
organizations cannot undertake the level of risk required for innovation. Social capital facilitates
goal alignment, exchange of resources, and novel combinations of knowledge among partners
(Camps & Marques, 2014; Rass et al, 2013; Xu, 2011).
Individuals, organizations, and communities that participate in PPPs acquire and manage
social capital in the broader context of innovation ecosystems (Gedaljovic et al, 2013; Rass et al,
2013). Innovation ecosystems are defined as complex, adaptive, open-ended social and interorganizational networks comprised of business, government and other partners that interact to
foster innovation, entrepreneurship and competitiveness across industries or regions (Russell et
al, 2018; University of Alberta, 2011). Innovation through social capital requires committed
investments on the part of individuals, organizations and other stakeholders in the ecosystem
(Zheng (2010), to target innovation “enablers” such as cooperation/collaboration, information
flow/sharing, risk taking, and knowledge creation (Camps & Marques, 2014; Rass et al, 2013;
Xu, 2011). Through these innovation enablers, social capital can help to improve economic
performance at individual, organizational, regional and national levels (Adler & Kwon, 2002).
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Boundary Spanning
Boundary spanning, defined as a leadership practice that links people and knowledge
across sectors (Williams, 2002), emerged as a relevant complementary concept to deepen
understanding of how social capital facilitates PPP innovation. Boundary spanning involves
mediating between groups separated by location, hierarchy or function to link internal networks
with external sources of information and expertise, and encourage collaboration (Beck et al,
2012). In the management and social sciences literature, boundary spanning has been found to
facilitate innovation processes by developing a common vision that supports collaborative
problem solving, specifically in partnerships that span different sectors (Marheineke, 2016;
Nissen et al, 2013; Oshin-Martin, 2014; Ryan & O’Malley, 2016; Sahadev et al, 2015; Williams,
2002). PPPs typically include members separated by organizational, occupational, cultural and
geographic boundaries (Andersen et al, 2015), which can create fragmentation, disconnection
and misunderstanding. Cooperation in PPPs can be a very fragile process, and the use of
boundary spanning can foster closer, more integrated relationships, and optimize connections
between partner teams and organizations (Grawe et al, 2015). Boundary spanning as a leadership
practice can align the goals of different partners around a shared purpose to encourage mutual
commitment (Beck et al, 2012; Greenwood, 2010; Noble & Jones, 2006). By building network
interdependencies, boundary spanning can also improve the performance of the innovation
ecosystem as a whole (Grawe et al, 2015; Williams, 2002).
Research Design, Methodology and Methods
Critical Realism
A qualitative research study that investigated critical incidents on innovation projects in
PPPs, from the perspective of innovators across sectors, provided the foundation for a holistic
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understanding of the interaction of social capital and innovation in PPPs. In addressing the
primary research question: How is social capital created and used to facilitate innovation publicprivate partnerships? I applied critical realism as a metatheory to collect and examine interview
data referencing different types of innovation in different industry sectors.
The critical realist ontology asserts that a real world exists independently of human
perception (Danermark et al., 2001). The task of the critical realist researcher is to identify,
understand and explain the relationships between what we experience (the empirical level), what
actually happens (actual level), and the underlying mechanisms that produce events in the world
(real level) (Danermark et al, 2001). In the real level, we can discern the mechanisms that
produce events and phenomena in the world (e.g., mutual trust in personal relationships). In the
actual level, events or activities actually occur but may not be detected (e.g., the exchange or
withholding of knowledge). Mechanisms may or may not be observable in the empirical level,
and are regarded as tendencies that can be reinforced or suppressed as they interact with other
mechanisms in open systems (Danermark et al, 2001). In critical realism, the epistemological
objective is to develop abstract theories about fundamental social structures and mechanisms that
help to explain concrete social phenomena (Bhaskar, 1978; Danermark et al, 2001; Manicas,
2006; McEvoy & Richards, 2006; Mueller, 2013).
Action Research
An online course/learning module and instructional video were designed and developed
for the dissertation portfolio, to provide empirical corroboration for the conceptual model that
was produced in the first part of the research. For these applications I employed action research. I
used action research previously to complete a Master of Arts in Organization Management and
Development with Fielding Graduate university. At that time I defined action research as “an
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iterative process involving researchers and practitioners acting together on a particular cycle of
activities, including program diagnosis, action intervention, and reflective learning” (Avison et
al, 1999, p. 94).
In the Doctor of Social Sciences program at Royal Roads University, I once again took
the opportunity to go beyond the production of new academic knowledge and create practical
applications that could serve a community of leaders and practitioners. In collaborating with the
Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership (CPCIL), the research took on
additional meaning and purpose as knowledge in action, as the online course prototype and
instructional video emerged through collaborative relationships with practitioners, in response to
the specific context of parks and protected areas. In the words of Reason and Bradbury (2001),
my research project as a form of action research was an “emergent, evolutionary and educational
process of engaging with self, persons and communities” (p. 58).
The overall research process for the dissertation encompassed the key themes of action
research: empowerment of participants, collaboration through participation, acquisition of
knowledge, and social change (Reason & McArdle, 2009). Authentic relationships were initiated
from the start of the empirical research process, with the invitation to participate in the study. In
contacting and engaging with participants, I obtained informed consent and signatures;
communicated the purpose of the study at the outset, and the right of participants to withdraw
voluntarily from the study at any time. I safeguarded the confidentiality of corporate information
by creating composite pictures of individual respondents to protect individual identities. Before
and during the interviews, I drew on my background as a management consultant and facilitator
to create an environment where people were willing to share their experiences and reflections.
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In producing the dissertation portfolio, I carried out “action science” more specifically,
reflecting what Argyris wrote about the value of theory building and testing in the process of
problem solving, to support learning and change in organizations. “The goal of an action science,
according to Argyris et al. (1985), is the generation of “knowledge that is useful, valid,
descriptive of the world, and informative of how we might change it (p. x)” in Herr & Anderson,
2005, p. 14.
Methods
A purposive, iterative sampling strategy was applied (Anderson & Jack, 2002; Creswell,
2013; Palinkas et al, 2013; Rowley, 2012) to identify nine past or current innovation projects as
the units of analysis for the study. Criterion sampling (Patton, 2015) was used to ensure that
innovation projects reflected the specific context of PPPs, where the implementation or
commercialization of innovation was an overarching goal (Lamine et al, 2015; Turró et al, 2014).
By investigating the individual experiences of participants in PPP innovation projects, I was able
to gather “data about the behavioral and other micro-foundations of innovation that could
provide a more fine-grained understanding of the role of social capital… in the relationship
between innovation management and firm performance” (Payne et al, 2011, p. 513). The
interdependent dimensions of relational, cognitive, and structural social capital within the
theoretical framework were considered in the data collection and analysis, in order to capture the
complexity of the phenomenon in the practice of innovation (Jamali et al, 2011; Zheng, 2010).
Table 1 lists projects, innovations and roles of 26 interview participants on nine different PPP
innovation projects.
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Table 1
Projects, innovations and interview participants on PPP innovation projects
#

Project/Industry

Sample innovations

Interviews - 2017-2018

1

Public sector
innovation lab

Accelerated and impactful
service design using digital
consultation process

•

Medical
research/Industrial
park

Innovation platform for
genomics research; new
diagnostic tools

•

Forestry/Federal
industry
transformation
program

New patent and novel
applications of pulp products;
new procurement process

2

3

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

4

Public Policy /
Regulatory
guidance for
industry

User and employee centred
•
web design of complex policy
communications
•
•

5

Public Art
Branding and marketing of
installation/Airport tech sector in a municipality

6

Animal health

7

International
development/
Ethics

Networking platform to
respond to health outbreaks
across jurisdictions
Successful outreach and
response-based approach to
fight corruption in African
country

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

8

Software design

Alpha version of successful
software

•
•

9

Public sector
modernization /

Fast-track approach to
capacity development of

•

Executive director, federal
government
Innovation lab facilitator
Sales director, software
company
Business development director,
industrial park
Lab manager
2 lab executives
Program manager, federal
government
Project manager, forestry
company A
Project manager, forestry
company B
Innovation lab facilitator,
federal government
Public sector
Designer/Facilitator
Innovation
entrepreneur/Facilitator
Executive director, industry
association
Artist-entrepreneur
Program manager – federal
government
Program manager, province A
Program manager, province B
Program manager, federal
government
Executive director, federal
government
International development
consultant
Program manager, University
Entrepreneur: software
developer
Organization development
consultant – public sector
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#

Project/Industry

Sample innovations

Human Resources
legislation

federal small agencies in
•
implementation of new
•
human resources management
legislation

15

Interviews - 2017-2018
Consulting company executive
Management consultant

Data Collection
Participants in each innovation project, from both private and public sectors, took part in
two interviews to ensure the descriptive validity and credibility of the information obtained
(Butterfield et al, 2005), and interview guides were shared with participants in advance. In
contacting and engaging with participants, I obtained informed consent and signatures,
communicated the purpose of the study at the outset, and their right to withdraw voluntarily from
the study at any time. The research approach, methodology, communication templates and
interview protocol were approved by the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board.
All interviews were guided by the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) (Fitzgerald et al,
2008; Flanagan, 1954). Critical incidents can be positive and/or negative events that make the
difference between success and failure on a project. The CIT has the advantage of focusing on
respondents’ accounts of significant events (incidents) that have actually happened, rather than
on generalizations or opinions (Lincoln & Guba, 2005; McKeever et al, 2014). The CIT
combined objective realities and subjective experiences (Butterfield et al, 2005; Chell &
Pittaway, 1998).
The first set of interviews explored critical incidents that made the difference between
success and failure on each project, in relation to the implementation of innovation more
specifically (Coetzer et al, 2012). Attention was given to gathering knowledge of the whole
phenomenon of innovation as it played out over the course of innovation projects, including
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innovation measurements that impact behaviour (Cohn, 2016). Interview transcripts were shared
with participants to verify the accuracy of data. Interviews with participants from different sides
of each partnership triangulated information about critical incidents related to the success or
failure of innovation. Outcomes in PPP projects were also validated with secondary data such as
project reports, case studies, academic articles, and photographs (Creswell, 2013; McKeever et
al, 2014).
In a second, semi structured interview, participants were asked to identify evidence of
each dimension of social capital in relation to the critical incidents that contributed to the success
or failure of innovation on their projects, after reviewing the concept definition from the
theoretical framework. With respect to the relational dimension, for example, participants were
asked to describe relationships between stakeholders on the partnership project, forms of
collaboration, and what contributed to trust or lack of trust among stakeholders.
Data Analysis
Guided by the theoretical foundations of critical realism, I organized the data following
three complementary analytical methods: induction, abduction and retroduction. I first organized
and synthesized the data about critical incidents from the nine different PPP innovation projects
using thematic analysis; an inductive approach to identify patterns and document key themes
emanating from the empirical data. This is illustrated in Figure 1 in the Research Findings
section. Secondly, I used abductive analysis to review the data recoded using the theoretical
framework of social capital, reflecting participant responses to questions from the second
interview about characteristics of social capital that manifested on their innovation projects.
Finally, I used retroductive analysis to reconsider the findings and results of abductive analysis
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while adding the boundary spanning concept to the theoretical framework. This resulted in the
conceptual model shown in Figure 2.
I analyzed data using different methods because each data analysis method provides only
one of several possible interpretations (Danermark et al, 2001). Following critical realism,
multiple models of a single phenomenon may be considered in tandem for the purpose of
generating an incrementally more precise understanding of the phenomenon in question
(Mueller, 2014). In this emergent qualitative design (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2003), I developed
a conceptual model of social capital in three iterations, which answered the research question
with precision. Loading textual data into NVivo offered the capacity to deal with a large quantity
of information, and to identify “generalizable references” related to the researched phenomena of
innovation and social capital, in the context of PPPs (Bryman & Bell, 2003 in Smith &
McKeever, 2015, p. 67).
Research Findings
As a preview to the detailed description of Dissertation Portfolio Components which
follows, this section introduces research findings and key themes. In the first interview,
participants shared that critical incidents which made a difference to the success or failure of
innovation in their PPP projects were often centred around some form of communication: a
face-to-face conversation, meeting, or training session. Alternately a critical incident could be a
prototyping activity or the development of a collaboration agreement. A critical incident could
even be a conflict, leading to a falling out with a partner. More positive incidents included the
identification of a new opportunity or creation of a new patent within the PPP. After asking
research participants in the second interview to use the social capital definition from the
theoretical framework to reflect on critical incidents they had shared, I obtained empirical
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evidence to show that social capital facilitates innovation through intermediary innovation
enablers such as risk taking, information sharing, and demonstrated commitment to win-win
scenarios.
In applying the same social capital lens as researcher to review the data from the
inductive analysis, results were that social capital provides a theoretical foundation for three of
the four themes identified in the empirical findings. Moreover, innovation enablers combine to
increase the adaptive capacity of individuals and organizations in PPPs over time, and influence
the connectivity and growth of the innovation ecosystem as a whole. Past research has shown
that social capital is associated with positive innovation outcomes, and this study confirmed that
social capital is not generated automatically.
Figure 1 (Plante, 2020) introduces key themes from the findings on the creation and use
of social capital in partnership settings. Each theme corresponds to a set of activities that were
found to activate innovation enablers in PPP projects. In PPP innovation projects, nurturing trust
in personal relationships activated a number of innovation enablers such as access to partner
resources, information sharing and risk taking, producing win-win scenarios in joint projects for
partnering organizations. Facilitating a shared mindset fostered alignment and cohesion in
partnerships, and accelerated the creation of new knowledge. Creating and maintain networks for
collaboration created new pathways for the flow of resources, and increased access to innovation
opportunities. Developing adaptive capacity among project stakeholders led to a quicker
adoption of innovative products and services.
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Figure 1
Conceptual Model 1- How Social Capital is Created and Used to Facilitate Innovation in
Public-Private Partnerships. By S. Plante, 2020

Create
and maintain
networks for
collaboration

Facilitate a
shared mindset
across the
partnership

Dynamic ability to learn and
adapt in response to
ongoing changes

The theory of boundary spanning enhanced the conceptual model by showing how
specific boundary-spanning practices and behaviours activate mechanisms of cognitive,
relational and structural social capital to facilitate innovation. In PPP settings, practices such as
personal relationship building, collaborative problem solving, stakeholder engagement and
experimentation can be used systematically to activate social capital, and accelerate the
achievement of innovation outcomes and capabilities. From a critical realist standpoint, social
capital mechanisms (structure) and boundary spanning (agency) need to interact to facilitate
innovation in PPPs (Archer, 2010).
Figure 2 (Plante, 2020) shows how results from the inductive, abductive, and retroductive
analyses are reframed within a dynamic, interactive model to inform innovation management.
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The research points to implementable practices that can increase individual and collective
capabilities to develop and implement innovations that deliver business and social value. The
journal article description in the next section provides additional details on the research findings
and their relevance for theory and practice.
Figure 2
Conceptual Model 2 - How Boundary Spanning Activates Social Capital to Facilitate Innovation
in Public-Private Partnerships. By S. Plante, 2020

Dissertation Portfolio Components
To complete the Royal Roads University Doctor of Social Sciences program, I produced
a portfolio that includes three components:
1. A journal article titled: Leading innovation using social capital in public-private
partnerships - A critical realist research study.
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2. An online course/learning module titled: Collaborative leadership for innovation using social
capital - A practical exploration, developed for the international community of parks and
protected areas.
3. An instructional video titled: Partnering for innovation: Social capital for greater value.
This section includes a description of each component as well as conceptual linkages,
followed by contributions to theory and practice. My rationale for approaching the production of
research results as a portfolio comes from the pragmatic goal of this research, which was to
create a conceptual foundation with empirical evidence to guide the management of innovation
in partnership settings. The online course and instructional video within the dissertation portfolio
provided the opportunity to address pragmatically the research sub-question: How can the
capabilities to create and use social capital be developed?
My research built social capacity while achieving the goals that most traditions of action
research agree on: (a) the generation of new knowledge, (b) the achievement of action-oriented
outcomes, (c) the education of both researcher and participants, (d) results that are relevant to the
local setting, and (e) a sound and appropriate research methodology (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p.
54).
1. Journal Article
An early version of my journal article produced for this portfolio and titled: Leading
innovation using social capital in public-private partnerships received the 2020 Kenneth E.
Clark Student Research Award from the International Leadership Association and Center for
Creative Leadership. The journal article has now been submitted for publication in the Journal of
Innovation Management (JIM). Following the abstract below, I summarize the key themes and
concepts that are discussed in the article.
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Abstract
This article explores how social capital is created and used to facilitate innovation in publicprivate partnerships (PPPs), and presents research results that can help leaders in both public and
private sectors find ways to collaborate more effectively to manage innovation. Social capital is a
multidimensional concept used by scholars from different disciplines to demonstrate the benefits
of accessing resources through relationships in social networks. Research has shown that social
capital can accelerate positive innovation outcomes for organizations facing complex challenges,
including PPPs that seek to share costs, resources and risks across sectors to develop and sustain
competitive advantage. In practice, many PPPs fail to achieve anticipated innovation outcomes,
due in part to a breakdown of social relations between partners. A conceptual model of the
dynamics of boundary spanning and social capital in PPPs is offered to explain how boundary
spanning practices use relational, cognitive and structural social capital to facilitate innovation.
The model is based on results of a qualitative research study that investigated critical incidents
on innovation projects in PPPs, from the perspective of innovators across sectors. Three modes
of inference were used to analyse interview data, which referenced different industry sectors and
types of innovation, producing a holistic understanding of the interaction of social capital and
innovation in PPPs. A critical realist, interdisciplinary approach combined theory and empirical
data to identify generative mechanisms of innovation outcomes on PPP projects. Boundary
spanning emerged as a valid complementary concept and capability to create and use social
capital to facilitate PPP innovation.
Keywords: Innovation, social capital, public-private partnerships, boundary spanning
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Key Themes and Concepts
Nurturing Trust in Personal Relationships
The empirical evidence obtained in the research corroborated the theory of relational social
capital, which emphasizes that trust is a critical factor for coping with uncertainty and ambiguity
in the pursuit of innovation. Relational social capital created through face-to-face conversations
in personal relationships helped to nurture trust. Once personal trust was established, additional
benefits such as greater risk taking, enhanced access to partner resources, and assistance in
interpreting competitive information could be transferred to the organization and PPP. The
absence of a relationship between partners made work more fragmented and limited the flow and
exchange of information. Interviewees in my research were in agreement that the quality of
personal relationships among partners was a factor that could foster or inhibit innovation.
Facilitating a Shared Mindset Across the Partnership
The empirical evidence obtained in the research corroborated the theory of cognitive
social capital, which emphasizes the importance of developing common goals, norms, language
and narratives to facilitate collective knowledge creation and risk taking in the innovation
process. According to interviewees, facilitating a shared mindset across the partnership meant
having a common way of thinking about innovation, and about the means to achieve innovation
outcomes. A shared language made collaboration smoother between holders of different types of
knowledge e.g., when moving between the theory and application of knowledge, as in between
scientists and technicians.
In successful collaborations, PPPs were able to create a shared mindset around risk, and
the role of their respective organizations to manage risks in order to innovate. When both public
and private sector partners were able to think of risk as opportunity within the broader
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framework of the public interest, they developed a form of cognitive social capital that led the
public sector to make more resources available for experimentation by the private sector. The
public sector then became a key enabler and de-risker of innovation, in spite of being viewed
traditionally as more risk averse. This example shows how a shared mindset supported collective
action, and accelerated the achievement of innovation outcomes for the ecosystem as a whole.
Creating and Maintaining Networks for Collaboration
The empirical evidence obtained in the research expanded on the theory of structural
social capital, which explains how the properties and configuration of collaboration networks,
such as strength of ties and structural holes within PPPs (Burt, 2009), can be leveraged to
generate new forms of capital (e.g., intellectual, financial) to facilitate innovation (Muniady et al,
2015; Zheng, 2010). Interviewees described how networks were used alternately as structures,
resources, and/or communities to facilitate collaboration and innovation in PPP projects.
First, networks created structures and containers for data, which facilitated
communication and exchange, and extended the resource base in PPP projects. Networks,
especially when they were supported by social technologies and platforms, made it possible to
share data more easily, to discuss new ways of using existing data, and to transform data into
new knowledge for innovation. Networks were also used as communities to build connections,
and extended outside the immediate partner organizations to experts in the broader ecosystem. In
addition to helping project participants feel less isolated, collaboration networks facilitated the
detection of critical problems that might require innovative solutions. The entrepreneurial ethos
of paying it forward, by investing in the potential and reputation of partners in social networks,
offered a different pathway for innovation that allowed it to emerge as a by-product of the
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expansion of collaboration networks, rather than as an end in itself. On more than one project,
the interviewees reflected that it was the network itself that was the initiator of innovation.
Developing Adaptive Capacity
Developing adaptive capacity, or dynamic capabilities to learn and change, emerged as
another theme in the research. Since innovation involves exploring the unknown in many ways, a
capacity to learn and respond to unexpected reversals was seen to be essential to successful
execution in the PPP projects studied. Boundary spanning practices such as stakeholder
engagement and experimentation were instrumental in developing adaptive capacity. Activities
such as training, facility tours, and proofs of concept created a shared learning journey for
project participants, solidified collaboration for innovation, and developed the adaptive capacity
of individual members and organizations in PPP innovation projects. Interviewees recognized
that developing adaptive capacity in PPPs facilitated a quicker adoption of innovative services
and products by target users.
The research results presented in the journal article provided a theoretical foundation for
the other two components of the portfolio, which apply and contextualize the findings for the
community of parks and protected areas. I collaborated with Dr. Don Carruthers Den Hoed,
Senior Fellow and Manager of the Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership
(CPCIL), on the adaptation of my research findings to the needs of the Park Leaders
Development program sponsored by CPCIL and the Canadian Parks Council (CPC). I also
obtained the collaboration of the CPC Executive Director, Dawn Carr, in confirming the design
of the online course. The next section describes the objectives and key features of the online
course and instructional video.
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2. Online Course/Learning Module
Overview
Collaborative Leadership for Innovation using Social Capital: A Practical Exploration is
an online course prototype that was developed in collaboration with the Canadian Parks
Collective for Innovation and Leadership (CPCIL) as a self-directed learning resource for the
international community of parks and protected areas. The online course supports the pragmatic
goal of the research, which is to help leaders in the public and private sectors find ways to
collaborate more effectively to manage innovation. Moreover, the development of this product is
an example of the research concepts in action, specifically the creation and use of social capital
and boundary spanning to develop and implement innovation in a partnership across sectors.
In the Fall of 2018, I had the opportunity to share preliminary results of my doctoral research
with participants of the CPCIL Park Leaders Development program, hosted by the Institute of
Environmental Sustainability of Mount Royal University in Alberta. Through my previous work
with leaders at Parks Canada, I had been introduced to the leaders of CPCIL and the Canadian
Parks Council (CPC) who were updating the curriculum of the program.
Dr. Don Carruthers Den Hoed, Senior Fellow and Manager of the Canadian Parks
Council for Innovation and Leadership and Dawn Carr of the Canadian Parks Council saw the
relevance of the concepts of social capital and boundary spanning for innovation in parks. In
fact, Executive Director Dawn Carr wrote in her 2019 briefing report to CPC members about
“the value of CPC’s growing social capital”. Both CPCIL and CPC expressed an interest in an
easy-to-use, self-directed, online learning resource that could make this knowledge relevant for
park leaders and practitioners in different fields.
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Objectives
The objective of this learning resource is to contribute to the expanding CPCIL
community of practice, by providing guidance on how to apply social capital to innovation in the
parks leadership context. Strategically, this module advances the community conversation about
collaborative leadership in parks and protected areas, emphasizing the value of partnerships
across sectors to innovate in achieving shared goals. Practically, this stand-alone module
provides low-cost access to relevant knowledge about social capital and boundary spanning for
innovation in public-private partnerships to park leaders and practitioners, without requiring inperson attendance in CPCIL training programs.
Design and Development
In 2018-2019, I prepared and updated a design document called: “Foundations of social
capital for innovation and collaborative leadership”, that identified objectives and content
modules with related activities for online participants. Through conversations with the CPCIL
manager, the design evolved as CPCIL itself expanded its program offerings, communities of
practice, and infrastructure. My research content was adapted to the preferred language of the
CPCIL community e.g., the creation and use of social capital for innovation was linked to the
practice of “collaborative leadership”, which is defined in the course materials. Similarly, the
phenomenon of public-private partnerships was expanded to “cross-sector partnerships” which
are more inclusive of strategic partnerships that include Indigenous communities in parks
initiatives.
In 2020, a prototype of the learning module was developed in PowerPoint format,
enabling greater use of visuals to create a more engaging user experience and to facilitate
assessment on the part of reviewers in CPCIL and on my dissertation committee. The current
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version was approved by the CPCIL Senior Fellow and Manager and the CPC Executive
Director. The online course is being piloted as a complementary resource to the CPCIL Park
Leaders Development Program in Winter 2021, after it is transferred to the CPCIL learning
management system.
Key Features
The online course prototype (Figure 3) shares knowledge based on evidence from
research findings, in accessible short paragraphs that introduce key concepts with examples to
facilitate understanding. A case scenario was developed with input from Dawn Carr, Executive
Director of the CPC, to apply the concepts presented. The conceptual linkages between the
journal article and online course are detailed below.
Figure 3
Online Course Cover Page

Collaborative
Leadership for
Innovation
using Social Capital
A Practical Exploration
Prototype of online course
Prepared by Sylvie Plante, Royal Roads University,
for Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership (CPCIL)
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Four chapters covering the research topics of innovation in partnerships across sectors,
social capital and boundary spanning are presented in a visually accessible format, with options
to link to sections of the Partnering for Innovation video (portfolio component 3). This makes it
possible for participants to take in related audio-visual content from the dialogue between Dr.
Carruthers Den Hoed from CPCIL and myself as researcher on these topics, applied to the
relevant context of parks and protected areas. The online course expands on the article and video
by clarifying how “collaboration and innovation are mutually reinforcing” and describes
characteristics of collaborative leadership that contribute to innovation. Innovation in PPPs is
discussed by making reference to challenges and opportunities in parks, such as finding new
ways of balancing conservation and tourism in parks to nurture sustainable ecosystems. In parks
and protected areas, the collective dimension of social capital is accentuated, in the work of
communities doing outreach or developing innovative cooperative management models to
preserve the natural and cultural heritage of parks. This additional contextual information was
obtained by reviewing CPCIL monthly webinars (cpcil.ca/webinars/) over the course of one year.
In the course overview at the beginning of the online course, a 12-week learning timeline is
proposed based on the volume of content and related activities in the four chapters (Figure 4).
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Figure 4
Online Course Overview and Learning Timeline
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The Questions & Answers (Q&As) and “takeaways” at the end of each chapter give
participants an additional opportunity to reflect on the course content (Figure 5). A resources and
references section that includes a glossary of key terms offers greater precision on core concepts,
as well as their application in the context of parks and protected areas. For example, there is a
definition of “ethical space”, which is an example of cognitive social capital used to facilitate
collaboration between Western and Indigenous groups in partnerships.
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Figure 5
Online Course Chapter Questions (Sample)

Chapter Questions

Refer to
text and video
to answer questions

4. Can you describe a situation in your work or community that would
allow you to integrate different dimensions of social capital to promote
collaboration and innovation?
5. What tool could you use to map or increase awareness of social
capital in your work or community?
Fill in the blank
6. Developing common definitions on innovation projects can
generate ……. as a form of cognitive social capital that creates
greater integration, alignment, and more successful innovation.
7. In the CPCIL park leaders program, looking at inclusion in parks
from different perspectives created an opportunity to develop …….
8. The notion of public interest or common good can help to turn ….
Into opportunity when partners from different sectors try to
innovate together in partnership.

47

Continued >>

Prototype Draft– Sep 20, 2020

This first version of the online course includes links that connect participants to the
broader CPCIL community, through course participant profiles and CPCIL communities of
practice, such as the CPCIL park leaders alumni and parks research network. Hosting the course
on a learning management system makes it possible to use asynchronous communication to add a
social dimension to the learning experience, and to provide links to technical support. Usage
metrics can also be used to evaluate the different sections of the course.
In the CPCIL Park Leaders Development Program, participants work on a project that
enables them to apply learned principles and concepts in their own organizations. After this
learning resource has been piloted as a self-directed module in 2021, it will be possible to
consider this additional project assignment to deepen the application of learning, and to add a
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social dimension to the learning experience. In a facilitated delivery of the module, it would be
possible to make use of collaborative methods to encourage social learning through online
guided discussions.
Access
Collaborative Leadership for Innovation using Social Capital: A Practical Exploration
has been developed with a focus on the needs of the ecosystem of parks and protected areas,
however it was made available as a self-directed leadership development resource to anyone
who registered via the cpcil.ca website, hosted on the learning management system of the
University of British Columbia. Knowledge dissemination in this format can also be used in
academic settings to engage students with the practical applications of recent research.

3. Instructional video
Overview
Partnering for Innovation: Social Capital for Greater Value is a forty-minute video that
can be used as an instructional tool to support learning and discussion on the topics of innovation
and social capital, especially in the context of PPPs. The video supports the pragmatic goal of the
research, which is to help leaders in the public and private sectors find ways to collaborate more
effectively to manage innovation.
Objectives
The video expands on the research results by discussing, in dialogue format, some
practical applications of the research concepts and findings that are relevant to the ecosystem of
parks and protected areas.

Leading Innovation Using Social Capital in Public-Private Partnerships

33

Design and Development
In Spring 2020, I recorded a solo video presentation and found that it needed more
engagement to serve as a useful learning tool. In discussion with Dr. Carruthers Den Hoed of
CPCIL, we agreed to prototype an exploratory dialogue using a virtual conference platform,
where we discuss linkages between my research findings and the ecosystem of parks and
protected areas. In July 2020, Don and I recorded a first videoconference via the BlueJeans
platform (Bluejeans.com), using PowerPoint slides and photographs to support the flow. Over
the next few months, there were many iterations as I updated the format and content to respond
to feedback from members of my dissertation committee. I added video and audio recorded on
my MacBook and IPhone, and obtained the services of a video producer to do editing that
required additional software such as Adobe Premiere Pro and Adobe After Effects 1, to create
smoother transitions.
Key Features
In the video, Don and I explore how the phenomena of innovation, social capital and
boundary spanning can be conceptualized, created and used to inform a holistic approach to
innovation that focuses on relationships as a strategic asset for innovation. The conceptual
linkages between the journal article and video are detailed below.
Innovation in PPPs
At the beginning of the video, Don explains the broader meaning of innovation adopted
by CPCIL in the parks context, which considers the inclusion and integration of different voices,
ideas and disciplines. Innovation has to be done by crossing boundaries, because no single

1

This role was performed initially by Darren Holmes and then by Randy Smith, at a total cost of
$8500, which I paid out of personal funds.
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organization or sector has all the resources, capabilities or knowledge in order to create
innovation.
Throughout our exchange, Don and I share real examples of innovation in PPPs (Figure
6). Don describes a partnership between a park agency: Glenbow Ranch Provincial Park in
Cochrane, Alberta, where a rancher brings in cattle to graze the land, while a not-for-profit
agency receives the farmer’s fees from the lease agreement. These mutually beneficial
relationships support the shared goal of maintaining and raising awareness of ecological integrity
on this land. As Don says: “They can do better by working together”.
Figure 6
Dr. Don Carruthers Den Hoed Speaks on Video About Social Capital at CPCIL

Social Capital
Using graphics and research examples, I explain the different dimensions of relational,
cognitive and structural social capital, and expand on bonding, bridging and linking social capital
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as well. Bonding refers to relations within a community, providing more stability in partnership
collaborations. Bridging refers to relations between communities. Bridging creates more
diversity, which is especially important to tap into new ideas for innovation. Linking refers to
relations with formal institutions, which are relevant to increase influence within PPPs.
My investigation of nine innovation projects across different sectors found that a
common characteristic of successful innovation projects is the creation and use of social capital.
When individuals and organizations are able to develop social capital, there is greater trust;
greater knowledge sharing; a greater tendency to take risks; and also, more ability to create winwin scenarios for collaboration.
Don shares stories of the creation and use of social capital for innovation from his
experience in parks, for example:
•

Relational social capital was developed with Indigenous partners in a reconciliation process
starting with a youth cultural camp, and then by creating a learning space for teaching
Indigenous cultural stories in a park. This relationship with First Nations continued and
expanded as people moved from one organization to another, supporting shared goals of First
Nations and park agencies.

•

Cognitive social capital was developed when concepts such as inclusion and financial
sustainability in parks were used to create alignment across organizations and occupations.
As Don says: “We have the same problems, we just call them different things”.

•

Structural social capital was developed through CPCIL’s monthly webinar series, where
topics of interest to the parks community are discussed with various practitioners and
researchers. Similarly, the matching of people across park agencies for mentoring is an
example of structural social capital that strengthens social networks.
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Boundary Spanning
In the video, I use the metaphor of social capital as a car – a mechanism “that can take
you places, but you need a driver in it.” Boundary spanners are the drivers - people with the
ability to develop connections across boundaries, who help to foster closer, more integrated
relationships and facilitate collaboration for innovation. The “driving” of social capital, as a
vehicle for innovation in PPPs, is a process called boundary spanning, which involves mediating
between groups, to link internal networks with external sources of information and expertise to
encourage innovation.
An animated version of the conceptual model I developed from the research illustrates
that by integrating the concepts of social capital and boundary spanning, it becomes possible –
through the boundary spanning practices of personal relationship building, stakeholder
engagement, collaborative problem solving, and experimentation - to be more strategic about the
way that relationships are contributing resources and capability to the innovation process. Using
boundary spanning to activate social capital also develops adaptive capacity in PPPs, creating
more resilience among innovators and recipients of innovation, in both the development and
implementation of innovation.
Boundary spanning organizations work as catalysts; bringing together a number of key
participants from the innovation ecosystem including funders, researchers, entrepreneurs,
government, and Indigenous communities. These cross-functional intermediary organizations are
expert at facilitating the knowledge flows and trust building which enable innovation in PPPs.
By mobilizing previously unconnected people, they facilitate the development of bonding,
bridging and linking networks, which enable innovation.
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Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and leadership (CPCIL) as a Boundary Spanning
Organization
Dr. Carruthers Den Hoed describes CPCIL’s boundary spanning role by borrowing an
expression I shared from one of my research participants. As he says, CPCIL exists “to be the
water between the streams”, connecting partners who are the streams. He articulates CPCIL’s
intention: “We are revealing, connecting and transforming a community of park leaders”, and
explains the cycle of training and resources feeding the CPCIL innovation forum and
communities of practice. In turn, these groups inform the CPCIL research network by identifying
what new knowledge needs to be pursued and applied in the CPCIL park leaders development
program. This is a helpful example that also shows the innovation process unfolding in the
broader innovation ecosystem.
Another example of innovation taking place in the broader ecosystem is the story of how
the collaboration between my doctoral research project and CPCIL came to be. An executive
from Parks Canada, where I was working for the first two years of my degree, introduced me to
Dr. Don Carruthers Den Hoed who leads CPCIL, and to Dawn Carr, the Executive Director of
the Canadian Parks Council which funds CPCIL. Through these connections, I was invited to
share preliminary research results to participants of the CPCIL Park Leaders Program in
Canmore, AB in November 2018. At the end of the video, Don acknowledges that “it was
exciting that the social capital work that you brought in gave some language and some structure
to what the thinking around CPCIL was, and it’s shaped these programs now, so that we can be
quite intentional in how we create relationships between the types of programs, relationships
among the people who join those programs, and going into the future, how we can have that
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adaptive capacity” Sylvie Plante (December 2020). Partnering for Innovation: Social Capital for
Greater Value [Video].
Access
Partnering for Innovation: Social Capital for Greater Value can be accessed via my
Vimeo channel: https://vimeo.com/enterprisechanneling/partneringforinnovation . The video can
be used as both a scholarly and practical guide to the strategic use of a relational approach to
innovation in public-private partnerships, for organizations and communities of all sizes.
Knowledge dissemination in this format can also be used in academic settings to engage students
with the practical applications of recent research. See Figure 7.
Figure 7
Sylvie Plante Summarizes the Contents of the Video
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Conclusions
The interdisciplinary, applied research that has been synthesized in this dissertation by
portfolio sought to address how social capital is created and used to facilitate innovation in PPPs,
in order to help leaders in both private and public sectors find ways to collaborate more
effectively to manage innovation. Through action research guided by a critical realist
metatheory, qualitative interviews generated empirical data that were analysed using the theories
of social capital and boundary spanning, to generate a conceptual model that explains how
boundary spanning activates social capital to facilitate innovation in PPPs. The three portfolio
components, including an online course prototype and instructional video, offer both rigour and
relevance to support the work of academics as well as practitioners. This section describes
specific contributions to theory and practice arising from this research. Knowledge dissemination
methods and activities and ideas for future research are identified to complete this synthesis
paper.
Contributions to Theory and Practice
Innovative Research Design
For scholars, the qualitative study summarized in this synthesis paper can generate
greater awareness of the value of approaching innovation management through the lens of
interdisciplinary social science. Using innovation projects in PPPs as units of analysis made it
possible to synthesize findings across different organizations, industries and sectors, and to
protect the confidentiality of corporate information shared by research participants.
The application of a critical realist research design to the study of social capital and
innovation opens new doors for academic researchers who wish to incorporate, and not
segregate, interacting social phenomena as part of complex adaptive systems. This study also
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demonstrates the usefulness of combining critical realist analytical methods to produce more
thorough explanations of dynamic social phenomena.
I reached into the interdisciplinary literature beyond social capital theory to boundary
spanning, in order to connect the findings from the empirical research, and create a conceptual
model that advances both theory and practice in a coherent way. This comprehensive explanatory
framework is applicable to real business situations, because in the context of PPPs, it reflects
accurately the operationalization of social capital and innovation.
Integrative Approach Linking Theory and Practice
I adopted an integrative approach in developing the theoretical framework for this
research, in order to reflect the dynamic phenomena of social capital and innovation interacting
in complex systems. By incorporating a multi-level (individual and collective) and
multidimensional (relational, cognitive, structural) definition of social capital, within a critical
realist research design, I was able to investigate both the experiences and interpretations of
people pursuing innovation in the context of PPPs. Gathering data about the lived experiences of
innovators over time helped to capture the complexity of interactions and interdependencies in
PPP projects. The study confirmed that social capital is not generated automatically. Creating
and using social capital to innovate starts by tapping into the potential of the innovators
themselves; how they relate to one another, and the quality of trust in their relationships. The
research results demonstrate the value of managing the relational dimension of innovation
strategically through networks and ecosystems, in order to develop innovation capabilities such
as adaptive capacity.
I also took an integrative approach to innovation, considering projects that implemented
product, process, platform and service innovations. This multidimensional perspective made it
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possible to synthesize findings from different types of organizations and partnerships, and to
develop a more holistic appreciation of innovation outcomes and capabilities. The resulting
conceptual model interprets innovation as a relational dynamic, linking actors across boundaries,
to create business and social value. Strengthening this relational dynamic over time is also a
targeted outcome of innovation.
This study is thus in step with the evolving global context, and concept, of innovation. As
stated in the introduction, the practice of innovation is converging toward multi-level, multi-firm
exchanges of knowledge and resources involving actors in complex social systems, who rely on
trust-based collaboration across social networks (Chesbrough et al, 2006; Sorensen & Torfing,
2011). Practice at times precedes theory building. As innovation theory moves away from a
focus on individual entrepreneurs and organizations in competition, toward the new paradigm of
open innovation (Chesbrough et al, 2006), there is greater value in understanding synergies
between social capital and boundary spanning, as this study has been able to do.
For innovation practitioners including entrepreneurs, scientists, public-sector policy
leaders, project and program managers, the conceptual model links research and practice by
identifying evidence-based mechanisms that can inform decision making, strategy development
and innovation management processes. I have demonstrated how leaders who come together to
innovate in PPPs can use social capital to understand the flow of resources through personal and
organizational relationships in their projects. Practitioners at all levels can also use boundaryspanning practices to be more strategic in nurturing relationships that contribute resources and
capability to the innovation process.
The conceptual model complements standards of the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) on innovation management, by providing greater clarity on the relational
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aspects of innovation, such as guidance on how to create stronger alignment in partnerships by
developing social capital. The integration of social capital and boundary spanning is especially
powerful to strengthen collaboration across different organizations that partner to innovate, yet
may have different goals, cultures and processes.
Quality and Validity Resulting in Actionable Knowledge
Learning and reflecting together with my research participants and partners through the
methodology of action science has contributed to democratic validity, which requires involving
and honoring the perspectives of all parties who have a stake in the problem under investigation
(Herr & Anderson, 2005). Triangulation of methods as well as checking with participants on the
transcriptions of interview data enhanced process validity. The use of three modes of inference
strengthened the trustworthiness of the qualitative data as a foundation for theory building i.e.,
internal validity. The ability to generalize inferences from the research synthesis to the specific
context of parks and protected areas is a form of external validity. The use of action science also
made it possible to integrate and collapse dualisms that other research methods would maintain
as separate, for example the macro and micro applications of social capital; the role of subjects
and objects in the creation and use of social capital; the creation of theory and practice; and
applications for research and teaching with the online course and instructional video. The result
is actionable knowledge that offers both rigour and relevance, while maintaining academic
distance in the production of the final research outputs.
Knowledge Dissemination
Having identified key contributions to theory and practice, I provide in this section an
overview of key audiences and dissemination methods.
The three components of the dissertation are:
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1. Journal article: Leading innovation using social capital in public-private partnerships - A
critical realist research study.
2. Online course/learning module: Collaborative leadership for innovation using social capital
- A practical exploration - for parks and protected areas.
3. Instructional video: Partnering for innovation: Social capital for greater value.
Publications and Online Access
In addition to this synthesis paper made accessible through viurrspace.ca and ProQuest,
my journal article has been submitted for publication in the Journal of Innovation Management
(JIM). I was looking for a publication that recognizes the value of interdisciplinary, applied
research, and fosters open access to research results to accelerate real-world impact. My research
responds to a call in the December 2019 edition of JIM for “multi-level, multi-method analysis at
the intersection of behavioural science and (open) innovation” (Mention et al, 2019). I have
received positive feedback that my article fits within the editorial scope of the journal, and I have
submitted it for review (A. Mention, personal communication, November 22, 2020).
The online course, developed in collaboration with the Senior Fellow and Manager of the
Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership (CPCIL), is being shared with leaders
and practitioners in parks and protected areas through the CPCIL Pan Canadian Parks and
Protected Areas Research Network in Winter 2021. The online course can also link to content
from the video in order to create a multimedia experience for learners.
Events
In line with the DSocSci program’s encouragement that students go public in order to
learn from and inform key audiences, while expanding interdisciplinary scholarship, I have
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already taken the initiative to disseminate knowledge from this study in presentations to diverse
audiences at the following venues:
•

2020 - ILA (International Leadership Association) – Leading innovation using social capital
in public-private partnerships

•

2020 – CSPC (Canadian Science Policy Centre) - Using Social Capital to Deliver Greater
Value from Innovation in Public-Private Partnerships – panelist for: Getting Out of Crisis:
Innovate or Retrograde – Canada, Innovation Science, ISO Standards and the Competitive
World

•

2019 - ISPIM (International Society for Professional Innovation Management) – Driving
Innovation across boundaries using social capital

•

2018 - Disrupt HR – Human and Social Capital work better together.

•

2018 – Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership (CPCIL)– Workshop
presentation for Park Leaders Development program in Canmore, Alberta.

•

2017 – Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam - Presentation of preliminary findings at PhD Summer
School on "Approaches for studying collaboration across boundaries and the pursuit of
common good".
Knowledge dissemination in the form of presentations at events and conferences reaching

different communities (innovation management, leadership, science policy, business, human
resources management) speaks to the transferability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
In 2021, there may be opportunities to expand knowledge dissemination within the Royal
Roads University community at the first RRU doctoral conference to be held in August. In
addition, faculty and graduate students can learn more about how to apply a critical realist
research design and analytical methods in their research projects through a graduate
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workshop/webinar, which I can co-facilitate with program faculty across different RRU
programs.
Networks
Moving forward, I will continue to nurture connections established at the following
networks as part of my research and knowledge dissemination process:
•

Ila.org – International Leadership Association

•

Ispim.org – International Society for Professional Innovation Management

•

Standards Council of Canada - ISO technical committee for innovation management.

Tracking Impact
The impact of new knowledge created from this research can be assessed by engaging
more directly with people who access the research findings, such as participants in the online
course delivered by the Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership (CPCIL), or in
my own professional consulting and training activities. I can also track quantitative metrics such
as number of presentations and participants at events; number of downloads or hits from the
VIMEO site where the video will be stored. To assess capacity building more precisely, I can
follow up with readers and participants on the extent to which my research information has been
used to inform policy, enhance a program, develop training or improve business performance.
Limitations and ideas for future research
The iterative conceptual models I have proposed in Figure 1 and Figure 2 in the research
findings propose coherent and credible responses to the research question. From a critical realist
perspective, they are only two of many possible interpretations and thus remain provisional,
offering a foundation to extend the knowledge and practice of innovation in partnership contexts.
Testing the models in practice, for example with a larger, more international sample, would
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confirm how the conclusions can be applied across different regions and types of partnership,
including boundary spanning organizations such as economic development agencies and social
enterprises with a mandate to facilitate innovation.
By focusing on relationships in social networks, this empirical study did not investigate
the personal competencies of boundary spanners who help to activate social capital mechanisms.
The results suggest that the success of boundary spanning in PPPs is strongly influenced by the
personal competencies of individuals who play these roles. Therefore future research should
explore this dimension in the specific context of PPPs, in order to provide guidance on the
development of individual competencies that facilitate innovation in partnerships.
Emphasizing relational processes of innovation in PPP projects means that the impact of
institutional processes such as public procurement on the achievement of innovation outcomes in
PPPs was also not fully described. Approaching innovation from an institutional perspective
could reveal additional opportunities to accelerate innovation in PPPs. Similarly, once innovators
on PPP projects succeeded in creating and maintaining networks for collaboration to obtain
additional resources and achieve project goals, participants in this study noted that there could be
unforeseen political and structural consequences within the partnering organizations, including
efforts to disband the partnership networks. The consequences of using boundary spanning to
activate social capital in a PPP thus deserve to be studied carefully. Discovering optimal ways to
align the use of boundary spanning at individual, organizational and partnership levels can point
to proactive strategies to respond proactively to perceived risks that may be experienced, in any
one of these domains, from the disruptive potential of creating and using social capital for
innovation.
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