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We argue that collaboration can act as a source of change in institutional fields through 
the generation of "proto-institutions": new practices, rules, and technologies that 
transcend a particular collaborative relationship and may become new institutions if 
they diffuse sufficiently. A four-year study of the collaborative activities of a small 
nongovernmental organization in Palestine suggests that collaborations that are both 
highly embedded and have highly involved partners are the most likely to generate 
proto-institutions. 

In this study, we explored the institutional ef- 
fects of collaboration, focusing on the immediate 
local effects of individual collaborations that may 
form the basis for broader, longer-term, field-level 
change. Collaboration is often entered into as a way 
to develop new solutions to complex problems. 
These solutions are sometimes adopted far beyond 
the boundaries of the collaborative process (Law- 
rence, Phillips, & Hardy, 1999) and can therefore 
become institutionalized in a wider field (Powell, 
Koput, & Smith-Doerr, 1996). Therefore, although 
collaborations may reproduce existing conditions 
in an institutional field (e.g., Warren, Rose, & Ber- 
gunder, 1974), they also have the potential to trans- 
form institutional fields (Phillips, Lawrence, & 
Hardy, 2000) by acting as an important source of 
innovation. 

To study the institutional effects of collaboration, 
we conducted a qualitative study of the collabora- 
tive activities of Mere et Enfant1-a small nongov- 
ernmental organization (NGO) that provides nutri- 

tional services to women and children in Palestine. 
Mere et Enfant has collaborated with a broad range 
of organizations, creating local effects at the level of 
the collaboration, as well as effects that extended 
into the larger field. By focusing on multiple in- 
stances of collaboration by a single organization, 
this research design allowed us to assess the impact 
of different forms of collaboration on the initial 
stages of change in an institutional field. 

This study makes a number of important contri- 
butions to institutional theory. First, we empiri- 
cally explore one avenue-interorganizational col- 
laboration-through which change in institutional 
fields can be initiated. Despite the emphasis on 
interorganizational relationships and interconnec- 
tions in institutional theory, collaboration as a 
source of change in institutional fields has not been 
widely examined. Our empirical findings provide 
direction for future research in this area. Second, in 
focusing on the intermediate and local effects of 
collaboration as a stage within the process whereby 
an institutional field changes, we help to fill gaps 
in both the institutional theory and collaboration 
literatures. Institutional theory has tended to focus 
on field-level dynamics over relatively long periods 
of time and has spent relatively little time explor- 
ing the micro sources of these macro changes. Re- 
search on collaboration, on the other hand, has 
tended to focus on immediate outcomes for partic- 
ipating organizations while largely ignoring the 
macro effects of collaboration on the institutional 
fields in which they occur. Finally, we show how a 
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1 Mere et Enfant is a pseudonym. All other organiza- 
tions are referred to by their real names. 
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qualitative methodology can enhance understand- 
ing of institutional theory by using a systematic 
cross-case analysis to develop strongly grounded 
theory. Qualitative methods have seldom been 
used in institutional theory literature, so our study 
provides an important alternative perspective on 
institutional processes. 

We present our study in four steps: First, drawing 
on the collaboration and institutional theory liter- 
atures, we argue that collaboration can act as a 
source of change in institutional fields, describe 
how that process might work, and develop our 
research question. Second, we describe the meth- 
odology used to study Mere et Enfant and the col- 
laborations in which it was involved. Third, we 
present the results of the analysis of these cases and 
explore how collaboration can initiate change in 
institutional fields. Finally, we draw some conclu- 
sions for the study of collaboration and institu- 
tional theory. 

COLLABORATION AND INSTITUTIONAL 
FIELDS 

Collaboration and "Structuration" 

A range of different definitions of collaboration 
exists in the literature; we define collaboration as a 
cooperative, interorganizational relationship that is 
negotiated in an ongoing communicative process 
and that relies on neither market nor hierarchical 
mechanisms of control (Heide, 1994; Lawrence et 
al., 1999; Phillips et al., 2000). This definition of 
collaboration is inclusive enough to encompass 
a wide range of collaborative arrangements (for 
instance, consortia, alliances, joint ventures, 
round-tables, networks, and associations) and yet 
provides a set of critical characteristics that distin- 
guish collaboration from other forms of inter- 
organizational activity. Most importantly, our 
definition distinguishes collaboration from those 
interorganizational relationships that are coopera- 
tive, but in which cooperation is either purchased 
(as in a supplier relationship) or based on some 
form of legitimate authority (as in a relationship 
between a state regulatory agency and a firm oper- 
ating within its jurisdiction). 

This distinction is critical because collaboration 
tends to effect change in institutional fields in a 
different way than markets and hierarchies (Gray, 
1989; Phillips et al., 2000). An institutional field 
develops through the processes of structuration, 
whereby patterns of social action produce and re- 
produce the institutions and relationships that con- 
stitute the field (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Giddens, 
1976). Through repeated interactions, groups of or- 

ganizations develop common understandings and 
practices that form the institutions that define the 
field and, at the same time, these institutions shape 
the ongoing patterns of interaction from which they 
are produced. Market transactions and hierarchical 
relationships are based on highly institutionalized 
governance mechanisms that provide a well-under- 
stood framework within which negotiations take 
place (Heide, 1994). In contrast, the negotiations 
associated with collaborations tend to be more 
complex and fundamental, leading to new under- 
standings, norms, and practices that, in turn, may 
be transmitted throughout the field (Phillips et al., 
2000). 

There are several reasons for this: collaboration 
processes tend to be more decentralized than mar- 
kets and hierarchies, requiring more mutual ex- 
change of information; monitoring in market and 
hierarchical relationships tends to involve more 
standardized external measurement procedures, 
while collaboration depends on informal socializa- 
tion processes and internal monitoring; and the 
roles of organizational representatives in a collab- 
oration are more complex and less specified than in 
market and hierarchies (Heide, 1994). Thus, collab- 
oration has institutional effects because it repre- 
sents an arena in which the processes of structura- 
tion described by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) can 
be enacted: interorganizational interaction can in- 
crease in intensity, coalitions can form, informa- 
tion can be exchanged, and an awareness of in- 
volvement in a common enterprise can develop. 

Collaboration and Institutional Innovation 

Drawing on institutional theory (e.g., Jepperson, 
1991; Leblebici, Salancik, Copay, & King, 1991; 
Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Powell et al., 1996) and 
work on organizational structuration (e.g., Barley, 
1986; Pentland, 1992), we suggest that collabora- 
tion can play a role in the production of new insti- 
tutions by facilitating their creation and making 
them available interorganizationally. Institutions 
are social entities characterized by their self-regu- 
lating nature: "institutions are those social patterns 
that, when chronically reproduced, owe their sur- 
vival to relatively self-activating social processes" 
(Jepperson, 1991: 145). More specifically, we de- 
fine institutions as relatively widely diffused prac- 
tices, technologies, or rules that have become en- 
trenched in the sense that it is costly to choose 
other practices, technologies, or rules. Practices, 
technologies, and rules can therefore be more or 
less institutionalized, depending on the extent of 
their diffusion and the strength of these self-acti- 
vating mechanisms the "set of rewards and sanc- 
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tions" (Jepperson, 1991: 145)-that hold them in 
place in an institutional field. We refer to practices, 
technologies, and rules that are narrowly diffused 
and only weakly entrenched, but that have the 
potential to become widely institutionalized, as 
proto-institutions. These new practices, technolo- 
gies, and rules are institutions in the making: they 
have the potential to become full-fledged institu- 
tions if social processes develop that entrench them 
and they are diffused throughout an institutional 
field. 

In examining the ways in which interorganiza- 
tional collaboration might lead to the development 
of new institutions, we follow other descriptions of 
institutional processes that suggest a process or 
stage model of institutional innovation and diffu- 
sion (e.g., Leblebici et al., 1991; Strang & Meyer, 
1993; Zeitz, Mittal, & McAuley, 1999). Specifically, 
we propose a theoretical framework in which col- 
laboration plays a potentially catalytic role through 
the following multistage process: Collaborative re- 
lationships are often designed to produce some 
form of innovation (Gray, 1989). Thus, new prac- 
tices, technologies, and rules often arise within a 
collaboration. At this point in the process, the col- 
laboration has not produced any institutional ef- 
fects- change has occurred, but only within the 
boundaries of the collaboration. In some cases, 
however, these new rules, technologies, and prac- 
tices diffuse beyond the boundaries of the specific 
collaborative context in which they were devel- 
oped and are adopted by other organizations in the 
field-they become proto-institutions. Only after a 
proto-institution appears in the field can it be 
adopted by other organizations and become insti- 
tutionalized. Although not all proto-institutions 
will become full-fledged institutions (Zeitz et al., 
1999), they represent important first steps in the 
processes of institution creation, thus potentially 
forming the basis for broader, field-level change. 

We argue that this process depends on the spe- 
cific characteristics of a collaboration-that the ex- 
tent to which structuration is facilitated through 
the development of proto-institutions will vary sig- 
nificantly across collaborations. An important is- 
sue in understanding collaboration as a source of 
change in institutional fields lies in examining the 
relationship between the characteristics of the col- 
laboration and the emergence of proto-institutions. 
Thus, our study asked, What are the characteristics 
of those collaborations that are associated with the 
production of new practices, technologies, and 
rules and with their initial diffusion beyond the 
original collaboration? 

METHODS 

In this study, we adopted a qualitative, multi- 
case, comparative research design. We chose a 
qualitative methodology because we needed rich 
data that could facilitate the generation of theoret- 
ical categories that we could not derive satisfacto- 
rily from existing theory. In comparing cases, our 
unit of analysis was the collaboration, rather than 
the organization: we examined multiple instances 
of collaboration by a single organization in order to 
assess the impact of different characteristics of col- 
laboration, without the confounding impact of or- 
ganizational characteristics. 

Research Site: Mere et Enfant 

Mere et Enfant is an international NGO that op- 
erates in a number of different countries. Its head- 
quarters are located in Europe, and it is funded 
primarily by its home country's government. Our 
interest is in one particular "branch" of this NGO, 
Mere et Enfant (Palestine), which operates in the 
West Bank and Gaza; for the sake of brevity, we will 
refer to the branch as Mere et Enfant for the remain- 
der of the article. The emphasis in this region is on 
child nutrition: reduction of infant mortality, im- 
provement of the nutritional status of children, pro- 
vision of nutritional rehabilitation to malnourished 
children, and raising awareness of the importance 
of good nutrition. The organization treats children 
directly by providing medical and nutritional ser- 
vices in clinics in the West Bank and Gaza and uses 
an outreach program to provide services in rural 
communities. It provides training to health care 
professionals in such areas as diarrhea manage- 
ment, breast feeding, and safe weaning. It conducts 
research into the nutritional status and food secu- 
rity and other matters related to the health of Pal- 
estinian children. Finally, it provides information 
and education about nutrition and poverty. 

The context of Mere et Enfant was of particular 
importance in our choice of a case study. The po- 
litical and social situation in the region at this time 
both limited and opened up options for collabora- 
tion. Politically, the Palestinian National Authority 
had recently been formed, which marked the begin- 
ning of rapid change and a high degree of uncer- 
tainty in the institutional field, as new political 
structures were put into place. Socially, the West 
Bank and Gaza were both densely populated areas 
facing serious public health issues: many Palestin- 
ians lived in refugee camps or rural areas; the pop- 
ulation was growing rapidly; and half the popula- 
tion was under the age of 14. The infant mortality 
rate was estimated by Palestinians to be 50 deaths 
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per 1,000 live births. Diarrhea and acute respiratory 
infections accounted for more than half of all child 
deaths in Palestine. Thus, there was a considerable 
need for health care beyond what the existing sys- 
tem could provide. A large number of international 
NGOs operated in the region owing to these social 
problems and also because of international interest 
in supporting the fledgling Palestinian state. This 
situation provided Mere et Enfant the opportunity, 
and created the necessity, for collaboration. As a 
relatively small player, it had much to gain from 
working with larger, international NGOs; and, be- 
cause of its expertise in nutrition and its knowledge 
of the region, it had something to offer prospective 
partners. 

Data Collection 

Our primary contact during the data collection 
process was the manager of Mere et Enfant, an 
expatriate who manages the 60, primarily Palestin- 
ian, employees. Since taking up his position in 
1993, the manager of Mere et Enfant had embarked 
on an explicit strategy of collaboration with a vari- 
ety of organizations. Although these collaborations 
(see Table 1 for summaries) differed in terms of 
their magnitude and impact, together they formed a 
broad strategy encompassing a collaborative orien- 
tation that was intended to enhance Mere et En- 
fant's ability to raise funds and deliver services 
related to nutrition. 

In addition to interviewing the local manager on 
several occasions, we also interviewed employees 
of the organization, who included second-level, 
Palestinian managers, members of its advisory 
board, and relevant members of the Palestinian Na- 
tional Authority. Once we had a clear idea of the 
history and current activities of the organization, 
we began to investigate the collaborations in which 
it was involved. With the help of the manager, we 
arranged interviews with at least one representative 
of each organization that had collaborated with 
Mere et Enfant since his arrival. Each representa- 
tive was someone who had played an active role in 
the collaboration. Interviews were conducted in 
English, lasted between one and two hours, and 
were semistructured, recorded, and transcribed. 
We conducted one interview by telephone as the 
representative was not in the country at the time of 
our visit. The interviews focused on the history and 
the outcomes of the collaboration for the partici- 
pants and for the institutional field. We also col- 
lected a range of documents from our interviewees 
in order to better understand their organizations 
and the nature of the collaborations with Mere et 
Enfant. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis for this article consisted of 
three stages: (1) developing summaries of each col- 
laboration, (2) coding the summaries for the char- 
acteristics and effects of collaboration, and (3) an- 
alyzing the pattern of relationships among the 
conceptual categories. 

In the first stage of the data analysis, we con- 
structed chronological descriptions of each collab- 
oration, describing how it came about, when it 
happened, who was involved, and its major out- 
comes. We confirmed that we had understood 
events correctly by checking the summaries with 
the manager of Mere et Enfant. The second stage of 
analysis involved coding each summary with re- 
spect to its characteristics and effects. This was a 
highly iterative procedure (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 
that involved moving between the summaries, 
existing theory, and the raw data. From the sum- 
maries, we initially advanced "first-order" de- 
scriptions based on broad categories that were 
developed from the theory. We then refined these 
categories by tracing patterns and consistencies 
(e.g., Strauss, 1987): we scrutinized interviews and 
documentation and revised and elaborated our ini- 
tial ideas as additional evidence suggested modifi- 
cations or elimination. The analysis continued 
with this interplay between the data and the emerg- 
ing patterns until the patterns were refined into 
adequate conceptual categories (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

The third stage of the data analysis involved a 
cross-case comparative analysis of the relation- 
ships among the theoretical categories. Specifi- 
cally, we were interested in the relationships be- 
tween the characteristics of collaboration and its 
effects. In this process, we used the constant com- 
parative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to modify 
and simplify the conceptual categories constructed 
in stage 2 to create simpler, more robust categories 
that could be more clearly related to one another. 
On the basis of the patterns evident in our stage 2 
analysis, we collapsed the various categories de- 
scribing characteristics of collaboration into two 
broader dimensions, which we refer to as involve- 
ment and embeddedness. We then developed 
scales for involvement and embeddedness and 
rated each collaboration as low, medium, or high 
on each. Finally, we developed a scale for the de- 
gree to which each collaboration led to the creation 
of proto-institutions. The results allowed us to dis- 
cern patterns linking the characteristics of collabo- 
ration to the development of proto-institutions, the 
details of which are explained in more detail in the 
following section. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Our research question asks, what are the charac- 
teristics of those collaborations that are associated 
with the generation of proto-institutions. Thus, we 
first develop and apply a set of dimensions that 
parsimoniously describe the characteristics of M6re 
et Enfant's collaborations. We then explore the in- 
stitutional effects of these collaborations and relate 
them to the characteristics of collaboration. 

Characteristics of Collaboration 

In order to examine the characteristics of collab- 
oration, we applied DiMaggio and Powell's (1983) 
work on structuration to develop three dimensions: 
(1) the pattern of interactions among collaborating 
organizations, (2) the structure of the coalition 
formed by collaborating partners, and (3) the pat- 
tern of information sharing among collaborating 
partners. For each of the three characteristics, 
we worked iteratively between theory and data- 
"operationalizing" DiMaggio and Powell's theoret- 
ical categories in a collaborative setting, applying 
them to the empirical data, and identifying a range 
of possibilities for each according to the collabora- 
tions under study. 

Interactions. First, in examining each collabora- 
tion to ascertain the nature of the interactions it 
involved, we identified differences in the depth 
and scope of interactions. The depth of interactions 
ranged from shallow, used to characterize interac- 
tions restricted to the Mere et Enfant manager and 
his counterpart at another organization, to deep, for 
interactions that extended to other personnel from 
Mere et Enfant and the collaborating organization. 
The scope of interactions ranged from "narrow," 
describing situations in which Mere et Enfant in- 
teracted only with its collaborating partner, to 
broad, for situations in which Mere et Enfant inter- 
acted with third parties during the collaboration. 

Structures. Second, in analyzing Mere et En- 
fant's collaborative arrangements, we identified 
three distinct structures. In the case of a dona- 
tion, Mere et Enfant received funds or other forms 
of help from its partners in aid of particular ac- 
tivities. In the case of a partnership, the collabo- 
ration was characterized by a new coalition in 
which Mere et Enfant and its partner worked 
together to carry out particular activities. In the 
case of representation, the collaboration involved 
a new coalition in which the collaborating orga- 
nizations represented each other's interests to 
outside parties. 

Information flow. Third, we identified three pat- 
terns of information flow: unidirectional flow, in 

which one of the collaborating organizations 
learned from the other; bidirectional flow, in which 
all collaborating partners learned from each other, 
and multidirectional flow, in which collaborating 
organizations and third parties learned from each 
other. 

These three dimensions, although interdepen- 
dent, each capture an important characteristic of 
the collaborative relationship. For instance, unless 
a collaboration was characterized as having a broad 
pattern of interaction, it could not be characterized 
as having either multidirectional information flows 
or a representational coalition structure. This inter- 
dependence does not mean, however, that these 
dimensions collapse into one: a collaboration could 
have broad patterns of interaction, but neither mul- 
tidirectional information flows nor a representa- 
tional structure. Thus, these dimensions describe 
analytically distinct, though empirically interde- 
pendent, concepts. 

Involvement and embeddedness: Aggregate 
analytical dimensions of the collaboration pro- 
cess. Having coded the collaborations in terms of 
interaction, coalition structure, and information 
flow, we looked for ways to condense this concep- 
tualization into a smaller number of simpler, 
broader dimensions. Our purpose was to classify 
the collaborations in a way that allowed us to more 
easily relate them to their effects. By examining the 
empirical results across the initial categories and 
drawing on the theoretical literature, we identified 
two aggregate dimensions: involvement and em- 
beddedness. 

First, collaborations can involve high or low lev- 
els of involvement among the collaborating part- 
ners. This dimension focuses on the internal dy- 
namics of the collaboration-the ways in which the 
participating organizations relate to each other. 
High levels of involvement entail (1) deep interac- 
tions among participants, (2) partnership arrange- 
ments, and (3) bilateral information flows. For ex- 
ample, in the collaboration with Medecins sans 
Frontiers, a number of people from both organiza- 
tions worked together. The organizations partnered 
to provide a multifaceted approach to nutritional 
problems. Information flowed between the organi- 
zations as they learned from each other about the 
need for this service and how best to provide it. In 
other words, the two organizations were closely 
involved with each other in this collaboration. 

The second key dimension- embeddedness- 
describes the degree to which a collaboration is 
enmeshed in interorganizational relationships (Da- 
cin, Ventresca, & Beal, 1999; Granovetter, 1985). In 
contrast to involvement, this dimension highlights 
the connection between the collaboration and the 
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broader interorganizational network. Highly em- 
bedded collaborations involve: (1) interactions 
with third parties, (2) representation arrangements, 
and (3) multidirectional information flows. For ex- 
ample, in the collaboration with CARE Interna- 
tional, the pattern of interactions was broad in the 
sense that it involved a third party, the Australian 
embassy, as CARE International interacted with the 
embassy to secure the grant that funded the project. 
A new coalition was established as Mere et Enfant 
secured representation from CARE, a much larger 
and better-known organization, in its dealings with 
the embassy. Information loads increased in a mul- 
tidirectional manner when, as a result of the col- 
laboration, not only CARE, but also the Australian 
embassy, learned about Mere et Enfant's work with 
women and children, as well as about its expertise 
in working with women in rural communities. 

Finally, we categorized each collaboration ac- 
cording to its degree of involvement and embed- 
dedness (see Table 1). Six collaborations were clas- 
sified under high involvement because they had 
all of the characteristics described above (deep 
interaction, partnership, bidirectional information 
flows). Two collaborations were categorized under 
low involvement because they had none of these 
characteristics. Three collaborations were classi- 
fied under high embeddedness because they ex- 
hibited all of the relevant characteristics (broad 
interactions, representation, and multidirectional 
information flows). Four collaborations were cate- 
gorized under low embeddedness because they had 
none of the characteristics. Finally, one collabora- 
tion was classified under medium embeddedness 
because it had two of the three characteristics.2 

Institutional Effects of Collaboration in Mere 
et Enfant 

Our analysis of the construction of new institu- 
tions focused on the degree to which Mere et En- 
fant's collaborations produced new practices, tech- 
nologies, and rules that were diffused beyond the 
boundaries of the collaborations. Because our inter- 
est was in the initial stages of the process of insti- 
tution creation-the development of proto-institu- 
tions-we counted only those practices, technolo- 

gies, and rules that diffused beyond the boundaries 
of a given collaboration as significant institutional 
effects. In identifying new practices, we counted 
only the patterns of action that, although developed 
within the collaboration, were reproduced outside 
it. Similarly, we identified new technologies only 
when new methods for solving problems were 
adopted outside the collaborative contexts in 
which they were developed. Finally, new rules 
were identified only when new understandings of 
legitimate behavior became reproduced outside a 
collaboration itself. Although an important issue 
with respect to new institutions is the breadth of 
their acceptance and impact across the institutional 
field, our focus here is on the initial stages of the 
construction of new institutions. We argue that 
those new practices, technologies, and rules that 
diffused beyond the collaborative context in which 
they developed formed the basis for what could 
become field-level institutions. 

There was a significant variation in the extent to 
which the collaborative activities of Mere et Enfant 
produced new practices, technologies, and rules 
that diffused beyond the collaborations themselves. 
Table 1 presents these results and shows the extent 
to which each collaboration was associated with 
the diffusion of new practices, technologies, or 
rules as high, medium, or low. Two collaborations 
produced no practices, technologies, or rules that 
transcended the boundaries of the collaboration 
and were consequently categorized as low. Five 
collaborations produced and diffused new prac- 
tices and were categorized as medium. One collab- 
oration was associated with the diffusion of both 
new practices and rules outside the original collab- 
oration and so was categorized as high. 

If we examine the relationship between the level 
of involvement, the degree of embeddedness of a 
collaboration, and the degree to which it was asso- 
ciated with the development of proto-institutions, 
we see the following: First, low institution creation 
is associated with both low levels of involvement 
and low levels of embeddedness. Second, medium 
institution creation is associated with high levels of 
involvement and low, medium, or high levels of 
embeddedness. Finally, high institution creation is 
associated with both high levels of involvement 
and high levels of embeddedness. We therefore ar- 
gue that both the level of involvement among col- 
laborating organizations and the level of embed- 
dedness of a collaboration in the institutional field 
have significant effects on the degree to which the 
collaboration is likely to initiate the production of 
new institutions. 

We suggest that high involvement facilitates the 
interorganizational learning necessary for the in- 

2 Although this approach to rating means that collab- 
orations rated as medium might have different configu- 
rations of the relevant characteristics, we believe that 
doing this is reasonable because it reflects our attempt to 
measure embeddedness in a general way and our argu- 
ment that these characteristics cluster into the higher- 
level embeddedness construct. 
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TABLE 1 
Summary of Collaborationsa 

Proto-Institution 
Description of the Collaboration Involvement Embeddedness Creation 

M6decins san Frontiers 
Collaboration to develop a mental health care program designed to address the High Low Medium 

psychological problems of mothers that are often associated with malnutrition 
among Palestinian children. Two psychologists from M6decins san Frontiers 
worked in M&E's Hebron clinic for a year. In addition, the psychologists trained 
M&E's staff in mental health issues. The combination of mental health care and 
nutritional education was new for M6decins san Frontiers and led to a 
subsequent collaboration, based on the same model, with another NGO dealing 
with children who had been in jail. 

CARE International 
Collaboration to help women in the community to develop income generation High High Medium 

projects. CARE secured $10,000 from the Australian embassy and then helped 
train M&E personnel in setting up the projects, such as raising rabbits and goats 
and making clothes, with women in the community. The initial scheme was 
modified during the course of the collaboration in order to extend access to a 
wider group of women. By collaborating with M&E, CARE developed strategies 
for accessing impoverished women in isolated rural communities and 
implemented them in a subsequent collaboration with a local NGO. 

University of Oslo's School of Nutrition 
Collaboration established to coordinate the Oslo School's relationship with the High High High 

Palestinian Ministry of Health including the training of Ministry officials by 
M&E and the Oslo academics. In addition, a workshop was organized to develop 
strategies for food safety and control, nutrition, chronic diseases, clinical 
nutrition, and food security. As a result of the workshop, the Ministry of Health, 
other ministries, and NGOs consulted M&E on nutritional matters. M&E also 
secured access to the Norwegian embassy that, in turn, led to contacts with 
other embassies and with other Norwegian NGOs. 

Peace on Earth 
Collaborated to help with child care and income generation projects in the High High Medium 

Hebron office. Peace on Earth continued to draw on M&E's expertise concerning 
women in rural areas as it embarked on a new collaboration with an NGO 
involved in hydrology. As part of the formal collaboration, Peace on Earth also 
made representations on behalf of M&E to the Japanese embassy, which resulted 
in $93,000 for a new building in Gaza. 

The United National Children's Fund 
Collaborated to develop M&E's expertise in training breast-feeding counselors. High Medium Medium 

M&E thus became qualified to carry out all the training of hospital personnel 
responsible for teaching mothers to breast-feed their infants, following which 
UNICEF would register the hospitals as "baby-friendly." As a result of the 
collaboration, UNICEF learned about nutrition in the region and appointed a 
field officer to the region following the collaboration. 

The World Food Program 
Collaborated to distribute food to M&E's 100 neediest families. M&E High Low Medium 

employees selected the families and distributed the food. Both partners 
participated in the evaluation to discern methods of targeting families, ensure 
secure food distribution, and combine food distribution with nutritional 
education. WFP used these new methods in subsequent collaborations with 
other regional NGOs. 

Oxfam 
Collaborated on developing a nutritional survey. Oxfam contributed $5,000 Low Low Low 

toward the costs of developing the survey. 

Pharmaciens san Frontiers 
Collaboration to distribute medicine to needy families. Pharmaciens san Frontiers Low Low Low 

contributed medicines worth approximately $13,000 per year, enabling M&cE: to 
dispense medication to children suffering from malnutrition and related illnesses. 

a "M&E" is the focal organization, Mere et Enfant. 
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vention of new practices, technologies, and rules 
and that embeddedness facilitates their transmis- 
sion beyond the boundaries of the collaborative 
relationship. The deep, operational ties, two-way 
information flows, and partnering that characterize 
high-involvement collaborations foster the devel- 
opment of innovative solutions (Gray, 1989; Hardy, 
Lawrence, & Phillips, 1998) that form the basis of 
proto-institutions. Once the new practice, technol- 
ogy, or rule is developed within the collaboration, 
its diffusion depends on the way in which the 
collaboration is connected to third parties and in- 
volves flows of information out from the primary 
collaborating partners to others in the field (Phil- 
lips et al., 2000). These connections need not be 
characterized by the high levels of involvement 
associated with the primary collaborators; although 
innovation may demand high involvement, the dif- 
fusion of an established practice, technology, or 
rule is more dependent on the number of con- 
nections and opportunities for interorganizational 
communication. 

The collaboration between Mere et Enfant and 
the University of Oslo's School of Nutrition pro- 
vides an example of how high levels of involve- 
ment and embeddedness have significant effects on 
the early stages of institution creation. The academ- 
ics initially came to Gaza in 1994 to offer their 
services to the Palestinian Ministry of Health as 
part of an ongoing initiative with the Nutrition 
Council of Norway to develop a nutrition and food 
policy for the region. The manager of Mere et En- 
fant had learned about the initiative and contacted 
the Oslo academics, informing them of Mere et 
Enfant's expertise in child nutrition in the West 
Bank and Gaza, as well as its experience in working 
with the Ministry of Health. A collaboration was 
established in which Mere et Enfant and the Oslo 
academics worked together on a number of initia- 
tives including, for example, training ministry offi- 
cials, conducting joint research and community ed- 
ucational programs, and training Mere et Enfant 
personnel. 

This collaboration embodied a high degree of 
involvement. Interactions were deep, engaging the 
Oslo academics with Mere et Enfant employees. 
The effort was a partnership, with Mere et Enfant 
employees working closely with the academics on 
the various projects. Information flows were bilat- 
eral: Mere et Enfant learned about a potential com- 
petitor, and the Oslo academics learned about Mere 
et Enfant's presence in the region and its expertise 
in nutrition. They also learned how to use Mere et 
Enfant's expertise in working with the Ministry of 
Health. The collaboration was also highly embed- 
ded. Interactions were broad in that the collabora- 

tion connected Mere et Enfant to a variety of min- 
istries and NGOs in the region. For example, as a 
Mere et Enfant newsletter stated, "The workshop 
came out of a long period of meetings and negoti- 
ations between professors from Norway and the 
minister and others from the Ministry of Health, 
[Mere et Enfant,] and UNWRA." Each collaborating 
partner represented the others' interests to the Min- 
istry of Health: when the academics returned to 
Norway, they relied on Mere et Enfant to maintain 
relationships and to promote their interests with 
the various ministries, and Mere et Enfant modi- 
fied its programs to reflect the interests of the 
academics. 

This collaboration led to the creation of proto- 
institutions in that new practices and rules that 
originated in the collaboration diffused beyond it. 
New consultation practices were developed in the 
collaboration as Mere et Enfant established and 
enhanced its expertise in the area of nutrition by 
virtue of its highly involved relationship with the 
academics: "I think that the [Norwegians] found 
that they just couldn't work with the Ministry of 
Health.... So it was worked out by the Ministry 
and the Norwegians that they would work through 
us" (Mere et Enfant manager). That these practices 
then diffused beyond the specific coalition to es- 
tablish Mere et Enfant's status as the legitimate 
regional expert on nutritional matters was due to 
the highly embedded nature of the collaboration. 
Similarly, new rules in the form of nutritional 
policy and a new governance structure initially 
emerged in the collaboration, by virtue of Mere et 
Enfant's local expertise and the training and expe- 
rience of the academics. Again, that these rules 
diffused beyond the collaboration to be approved 
by the Ministry of Health and to form the basis of a 
national policy was due to the embedded nature of 
the collaboration. 

We can formalize the relationships found in our 
study and illustrated in the example above as 
follows: 

Proposition 1. Collaborations that have high 
levels of involvement among partners and that 
are highly embedded in their institutional field 
will be positively associated with the creation 
of new proto-institutions. 

CONCLUSION 

We believe that this article makes a number of 
significant contributions to institutional theory and 
research. First, we have explored in some detail 
how interorganizational collaboration can lead to 
the development of proto-institutions. Our findings 
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suggest that for collaboration to contribute to the 
first stages of institution creation in this way, two 
elements are needed: not only a high level of in- 
volvement among participants, but also a high level 
of embeddedness. This formulation suggests that 
organizations wishing to effect change in institu- 
tional fields must pay attention not only to their 
relationship with their collaborating partner, but 
also to how the collaboration embeds them in the 
wider institutional field. Organizations that focus 
solely on their partners may secure competitive 
advantages from collaborations, but they may 
forego the opportunity to effect more fundamental 
change in the field in which they operate. 

The results of our study also suggest that collab- 
oration could be an important form of institutional 
entrepreneurship (DiMaggio, 1988), even for small 
organizations. While the concept of institutional 
entrepreneurship has provided an important addi- 
tion to institutional theory, discussions have tended 
to focus on the activities of powerful actors, such as 
state organizations and professional associations, 
working alone to shape institutional fields (e.g., Al- 
drich & Fiol, 1994; DiMaggio, 1991; Lawrence, 1999). 
In contrast, this study illustrates the potential for in- 
terorganizational collaboration to act as a catalyst for 
the initial stages of change in institutional fields and, 
consequently, the potential for organizations to work 
together to overcome size or resource limitations and 
begin to shape their institutional fields. Mere et En- 
fant would likely have had great difficulty in achiev- 
ing these institutional effects on its own, being a 
relatively small, underresourced organization. Inter- 
organizational collaboration can, therefore, be a way 
for small, less powerful organizations to initiate 
changes in their institutional fields. 

The study also indicates convergence between 
the strategic alliance literature and institutional 
theory (e.g., Buckley & Casson, 1988; Gomes- 
Casseres, 1994; Gulati, 1995; Powell et al., 1996). 
Our study is consistent with the work of other 
authors in this literature who have argued that in- 
tense interorganizational relationships are more 
likely to lead to learning and innovation (Powell et 
al., 1996). In what we refer to as high-involvement 
relationships, organizations share expertise and 
knowledge deeply through joint activity. At the 
same time, however, it is much more likely that 
these innovations will diffuse beyond the bound- 
aries of the collaboration, and consequently form 
the foundation for new institutions in the field, if a 
collaboration is highly embedded. This idea is con- 
sistent with arguments both in the networks litera- 
ture and within institutional theory, in which com- 
munication and cooperation are associated with 
organizational interconnectedness (Coleman, 1988; 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 
Shan, Walker, & Kogut, 1994). So our study high- 
lights the way that interorganizational collabora- 
tion, including strategic alliances, can have impor- 
tant "second-order" effects that go beyond the 
innovations and direct connections established 
within the collaborative relationship. Interorgani- 
zational collaboration can affect not only the par- 
ticipants, but also other organizations in a field, 
through its contribution to the creation of new insti- 
tutions and changes in interorganizational networks. 
Taking this dynamic into account might change the 
calculus of strategic alliances, which more typically 
focuses on the first-order effects on the participating 
organizations (e.g., Buckley & Casson, 1988). 

Finally, this work has important methodological 
implications for research into processes of change 
in institutional fields. This study has demonstrated 
the utility of fine-grained, qualitative approaches to 
studying institutional phenomena. Although con- 
temporary research in institutional theory has been 
dominated by large-scale, quantitative methods 
that track change across a field over time, there is 
much to be gained from examining more localized 
dynamics that can be dealt with in a more intensive 
fashion. Furthermore, we have tried to demonstrate 
that the use of qualitative research methods does 
not necessarily mean abandoning a systematic and 
transparent approach to data analysis. In present- 
ing our findings and developing our proposition, 
we attempted to ensure that the steps by which we 
came to our conclusions were clear and that our 
findings could, in fact, be replicated by another set 
of researchers operating on the same data. 
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