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1. Introduction 

After starting my internship job at the city of Espoo I quickly learned that most sustainability efforts 

are done in collaboration with other local actors. In the project in which I worked, our partner was a 

university. One time we were presenting our work at an expo to other experts and I noticed that we 

all – me, my colleague from the city and our partner from the university – summarized our project a 

bit differently. I emphasized the process we were creating, my colleague the communications and 

the audience we were influencing, and our partner the technology we were utilizing and developing. 

I began to wonder where those different interpretations came from, if they were common in 

partnerships and how they affected them. 

Sustainable development is action towards a system where everyone can enjoy their lives without 

endangering the possibility of others to do the same (United Nations, 1987). Sustainable 

development is thus systemic change, and therefore calls for cross-sector collaboration (Berrone et 

al., 2019; Marx, 2019; van Huijstee et al., 2007). I wish to support sustainable development and 

seeing those different viewpoints that individuals in a collaboration-project can have led me to my 

way of doing that: I want to help make better collaboration projects through searching for ways to 

support a common understanding. In this thesis I examine a partnership case and the different 

reactions and approaches the partners had to the established partnership goal, and then look for 

processes and practices that supported goal-alignment. I later learned that a common understanding 

of partnership goals is widely acknowledged to be one of the most crucial aspects of a partnership 

in terms of its success (Bundgaard & Borrás, 2021; van Huijstee et al., 2007; Kristof-Brown & 

Stevens, 2001; O’Leary and Bingham 2009; Page 2003; Provan & Kenis, 2007; Thomson and Perry 

2006; Vangen & Huxham, 2012). 

I focus on public-private partnerships because I think it is plausible that they are the ones that 

struggle the most with reaching goal-alignment in sustainability-related collaborations. The basic 

goal of the public sector is to provide public services and governance, whereas that of the private 

sector is to attain economic gains. They are inherently different actors, and therefore have very 

different approaches, viewpoints and goals in a partnership setting as well (Andrews & Entwistle, 

2010; van Huijstee et al., 2007). I also expect the amount of sustainability-related public-private 

partnerships to increase in the future, since businesses are increasingly required to take 

sustainability-issues into account (de Oliveira et al., 2019; LaFrance & Lehmann, 2005; van 

Huijstee et al., 2007). I further focus on sustainable urban development and partnerships between 
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the city and private actors because cities can be seen as one of the most important arenas for 

sustainable development in general, as well as for partnerships (Satterthwaite, 2010; Siokas et al., 

2022). 

The case I am studying is a partnership between the city of Espoo and five company partners. They 

collaborate within a larger, EU-funded sustainable urban development project. The whole project is 

divided into smaller work packages, in one of which Espoo and the five companies work together to 

develop the local demonstration-sites assigned to this project. It is an energy-related project, so it 

includes, for example, developing the infrastructure to support more electronic vehicles or coming 

up with solutions to make buildings more energy self-sufficient. The official goals of this 

collaboration come from the funding program, so those were not negotiated amongst the partners. 

The goal is to advance sustainable development through new sustainable energy solutions and 

community engagement, and therefore this is a fruitful case for attaining new information about 

how the public and private sectors adapt to, accept and adopt a sustainability-related goal. My 

research question is “how did the partners accept and adapt to a common sustainability goal?” 

The aim of my thesis is to provide concrete suggestions to project management. Based on my 

findings I recognize five key tools for supporting goal-alignment: 1) selecting only compatible 

organizations as partners, 2) leaving room for small adjustments in the official goal, 3) dividing into 

smaller groups with supporting sub-goals, 4) mandatory group work (with the right people), and 5) 

building all this into the partnership design by a skilled coordinator.  

2. Literature review 

In this section I go over the literature on public-private partnerships and project goal-alignment. 

Goal-alignment is widely addresses in the literature surrounding collaboration in general, and 

reaching it is seen especially challenging in cross-sector collaboration. Less literature exists on the 

concrete ways and tools to nurture a common understanding of the goal, although the consensus 

seems to be that it all revolves around good communications. The literature was found on Google 

Scholar using relevant search terms such as public-private partnership, goal-alignment, goal 

internalizing, goal perceptions and partnership management. 
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2.1 Opportunities and challenges of public-private partnerships for sustainable development  

Public-private partnerships have traditionally been about infrastructure or providing a public 

service, such as health care (MacDonald et al., 2019; Strasser et al., 2021.) However, a public-

private partnership can mean any project in which the public and the private sector collaborate 

towards a common goal, and in the last couple of years that has increasingly meant collaboration 

towards sustainable development (van Huijstee et al., 2007). Sustainable development is one of the 

biggest trends of our time, and many agree that reaching, for example, the sustainability goals of 

Agenda 2030 (United Nations, n.d.) collaborations between the public and the private sector are 

needed (Marx, 2019). The sustainable development goals of Agenda 2030 themselves recognize the 

importance of cross-sector collaboration and systemic thinking, and goal number 17 – partnership 

for the goals – is dedicated precisely to that. Public-private partnerships are central to sustainable 

development because they are key to executing wide and holistic projects (Berrone et al., 2019). 

Sustainability issues are often complex and not addressable without joining forces. And on the other 

hand, sustainable development itself means taking every stakeholder’s viewpoint into account. (Van 

Huijstee et al., 2007.) 

A good collaboration is something more than the sum of its partners. It brings added value by, for 

example, generating new networks, enabling wider and more systemic approaches, creating 

innovations by combining all partners’ resources and knowhow and by facilitating learning (Stibbe 

et al., 2019). Cities are especially fruitful arenas for cross-sector collaboration, since in cities 

people, organizations and infrastructure are concentrated on a smaller area, making the sharing of 

resources and learning from others easier and simply reasonable (Satterthwaite, 2010; Siokas et al., 

2022). The disadvantages of cross-sector collaborations lie in the amount of resources that have to 

be put into maintaining them (Berrone et al., 2019; MacDonald et al., 2019). In a cross-sector 

collaboration one cannot lean on any previously existing habits or processes, but new, common 

work and communication customs, a supportive and trusting atmosphere, as well as the goals and 

the motivation for pursuing them must be made anew from scratch (Andrews & Entwistle, 2010; 

van Huijstee et al., 2007).  

The public and private sector have inherently different characteristics regarding sustainable 

development, and therefore different approaches and interests regarding a partnership for 

sustainability (Storbjörk et al., 2019; van Huijstee et al., 2007). In the literature surrounding these 

motivations it is found that the public sector typically enters a partnership with private actors in the 

hopes of being able to share risk and to utilize the market economy and the capital possessed by the 

private entity (Andrews & Entwistle, 2010). At the same time the public actor usually seeks to 
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advance its own strategic development goals, such as providing more roads for pedestrians or 

heating more buildings with renewable energy. The private sector, on the other hand, is seen to be 

gaining structural resources and more scope to its actions when joining forces with the public 

sector. Participating in a sustainability partnership also helps private entities in gaining legitimacy 

and building a responsible brand image. (LaFrance & Lehmann, 2005.) In addition to these, 

sustainability partnerships can benefit a company by increasing employee satisfaction, and surely 

there can be some new business opportunities in them (de Oliveira et al., 2019). It is noticed that in 

the partnerships the private sector tends to have a more concrete output as the goal and shorter 

timeframe in mind when working towards the goal, whereas the public sector works within a longer 

timeframe with the aim more in creating a better future (Caldwell et al., 2017). 

2.2 The importance of common goals 

A common understanding of partnership goals is widely acknowledged as one of the most central 

aspects of partnership success (Bundgaard & Borrás, 2021; van Huijstee et al., 2007; Kristof-Brown 

& Stevens, 2001; O’Leary and Bingham 2009; Page 2003; Provan & Kenis, 2007; Thomson and 

Perry 2006; Vangen & Huxham, 2012). Goal-alignment improves outcomes both on the level of the 

individual and the whole collaboration. Naming and agreeing on the common goal is a start, but the 

real challenge is getting partners to actually accept and adapt the goal the same way. 

Many studies have shown that individuals who are given specific and appropriately challenging 

goals perform better than those who are given vague or no goals at all (Latham & Locke, 1991; 

Lunenburg, 2011). One theory often utilized when examining partnership goal-alignment is self-

determination theory, which explains how an individual internalizes a given goal, and how 

internalizing it leads to better motivation and performance than just following orders would (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). On one study it was found that even when an individual feels that their work 

community has a common understanding about its goals and purpose, it makes them perform better, 

commit more and be more content – regardless of whether goal-alignment actually exists (Kristof-

Brown & Stevens, 2001). 

In the literature regarding the partnership level, it has been noticed that a common understanding of 

partnership goals leads to partners committing to the collaboration more (Vangen & Huxham, 2012; 

Wang et al., 2010). It helps with keeping the work focused and eases making and accepting 

compromises (van den Bos, 2014).  
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2.3 Challenges in reaching goal-alignment 

Even if a partnership goal is clearly named and agreed upon, it does not automatically lead to a truly 

common understanding of it. Individuals may not acknowledge or internalize the goal, leading to 

poorer motivation and performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000). It may be that they don’t agree with it, or 

that they simply don’t understand it correctly – partners from different backgrounds can interpret 

the same goal in entirely different ways (Eden & Ackermann, 2013; Kristof-Brown & Stevens, 

2001; Simon, 1964; Vangen & Huxham, 2012).  

A related but separate issue to getting an individual to understand and adopt a given goal is getting a 

large number of individuals working together to understand the goal in the same way. True goal-

alignment requires not only the understanding of the goal, but the understanding of others, since for 

the partnership goal to be achieved all the partners need to work towards it together. McComb et al. 

(1999) write about how every partner creates a mental model of the partnership goal in their head, 

where the official goal is related to other experiences, hopes, attitudes and parallel goals that the 

individuals knows of. Unless partners understand each other’s mental models or unless the models 

become similar, there’s no real goal-alignment. Caldwell et al. (2017) uses the concept of mutual 

knowledge to talk about this same phenomenon: for partners to reach true goal-alignment, it is 

important that they understand each other’s inner paradigms, that they know each other’s worlds 

and ways and how to talk to each other. Both concepts advocate for the same thing: a lot of deep 

and diligent communication is needed for reaching real goal-alignment. 

Some scholars think that this great network of goals might even make it impossible to reach a true 

common understanding (Caldwell et al., 2017; Eden & Ackermann, 2013; Vangen & Huxham, 

2012). It is characterized that a cross-sector partnership consists of three basic types of goals: in 

addition to the actual partnership goals, the partner organizations also have some agendas or 

interests, and so does every individual in them (Huxham & Vangen, 1996). With so many different 

goals perceived and emphasized differently, it may not be reasonable to claim the official 

partnership goal as the only relevant one, or even expect it to be the most prevalent one, in any 

situation. So instead of fighting for the partnership goal, these experts argue more for 

acknowledging the whole goal network and working with that. (Caldwell et al., 2017; Eden & 

Ackermann, 2013; Vangen & Huxham, 2012.)  

Most of the challenges in reaching goal-alignment seem to come back to the challenges in 

communication. There is the need to build everything from the platform and habits to the 

vocabulary for it from the start (Andrews & Entwistle, 2010; van Huijstee et al., 2007), the need for 
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taking into account the different mental models and inner paradigms of unfamiliar partners 

(Caldwell et al. 2017; McComb et al. 1999) and the vast amount of parallel goals that need to be 

discussed (Caldwell et al., 2017; Eden & Ackermann, 2013; Vangen & Huxham, 2012.). In addition 

to those issues, communicating is made harder by people often not expressing even their own 

thoughts, sometimes because they assume them to be too obvious, and sometimes because they 

themselves do not recognize them or know how to put them into words (Vangen & Huxham, 2012). 

A partnership is also a continually evolving process, so even if in some point there was a common 

understanding, in the next moment, it needs to be created anew (Caldwell et al., 2017; Stibbe et al., 

2019; Vangen & Huxham, 2012) – and this consistent change also applies to the understanding of 

each other, further complicating communicating (Caldwell et al., 2017). Holding on to the common 

understanding requires constant work, for which the partners may not have the time (van den Bos, 

2014).  

With the common understanding seeming so hard to reach, some scholars do contest the need for it 

to begin with. If it is so hard to achieve, it must be quite rare, so can it really be such a critical 

success factor (Vangen & Huxham, 2012)? In some cases, too similar goal-perceptions can even 

harm the collaboration if, for example, partners do not want to share information in fear of 

competition (Caldwell et al., 2017). But I see these arguments as pointing to a different sub-

challenge regarding the size and scope of the partnership goal, rather than to the abandonment of 

the pursue of goal-alignment. If the entire partnership and its network of goals is too large to 

manage in one piece, could the answer be to break it into smaller parts? The advantage of all 

partners working towards the same big goal is that there is no danger of any individual risking the 

real mission for some smaller achievement. But the risk with trying to get everyone to agree on the 

same, broad goal is that individuals might lose sight of the meaning of their small roles. (Gross, 

1969.) 

I have organized the challenges recognized in the literature into three categories (Figure 1). Getting 

partners to adopt and accept a partnership goal includes three types of challenges: 1) you need to get 

the individuals to understand and internalize the goal, 2) you need to get all the different people to 

understand each other and the goal similarly, and 3) you need to make the goal itself such that it 

realistically supports the first two points. 
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Figure 1: Sub-challenges of getting partners to adopt and accept a partnership goal. 

 

2.4 Ways to reach goal-alignment  

The first step to achieve a common understanding of a partnership goal is to find it, name it and 

agree on it (van den Bos, 2014; Eden & Ackermann, 2013). But the negotiations regarding that are 

not on the scope of this thesis – my aim is to find concrete tools that go beyond superficial 

agreement and help reach the deeper mutual understanding. I have organized the challenges in 

reaching goal-alignment into three sub-challenges (Figure 1): challenges regarding individuals, the 

collaboration, and the form of the goal itself. In the literature I have found some tips for facilitating 

a common understanding in all these three levels.  

Self-determination -theory is often used in explaining the ways with which to get individuals to 

accept and internalize a given goal. It presents three mechanisms that support the internalizing: 

feeling competence or feeling good at one’s tasks, feeling autonomy or feeling that one can make 

decisions regarding the work and reeling relatedness to one’s coworkers. (Ryan & Deci, 2000.) The 

feelings of competence can be supported, for example, by hiring competent and suitable people, the 

feelings of autonomy by involving the individual in decision-making processes and the feelings of 

relatedness by facilitating communications and team spirit (Gagné, 2018). It has also been noticed 

that an individual adopts a goal more easily when it seems meaningful and possible to achieve to 

them (Latham & Locke, 1991). One way to facilitate that was found in van den Bos’s (2014) study, 

where her interviewees recalled enjoying a certain flexibility regarding the level of participation: 

when partners could somewhat independently decide in which parts of the projects they wanted to 

participate, it was easier to accommodate the project work with other responsibilities and interests. 

As noticed above, one of the most important mechanisms recognized to support goal-alignment on 

the level of the partnership is open and frequent communication (Eden, 2001; Strasser et al., 2021; 

van den Bos, 2014; van Huijstee et al., 2007). Communication helps make sense of the wide 
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of goal-alignment with the 
right size and scope of the 

goal.
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network of parallel or competing goals, and only when the different goals and interests that 

influence the partnership dynamic are detected can they be managed and considered (Caldwell et 

al., 2017; Eden & Ackermann, 2013; van Winden & van den Buuse, 2017). Compatible mental 

models (McComb et al. 1999) and mutual knowledge (Caldwell et al. 2017) are generated only 

through interaction, and through getting to know each other. Good communication also brings about 

trust and personal relationships, which are also emphasized in the literature surrounding goal-

alignment (Solheim-Kile & Wald, 2019; van den Bos, 2014; van Huijstee et al., 2007; Winkler, 

2006). 

Trust, relationships, and communication can be concretely facilitated by making the partnership 

design as equal as possible. In an equal partnership there is more interaction about more issues, and 

therefore it supports the establishment of personal relationships, which help in understanding others 

from different backgrounds and finding common ground regarding, among other things, goals. 

(Winkler, 2006.) An equal partnership is also praised by Solheim-Kile and Wald (2019), for 

supporting all three experiences mentioned in self-determination -theory (competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness). Van den Bos (2014) recommends more precisely frequent meetings, because the 

more meetings there are, the more conversation there must be.  

The fewest tips exist regarding the scope and size of the goal itself. Perrow (1999) has written about 

different types of systems and how each system type should be governed, and this theory can be 

somewhat applied to public-private partnerships, but it does not offer any concrete tools. According 

to Perrow, a system can be characterized by two types of features: it can be linear or complex, and 

at the same time it can be tightly or loosely coupled. A public-private partnership project is a 

complex, loosely coupled system: complexity refers to complex causality relations and highly 

specialized sub-parts, and being loosely coupled means that the operation of one part is not so 

tightly dependent on the operation of another part, but that the parts can function somewhat 

independently. A complex, loosely coupled systems is best governed in a decentralized way: it is 

important that each sub-part’s tasks are done very carefully, because we are not sure how something 

done differently would affect the other parts. But if something goes south, it does not immediately 

destroy the other parts, so it is best that the people specialized in the problematic part figure out the 

solution by themselves. (Perrow, 1999.) 

To summarize, the literature clearly recognizes the potential of cities and private entities 

collaborating towards sustainable development and names reaching a common understanding of 

partnership goals as one of the key challenges. There are theories and general suggestions helping 

project managers to facilitate goal-alignment, but not so many concrete tools proven fit for an urban 
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development partnership. I have compiled the challenges, solution mechanisms and concrete tools I 

found in the scheme below (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Solution mechanisms and tools to alleviate the sub-challenges of getting partners to 

adopt and accept a partnership goal. 
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3. Methods 

3.1 Research setting 

This study was conducted as a case study about the 3rd work package, the Espoo consortium, of 

Sparcs. Sparcs is a five-year EU-funded international energy-related sustainability project, whose 

aim is to find ways to create Sustainable energy Positive & zero cARbon CommunitieS. The whole 

Sparcs has 31 partners from 9 different countries, and in addition to cities and companies, there are 

also partners specializing in research and communications. The project is led and coordinated by the 

Finnish research institute VTT. Work Package 3 (WP3) is one of ten work packages, and it is led by 

the city of Espoo. Within it, local actors develop three assigned demo-sites and search for ways to 

make the areas more sustainable, particularly energy-wise. The official goal of WP3 is to find and 

test the preconditions of these solutions. I will discuss WP3 more thoroughly in the results-section 

of this thesis. My research question is “how did the partners accept and adapt to a common 

sustainability goal?” 

According to Yin (2017) a case study is a suitable research setting when a research question 

emphasizes how or why -questions, when the researcher has no control over the research subject 

and when the study handles events happening in the present time. All of these are true for my study. 

A case study has the advantage of making it easier to focus precisely on the desired object – the 

bigger the sample, the more flexible one needs to be with what kinds of things one accepts as 

suitable research material. In a case study one can go deep into the specific details they want to 

study. For the same reason a case study enables the examination of causalities – there is a limited 

number of variables. (Starman, 2013.) A case study is an especially suitable setting for a thesis, 

since in a thesis one does not have resources to examine a very broad topic anyway, so it is 

reasonable to focus on going deep into one narrow topic instead. In addition, a junior researcher 

wouldn’t necessarily even know how to interpret a larger sample produced by some other type of 

research setting. (Vilkka et al., 2018.)  

Critics doubt case studies for being too context-specific, and not being able to produce 

generalizable knowledge. But the counterargument is that in social sciences everything is more or 

less context-specific, and when enough context-specific studies reveal the same tendencies, it can 

lead to a theory. It could also be argued that a phenomenon reported even in a single case study 

proves the possibility of the said phenomenon, and in some cases even that could be a theoretically 

significant finding. (Starman, 2013.)  
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There are many types of cases and case studies. Mine is an explorative study (Eriksson & Koistinen, 

2014) of an exemplary case (Vilkka et al., 2018). In an explorative case study, the aim is to produce 

new ideas, propositions and hypotheses about the reasons, surrounding and processes that produce 

the phenomenon under study (Eriksson & Koistinen, 2014) – I aim to produce new ideas and tools 

for facilitating goal-alignment in public-private partnerships for sustainable urban development. 

The case of Sparcs is a good exemplary case because it is an equal sustainability partnership 

between a city and private companies – it is an exemplary partnership design for advancing 

sustainable development, and it is likely to be an increasingly common type of a partnership in the 

future, since the role of companies in sustainability issues has been increasing (de Oliveira et al., 

2019; LaFrance & Lehmann, 2005; van Huijstee et al., 2007). 

I picked Sparcs, because I wanted to find a case that was still ongoing, so that the partners would 

already have perceptions and experiences regarding the partnership goals, and that they would also 

still be in fresh memory, and not dictated by the accomplishments of some already finished project. 

I also specifically searched for a project in which the public and private sector would be in equal 

partnership since that was already named one success factor regarding goal-alignment in the 

literature. Lastly, I wanted to find a project whose focus was clearly on sustainable development. 

Sparcs met all those expectations. The entire Sparcs would have maybe been too broad for a thesis, 

so I decided to limit my scope to WP3, since it is a partnership within the larger partnership, 

including both the public and the private sector.  

In this thesis I wish to examine the ways with which goal-alignment, or partners having similar 

perceptions of the partnership goals, can be facilitated in a public-private partnership for sustainable 

urban development. I wish to find concrete recommendations and suggestions to project managers. 

The way I have operationalized this aim is this: from the material I have studied the extent to which 

the official partnership goal seems to be adopted and accepted. I have then mirrored those 

observations to the comments and experiences about the collaboration atmosphere and processes. 

Through that I have been able to make conclusions about what kinds of experiences are linked with 

the adoption and acceptance of a goal, and what kind of experiences are not. 

Sparcs, or WP3, is not a partnership only between the public and the private sector, but it is actually 

a research and innovation project led by the research organization VTT. VTT has been responsible 

for creating and assembling the project, and it continues to have a great role in the progressing and 

coordination of the project. I still think the project is suitable for a case study on public-private 

partnerships, since within the project the public and the private sector are interacting, interpreting 

each other and experiencing the collaboration with their own distinct reactions, i.e. collaborating. 
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Even though there are other partners besides the two sectors, I can focus on examining the 

interactions between just them. VTT is owned by the government, but it is not part of public 

governance, and therefore it has a different inherent goal approach than the city or for example, a 

state would have. Adding a third kind of viewpoint into the scope of this thesis would have made it 

too broad. 

The Espoo consortium of Sparcs consists of the city, five companies, VTT and a communications 

partner, and I am interested in the interaction between the first two. The work package is divided 

into seven tasks, which are then further divided into smaller and more specific actions. Espoo acts 

as the leader of this work package, but every task also has an appointed person responsible for it. 

WP3 has its own official goal, but it also has numerous links to other work packages and the 

members of the Espoo consortium have responsibilities inside other work packages as well.  

3.2 Data 

The main material of this study consists of interviews conducted with the workers of Sparcs from 

both the city and the private companies. I interviewed six people from four companies and five 

people working for the city. Some people had been there from the start and were able to tell me 

about the first moments and the overall development of the partnership, but most had joined some 

time after the start of the project and were then able to tell me about the briefing habits and how it 

felt like to come work for the project. No one was too new to not have real perceptions and 

experiences of the collaboration. Everyone interviewed from the city are employed specifically for 

Sparcs, in a department dedicated for sustainable development, while many, if not all of the 

company representatives had other responsibilities and tasks in addition to working for Sparcs. A 

representative of the fifth company partner was approached three times by email, but no response 

was received. In addition to the representatives of the city and the companies I also interviewed one 

person from VTT to gain a better perception of the background and structure of the project, and of 

all the things that VTT have done in it. So altogether 12 interviews were conducted, each lasting for 

about an hour. Three interviews happened face-to-face, the rest via Teams. 

Table 1: Material used for the thesis. 

Interviewees Text documents 

1: From partner company 1 Grant Agreement 

2: From the city Web communications by partners 
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Interviewees Text documents 

3: From partner company 2  

4: From partner company 2  

5: From partner company 3  

6: From the city  

7: From partner company 4  

8: From the city  

9: From the city  

10: From the city  

11: From partner company 4  

12: From VTT  

 

The interviews were theme interviews, meaning that I had prepared a list of questions I wanted to 

ask (Appendix 1) and I knew which topics I wanted to discuss, but I did not ask everyone all the 

questions in the same order or form, and if something unexpected but interesting came up during 

the interview, I asked to elaborate on it. Still, certain things about the processes and the goals were 

discussed with everyone. Regarding the processes I asked about what happened when the 

interviewee started working in the project, what kind of processes and customs they have now, what 

the interviewee thinks of them, how they have found the atmosphere and the conversational culture 

of the collaboration, and how they think the partnership goals have been discussed. Regarding goals 

I asked what they thought the goal of WP3 was, what they thought the goal of their organization 

was, what they themselves were motivated by, whether they think the partnership goal will be 

achieved, whether they think the partners agree on the partnership goal and if they have experienced 

any contradictions or tensions about different kinds of goals. 

As material supporting the interviews, I have also utilized the project contract, called the Grant 

Agreement, as well as Sparcs-related web communications published by the partners. See a 

summary of all material in Table 1. The Grant Agreement is a central document to the project 

participants – it is an over 800-page document where everything from project structure and 

timetable to partner responsibilities are written down. It is important for me to be able to compare 

the interviewees’ experiences to the project contract, since the contract defined the project 

management and collaboration principles. The Grant Agreement is, however, a confidential 

document and I can’t directly reference it here. The web communications were searched from 
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Google with the search terms Sparcs site:[partner website], winding up with mentions of Sparcs 

from partner websites. The communications material acts as a useful mirror and comparison point 

to the way the interviewees describe the project and their experiences about it in the interview 

setting. 

3.3 Analysis 

A case study is interested in causes and consequences (Starman, 2013; Yin, 2017). The 

consequence under examination in this thesis is the level of adoption and acceptance of the project 

goal that the partners have. So, the analysis started with studying that: have the official goals been 

adopted, to which extent and by whom? After that I started looking for the possible causes for those 

consequences: for example, how have different interviewees experienced working in the 

collaboration, why have they joined it in the beginning, and what kind of parallel or competing 

goals they have. 

I transcribed the parts of the interviews that were relevant to my research question and ended up 

with 42 pages or about 23 000 words of text. I had compiled and utilized relevant themes from the 

literature already when making the list of interview questions, and in the analysis phase I returned 

to those themes and started by arranging the interview material under certain theme categories 

(Table 2). From the literature I also found indicators for assessing the level of goal acceptance: As 

signs of a goal being adopted and accepted, I used 1) being able to name the partnership goal and 

some parallel interests, 2) the experiences mentioned in SDT, 3) seeing the goal as meaningful and 

achievable and 4) experiences of an atmosphere of openness, trust and appreciation. 

Table 2: Theme categories and their meaning for the analysis. 

Theme What I am looking for 

Creation of the project What kind of background and starting point did the project have? 

Briefing 
How have they tried to get the goals adopted? What kind of feelings do 

they have of the collaboration and joining it? 

Discussion of goals 
How have they tried to get the goals adopted? How is the conversational 

culture in the project? Do they feel autonomy? 

Meetings 
How have they tried to get the goals adopted? How is the conversational 

culture in the project? Do they feel autonomy? 
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Theme What I am looking for 

Feelings about 

collaboration 

How is the conversational culture in the project? What kind of feelings 

do they have of the collaboration? Do they feel relatedness? 

Significance of one’s 

own role 
Does the goal feel meaningful? Do they feel competence? 

WP3 goal Can they name the partnership goal? With what kind of emphasis? 

Organizational goal What kind of different goals are there in the goal network? 

Personal motivations 
What kind of different goals are there in the goal network? Does the goal 

feel meaningful? 

Tensions between 

different goals 

What kind of different goals are there in the goal network? What kind of 

feelings do they have of the collaboration? 

Goal-alignment 
What kind of different goals are there in the goal network? What kind of 

feelings do they have of the collaboration? Do they feel relatedness? 

Achievement of goals Does the goal feel achievable? Do they feel competence? 

 

I did use Atlas.ti for some of the coding, but the benefit of that was mostly to familiarize myself 

with the material. The most useful and natural way of doing the analysis and drawing conclusions 

was to read, organize, group and regroup the data in MS Word. Little by little I tested and bunked or 

confirmed different hypotheses, which lead to more hypotheses and eventually some conclusions. 

Some hypotheses I picked up from the literature, such as companies having a shorter timeframe and 

more output-oriented goal perceptions or people not having time for unofficial meetings. Some I 

just came up with myself for the sake of testing them – such as that maybe briefing does not play 

that big of a role in getting partners to accept a partnership goal or that maybe the background 

organization’s support could help in committing to the partnership. Iteratively, by trial and error I 

started to find interesting and meaningful connections and results. 

3.4 Ethical limitations 

There are a couple of ethical risks present in my thesis. First, because I am studying an ongoing 

project, it is possible that I may have affected its progress somehow, in the worst case somehow 

threatening its completion or success. I have tried to lessen this risk by minimizing any kind of 

pressure towards the participants: approaching them in the most relaxed manner I possibly could, 
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arranging the interviews on their terms and by repeatedly reminding them that it is all voluntary and 

it is completely acceptable to decline to participate in the interview. I also had a discussion with the 

leader of the Espoo consortium about conducting a research like this before beginning to collect 

data, and they approved it. Some doubts about my work have arisen within the project participants, 

and I have tried to face, discuss and resolve those concerns as best I could. 

The second challenge is that I can’t completely secure the anonymity of my interviewees. Even 

though I did not record or collect anyone’s name and I don’t present the names of companies or 

interviewees in this report, the other participants in this project can probably guess the identities of 

my interviewees, and in the case of the workers from the city, everyone reading this report knows 

which city they are from, since there is only one city in WP3. I write about Sparcs with its real 

name partly because the leader organization of the whole project, VTT, wished for it, and partly 

because it is easier for me to be transparent and thorough about my material and findings this way. I 

have gone over this anonymity problem with each interviewee and they have participated 

acknowledging it. 

A third challenge is the fact that I, myself, worked for Espoo, and for the same unit that is 

responsible for WP3 during the collection of data. I worked in the same office as the Sparcs-

employees, but I did not have shared tasks or responsibilities with them. Still, I did know them 

before starting my research, even though I do not feel like I knew them very well, since I had just 

started working there a couple of months earlier. I see my relationship with the city of Espoo posing 

two kinds of risks: on one hand, the responses and behavior of my colleagues could have been 

affected by us somewhat knowing each other, and on the other hand the behavior of the company 

representatives could have been affected by them seeing me as a representative of the city. 

According to Magnusson and Marecek (2015), interviewing people you know might lead to them 

feeling like they are obligated to participate in the research, even if they really did not want to. They 

also might not tell you everything they truly felt, because they might fear that some things could 

jeopardize the relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee. The interviewee might also 

avoid certain topics they suspect to be too sensitive when interviewing familiar people. I think that 

in my case only the first one of those is a real risk, since I don’t feel like I knew the representatives 

of Espoo so well that we would have had a relationship to jeopardize or could have predicted each 

other’s opinions. I did try to assure everyone that there was no pressure to be interviewed, but no 

one declined, so it very well may be that they felt that they did not have the option to decline. 
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Researching one’s own organization could also be criticized, because it could be said that only an 

outsider is able to ask questions about things that seem obvious to group members (Hockey, 1993). 

But in my case, I think I was still an outsider, having been working there only for a couple of 

months. Many things regarding working for the city were still totally new to me. Or rather, I think I 

might have conducted the research in a unique sweet spot, where I was already insider enough for 

the other workers to be able to somewhat relax near me, but still outsider enough to be able to 

observe it all. And in any case, I did not even research my organization, per se, since I researched 

Sparcs, where some members of my organization participated. For those reasons, I do not see the 

risk in this regard. 

I approached the company representatives from my Espoo-email, and I openly told them I was 

currently working for Espoo, because I supposed that to be the best way to get them to notice and 

answer my email. But I did also tell them that I am doing the research independently, in the role of a 

student. Still, I was left with the impression that in many instances they saw me as a representative 

of Espoo. I am sure that my being employed by Espoo has affected my interview material in one 

way of another, but I do not see the issue being that significant, since the topic of my research is not 

particularly sensitive or delicate. It is not critical for my research that everyone openly told me all 

their deepest feelings and most sensitive memories – I can do without those stories if someone was 

not comfortable enough to be totally open with me. I was interested in experiences and perceptions, 

and whatever my interviewees told me, it was at least a part of their experience, and I can work with 

that. 

In addition to these challenges, someone might criticize me for conducting most of the interviews 

via Teams, even though the Covid-19 pandemic would have already allowed face-to-face interviews 

at the time of collecting material. But I chose Teams-interviews after a careful consideration. Video 

interviews are criticized for not allowing the effect of body language, for slowing the conversation 

down and for making conversations feel unnatural. They also always have the risk of losing 

connection and of someone having bad gear. (Sedgwick & Spiers, 2009.) But both the technology 

surrounding video calls and people’s knowhow around them have taken big leaps forward during 

the pandemic, and so I do not think many of the problems mentioned in the literature are that 

prevalent anymore. Newer research pays attention to the upsides of video interviewing: for 

example, the interviewee has easy access to their own documents if they want to check something 

during the interview. If the person works from home, it might be easier and more comfortable for 

them to also be able to do the interview from home. Some might be able to relax better if they only 

see the stranger through their screen. (Khan & MacEachen, 2022; de Villiers et al., 2021.) So I 
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decided to offer my interviewees the possibility for either a live or a remote interview, because that 

way every individual could decide for themselves which environment they most wanted. I do not 

think being able to observe body language or offer a tissue is important for my study, since my 

topic still is not very delicate. I am also myself one of those people who are able to relax better in a 

remote setting, so in a video interview at least one of us was guaranteed to feel at ease. The most 

complicated ethical aspect of video interviewing has to do with privacy protection: the video 

records contain inherently identifiable information, since they show faces. I cannot do much about 

that except to store the records only on my personal computer protected by a password and to 

discard them as soon as I have analyzed them. 

4. Results 

I have divided this section into three parts. First, I will present the case project in more depth based 

on my findings from the project contract and the interviews. After that, I will go over the 

interviewees’ perceptions about the project goals: what the goals are, how they came to be and what 

they feel like. Lastly, I will present the interview results about the experiences of working in the 

collaboration and take a look at the communications materials. I have translated the quotations from 

Finnish to English the best I can, but you can find the original Finnish quotations in appendices 

(Appendix 2). 

4.1 Project background 

Sparcs is an international EU-funded urban development project, where the work package of Espoo 

focuses on developing three demo-sites in Espoo. Espoo is one of the two lighthouse-cities of 

Sparcs, meaning that the role of Espoo is to generate ideas and demonstrate new solutions, which 

the follower cities can then try to replicate in their own context. The three demo-sites are the Kera 

district, the Sello Mall in Leppävaara and the Lippulaiva Mall in Espoon keskus, and in every 

demo-site local actors try to innovate locally appropriate ways for achieving the official project 

goals listed in the Grant Agreement. The official WP3 goals have to do with pursuing energy self-

sufficiency and carbon neutrality, strengthening collaboration, increasing e-mobility and citizen 

engagement and recognizing sustainable business models. In practice these could mean, for 

example installing new charging stations for electric vehicles, organizing energy-themed discussion 

events for citizens or finding ways to store energy. 
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The project was planned and assembled by the project coordinator VTT. They noticed the EU-

funding opportunity and decided to seize it. The funding call was under the Horizon 2020 Program 

and it looked for projects to build “a low-carbon, climate resilient future: secure, clean and efficient 

energy” (European Commission). First, they needed to find a suitable Finnish city to be the 

lighthouse. They needed a city who was interested in the topics mentioned in the funding program 

and who could commit to a big project like this. They needed a city with compatible organizational 

goals and strategies. They recognized Espoo, and so began the preparations for Sparcs’ work 

package three. 

Negotiations with Espoo went well, and they decided to continue to search for suitable demo-sites. 

They needed areas that already had compatible development plans in place. After finding the demo-

sites, it was time to start to go over suitable business partners. Again, they wanted to find partners 

with already compatible goals and strategies in place, from fields that fitted the funding program’s 

energy-theme. After finding promising companies, negotiations began for getting them on board. 

The first application was not approved for funding, but the partners believed in their project and 

wanted to try again in the next round. Sparcs ended up starting in the Fall of 2019, but the 

preparations for it had began as early as a couple of years earlier.  

The central document of the project, the project contract called the Grant Agreement, is also 

composed by VTT. The Grant Agreement includes details about the structure of the whole project 

and its goals, about the goals of each work package, of each task, the people responsible for each 

work package and task, the schedule of the project and even some ground rules for the processes of 

the project. During the preparations of the application partners were invited to fill out sections about 

their own responsibilities and assignments, but VTT oversaw the big picture and was responsible 

for, for example, the way the whole project was divided into smaller tasks. 

Since the goals of the project originate from the EU funding program, only partners with already 

compatible strategies could be accepted into the partnership. Each partner told me that before 

joining they searched for existing goals and strategies within their organization that they could try 

to pursue within the Sparcs-project. Editing the Grant Agreement is technically possible, and in 

some instances they have needed to do that in the case of some unavoidable time delays, for 

example. But editing it is a slow, bureaucratic process that is not done without heavy grounds. And 

often times it is not necessary since the goals written in the Grant Agreement are not that strictly 

phrased – they are mostly quite broad things, like improving the conditions for electric cars, 
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increasing citizen engagement or finding more about the challenges regarding this and that. In other 

words, the goals written in the Grant Agreement can be achieved in multiple ways. 

Those interviewees that have been there from the start told me that it took the first year to kind of 

get organized and to learn how to be in that partnership. After preparing the project and waiting for 

the funding for so long, it was then time to come back to the Grant Agreement and recall what was 

promised and how everyone thinks things should now proceed and what they see happening during 

the next five years. Now that the project has been going on for about three years, there are clear 

routines in place: the whole Espoo consortium – WP3 – meets monthly on Teams. At first, each 

meeting lasted for about three hours, now they are cut down to two hours. The consortium meetings 

always have the same agenda: they go over the status of the demo-sites and the tasks, what is new in 

communications and events and what are the next steps. In addition to the big consortium meetings 

the task-specific groups also meet monthly, and in these smaller meetings they go over the task’s 

content in more detail and define more precisely what should be done in the task and why. 

4.2 Perceptions of the goals 

The official goals written in the Grant Agreement for WP3 are about developing new solutions that 

support energy self-sufficiency and carbon neutrality, about strengthening local collaboration, about 

increasing electric mobility and citizen engagement and about recognizing and demonstrating 

business models that support sustainable development. The general role of Espoo is to be a 

lighthouse city, so one general goal is also to develop solutions that can be replicated elsewhere.  

All but a couple of company representatives were able to name these official goals very well. When 

talking about the official goal it did not seem like they were reciting it from memory, let alone 

reading it straight from the Grant Agreement, but rather like they had adopted it to be part of their 

own thinking. Many mentioned the demo-sites and the solutions developed in them, as well as the 

point of replicability, which I think are the two key points that can be drawn from the long list of 

separate goals written in the Grant Agreement and above. For example:   

1. ”I think the goal of the whole consortium is to try to think of such solutions for 

neighborhoods or cities regarding carbon positive areas, which work and which could be 

replicated in other areas as well.” (Interview 1, company) 

2. ”[The goal is] laying the groundworks for developing energy positive districts, or 

something like laying the groundworks for scaling up. […] And then the demo-sites 

themselves.” (Interview 8, city) 
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The city representatives thought that their organization joined the project for the opportunity to 

develop the city’s own districts. They mention Espoo’s strategic goals about, for example, carbon 

neutrality and achieving the sustainable development goals of Agenda 2030 and see how the project 

offers Espoo and opportunity to develop its areas towards achieving those goals. Company partners 

mention getting new networks, ideas and partnerships as reasons for their organization joining the 

project in the first place. So, city partners emphasize the work and the outputs, and company 

partners the collaboration itself as points for participating in a partnership like this. Representatives 

of both sectors mention the external funding to be a big upside. For example: 

3: ”I think we joined this because we wanted to get those experiences and sparring help 

from the partners, […] know-how that we certainly don’t possess.” (Interview 3, 

company) 

4. ”I suppose energy-themes being advanced in Espoo altogether, that’s certainly one of 

the biggest goals from the city’s viewpoint.” (Interview 6, city) 

5. ”Of course also creating relationships with these consortium members, who in the 

future might be future clients, and also showing them what we are capable of doing.” 

(Interview 11, company) 

6. ”Primarily they were our own goals, that we get to grow our capabilities and capacity, 

and that now we get EU-funding for it.” (Interview 7, company) 

It seems to me that both sectors emphasize their own organizational goals slightly over the 

partnership goal. They do not do it much, and they do not do it on the cost of the partnership, but it 

is noticeable that when describing the project or its goals, they seem to approach it from the 

viewpoint of their own organization’s role or goal in it: city representatives talk about the work 

done in the city districts or the advancement of Espoo’s strategic goals, and company 

representatives talk about the innovations they have come up with or the importance of recognizing 

new business models. For example: 

7. ”If we think that the goal of the project is a sustainable future, and these energy 

positive districts, and maybe even more widely to support the carbon neutrality of Espoo 

[…]” (Interview 10, city) 

8. ”[The goal] is kind of multi-dimensional, so there’s not only that we come up with 

some way with which we are able to increase, for example a neighborhood’s energy self-

sufficiency of decrease carbon dioxide, but also that those ways can be replicated. It is 

the technical execution, but also the business model in it.” (Interview 11, company) 
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This presence of every organization’s own interest does not seem to lead to any kind of trade-offs, 

since the organizational goals that partners have do not seem to contradict the partnership goal. On 

the contrary, they support it very well; in some instances, the goals written in the Grant Agreement 

are the exact same ones that an organization has in their own strategy, for example carbon neutrality 

or designing a certain building with certain energy-efficient technology.  

When asked whether they felt any kind of contradictions or tensions regarding the partnership goals 

and the organizational goals, the city partners could not remember anything like that. Some 

company partners mentioned sometimes feeling like their organization does not always get the 

significance of and the time they have to put into the project, and also how the project partners do 

not always seem to understand the business realities that the companies have to deal with. For 

example: 

9. ”Because there’s not only Sparcs, but there are many other tasks that [I am] 

responsible for, so the use of time and finding resources and allocating them, that’s a 

very big challenge in assignments like these. And also to be able to internally lob the 

importance to these people.” (Interview 11, company) 

10. ”It is a very different world, and the cycles, with which the business world operates. 

And then when we participate in such a wide and long project, that creates a 

contradiction pretty clearly. That we participate in some five-year-long project, when our 

own plans cover at most one year. It comes to like, ’how can we see what we are going to 

do in three years?’” (Interview 5, company) 

Both the workers from the city and from the companies are personally motivated by things like 

advancing sustainable development, doing new things and learning about them. Many were also 

motivated by being able to work in tasks that match their previous work history and capabilities. 

Most interviewees saw their own role as significant for the whole project. I could not find any 

significant differences between responses from the different sectors. For example: 

11. ”Maybe it is this ideal situation. Visioning this perfect world. We can concretely do 

things in this.” (Interview 7, company) 

12. “It is pretty much the desire to affect the future, and to see how the energy-sector 

innovates.” (Interview 8, city) 

13. ”[…] so in that sense I see that my own role is indeed important. Of course I couldn’t 

do these things alone, but I do have a big role in it.” (Interview 6, city) 
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Every interviewee from the city sees the project goals as achievable. They do not seem to doubt it at 

all. Company partners are a bit more hesitant in this regard: they do see them as achievable, but 

with certain preconditions. Many mention how the broadness of the goals in the Grant Agreement 

leads to a situation where practically every action could be worded to meet the requirements in the 

contract. Still, they seem to be mostly proud of what they have done and what they are going to 

accomplish. For example: 

14. ”Yes, [they will be achieved]. From the very beginning we at Espoo have had no 

worries.” (Interview 2, city) 

15. “Yes, they certainly will be achieved in paper. We have done [many good things], 

and I think we can fairly say that we will achieve the goals. […] But in this EU-work, a 

great deal is about how the things are phrased and how we make them into words.” 

(Interview 5, company) 

The city partners also do not doubt the existence of a consensus about the partnership goals, even 

though they acknowledge the existence of parallel, non-competing organizational goals. Many 

argue that since the partnership goals are clearly written in the Grant Agreement, and since the 

Grant Agreement is such an important document it must be familiar for everyone, there could not be 

anyone who was not aware of the partnership goals. However, about a half of the company partners 

are not sure if it is even possible to achieve a common understanding – they see every organization 

always focusing on their own agenda, and the partnership being just about putting these separate 

pieces together. For example:  

16. ”I think that every organization has their own goals. There are so different actors in 

this, so they probably have to do with everyone’s own activities.” (Interview 3, company) 

17. “I don’t think that we can even achieve a common understanding. I think that 

everyone kind of has their own interests, and everyone looks at it kind of from their own 

viewpoint, at what being in WP3 means to them, and how it benefits the organization 

itself.” (Interview 5, company) 

18. ”Yes, I would say [that we have a common understanding]. […] Of course everyone 

must have their own goals as well, but the common ones of the project probably fit with 

them okay.” (Interview 10, city) 

Even though city partners believe in the existence of the consensus, it seems to me that even some 

of them do not see it as such a necessary part of the partnership. Many interviewees from both 

sectors said something at some point that leads me to believe that they do not think a successful 
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partnership requires true goal-alignment. They talk about how dividing up into smaller task-groups 

and demo-sites with own sub-goals has worked well and how trying to achieve consensus in a 

bigger group could have led to conflict. For example: 

19. ”I don’t think we were even supposed to participate in everything – everyone has 

their own lot in which they operate. Then the pieces are just put together.” (Interview 1, 

company) 

20. ”The actions are quite company-specific, there may be some collaboration between 

different organizations, but practically it is clearly distinguishable who is responsible for 

what, so in that sense it is pretty easy, since there’s not too much of that kind of varied 

network-working.” (Interview 2, city) 

4.3 Experiences of practices and processes 

Interviewees’ experiences about the collaboration, working in it and of the atmosphere were all in 

all quite good. Most participants from both sectors seem to have mostly enjoyed being part of the 

partnership, although city partners mentioned positive feelings more often and with fewer 

reservations. All partners praise the nice atmosphere, feelings of community and how everyone 

seems to work hard. For example: 

21. ”[…] so it goes well, and then with those who I collaborate more, the working 

relationship is a bit like a project team -relationship, so the organization lines don’t 

really matter. […] So because of that, it does not always count very much from which 

organization one is from. What counts is that we work together in Sparcs. So yeah, I have 

always felt it to be easy.” (Interview 10, city) 

22. ”[…] and then there’s that people have been interested in the project also. There 

hasn’t been anything like, ‘just do something over there’. But people have really tried to 

think things over and do them well.” (Interview 1, company) 

The thing with which company partners have had most problem are the customs regarding meetings 

and reports. They have found the pace of the work to be frustratingly slow, the number of meetings 

unnecessarily large and the reports to be made just for the sake of making reports. It seems to them 

that many of these customs serve no real point and that they take up time from things that could 

actually benefit society. No city partner mentions similar feelings. For example: 

23. ”I’d say that overall there could be even more these kinds of demos, rather than 

research […] where you write reports. Because there are so many reports created in 
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Europe. So in that sense it seems like one could invest more in this kind of real work, 

rather than in writing reports.” (Interview 11, company) 

24. ”This is exaggerating, but let’s say that it felt like they are using up budget, using up 

time. Like we are allocated a week, we get to spend a week doing this […] so now we 

spend a week doing this. From our viewpoint, the matter did not seem to advance, even 

though we were in a rush to start doing things.” (Interview 7, company) 

Many members from both sectors mentioned wishing for more unofficial and spontaneous 

conversation and interaction with the other partners. Many of them attributed the lack of it to the 

remote working situation brough on by the Covid-19 pandemic. It seems to them that the remote 

work setting has hindered the formation of personal relationship and led to a certain stiffness of the 

partnership. In remote meetings people tend to stay more in the official agenda, leading to partners 

only seeing the more serious side of each other. For example: 

25. ”I am faithful to live meetings, I believe that interaction between people is better live 

than in Teams […]. How we know each other, it helps our interaction be better and our 

collaboration be better. But if we never know each other, or if we only meet in a work 

context, or in a strict business mode, then there are many shades of grey we never get to 

see.” (Interview 2, city) 

26. ”The Teams-environment has, in my opinion, been quite challenging [in terms of 

spontaneous discussion]. Yes, there’s time and space [for it], but since most of the 

meetings have been remote, there does not occur that kind of spontaneous, like ‘hey, let’s 

now discuss this’. […] So I’d say it has made the work a bit more official, or, like, stiffer, 

because we don’t know each other.” (Interview 5, company) 

Everyone notes that there has always been room for spontaneous discussion in the meetings but in 

practice it does not really happen in the big consortium meetings. Some think that the large number 

of people present in these meetings makes it too intimidating to speak up about something not 

already on the agenda. Another place for spontaneous discussion could be an unofficial coffee break 

dedicated just for personal relationships, but both interviewees I spoke with about this doubt that 

people would put time into those kinds of meetings. 

It seems that the arena that best facilitated the spontaneous, unofficial, comforting kind of 

discussions in this case were the task-meetings. While the big consortium meetings were seen as 

rigid and very official, the task-meetings felt more open and warmer and the people there more 

familiar. In the big meetings the discussion is about the big picture and broad things that concern 
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everyone, but in the task-meetings they can go into more detail into everyone’s practical work and 

the meanings of it. So even the work-related talk in the task-meetings allows people to get to know 

each other better, and in addition to that, they even talk about each other’s personal news there. For 

example: 

27. ”I do notice that people have gotten to know each other, not through the consortium 

meetings, but we have those smaller groups that have been meeting inside the tasks. And 

then because we have had monthly meetings, and we planned things together, I know the 

partners better there.” (Interview 5, company)  

28. ”[…] we have these task-specific meetings, where we go over current things, and 

those are not that official. Of course people go over their news, what they’ve done and 

what they will do there, but there’s also quite much of that kind of general discussion, 

like ‘hey, how has your week been and how will your weekend go’, and things like that.” 

(Interview 8, city) 

When asked about how the partnership goals are discussed in the meetings, the company partners 

did not have much to say. They talk about the discussion in the meetings being mostly centered 

around concrete actions, not around missions and goals. Furthermore, they seem to think that 

organizations are left to act independently as they see fit, as long as they stay within the limits of the 

Grant Agreement. They do not think the partnership goals are explicitly talked about anymore, since 

they have been established in the beginning and written in the project contract. For example: 

29. ”My experience has been that it has been more like the different organizations have 

independently recognized the pieces and done the work.” (Interview 5, company) 

30. ”I don’t think there’s been a section about how the big goal is moving forward, 

because at least I don’t have any… or at least I don’t have any recollection of such a 

thing.” (Interview 3, company) 

City partners, on the other hand, recognize how the meetings, hearing about each other’s work, 

accomplishments, and challenges, and reporting the advancements to EU all act as a continuous 

reminder of and a tool for re-evaluating the partnership goals. For example: 

31. ”Maybe it is also that the more you do the tasks and actions, the better you 

understand the big picture. I mean the more actions you see, and see that they’re 

different from each other, it builds the big picture for you.” (Interview 9, city) 

32. ”The different kinds of working documents that we have, how we have put the project 

contract into new words, or written some deliverable about something we have done, 
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those things have always been kind of check-points of us being on the same page.” 

(Interview 2, city) 

Again, the task-meetings are seen as the place where most of this goal-related discussion takes 

place. The Grant Agreement defines the goals for the tasks and the more specific actions used for 

the pursue of those goals, but there is still some defining left to do for the task-meetings. Reading 

the goals and actions from the Grant Agreement and then deciding together what is means in more 

detail and why, that is what they discuss in the task-meetings. For example:  

33. ”[Discussion about goals is done] more in the smaller group, so maybe not so much 

in the big consortium meeting. In the smaller groups we think about what we should be 

doing in some specific tasks, and what we aim to do, and then we might go back to the 

project contract and be like ‘okay, this says this and that’, and what it means and what 

we should do.” (Interview 8, city) 

34. ”So there are these meetings, where there is a specific task-group, and there we 

together go over what the work we are doing is about.” (Interview 10, city) 

It seems like the monthly task-meetings were even more important for goal-related discussion and 

familiarization than any briefing received by new employees. Very few of the people working for 

Sparcs have been there from the very beginning, but there is no official briefing policy in the 

partnership. Briefing has mostly been done internally within everyone’s own organization, and in 

both sectors the briefings seem to have been focused on how the project supports other activities 

and strategies of the organization. Some interviewees talk about having met other partners in the 

beginning specifically for the purpose of briefing and getting to know them, mut mostly everyone 

seems to have just jumped into the official meetings and started doing the work, and then little by 

little learned about the projects, its goals and partners by doing and participating. For example: 

35. ”And then there was reading of the Grant Agreement, almost like from cover to cover 

[…]. So very good, but quick and efficient was the briefing, and then I just sort of dived 

to the deep end.” (Interview 6, city) 

36. ”I was given the Teams-invitations, I jumped in and said hello there. And off we 

went.” (Interview 8, city) 

Some company representatives talk about it being very challenging to come into an EU-

collaboration project like this, since it has many customs and terms they had not heard of before. 

For example: 
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37. ”It was quite independent work in the beginning, because there was so much to 

familiarize myself with, it is quite a large entity, this Sparcs. It also has many distinct 

features, like there’s a lot of new vocabulary. I was not very familiar with the terms of 

this field.” (Interview 5, company) 

I also looked for signs of the adoption of goals from the web communications published by the 

partners. I thought it would give me another opportunity to see how the partners describe the 

project, its goals, and their own role in it. I thought there could maybe be some things that they, for 

some reason, would not tell me or I did not know to ask for in the interviews. But I was surprised to 

see that not many web communications existed.  

Espoo has its own page for the project in their website, and in it they present the project quite 

neutrally, using many of the same phrases found in the official website of Sparcs. Espoo also 

regularly publishes news articles regarding the accomplishments and events of Sparcs. I suppose 

Espoo is more inclined to do that since it acts as the leader of WP3. But with the company partners 

the findings were quite scarce: from two of the company partners, I could not find anything. The 

rest of the three mention Sparcs in instances where they present some aspect of their own actions. 

There, they quickly mention that said activity has also made them be a part of Sparcs. The 

partnership goals mentioned in these phrases are the one whose achievements are made possible by 

the activities presented in the publications. Only one company partner talked about Sparcs on their 

main website, the two other mentioned it in their sustainability reports. To me it seems that putting 

it in the sustainability report makes it even less likely that an average citizen or customer is ever 

going to see it, so all this leads me to believe that the companies do not see their membership in this 

partnership to be very significant in comparison to all the other things they are doing. 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Overview of the results 

Except for a couple of company partners, most interviewees were able to correctly name the 

partnership goal and they seemed motivated to pursue it. The reason the partner organizations 

joined the collaboration was to advance already existing strategies, as their strategies fit well with 

the partnership goal. City partners had not experienced any tensions between the goals of the 

partnership and those of their own organization, but some company partners mentioned having 

faced pressure regarding timeframes and allocation of resources. City partners undoubtedly believed 
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in the achievement of the goals and in the existence of a goal-consensus, whereas company partners 

had some reservations towards both questions. 

Working in the partnership felt mostly meaningful and the atmosphere was nice. City partners 

appreciated the atmosphere a little bit more explicitly, and only company representatives talked 

about experiencing some frustration regarding the working practices. Both sectors appreciated 

spontaneous discussion and saw it happening mainly in the task-meetings, not in the big consortium 

meetings. Company partners did not think the partnership goals were discussed in the meetings after 

the start of the project, whereas interviewees from the city saw the frequent meetings and reports 

serving just that purpose. Joining the partnership after the initial start seems to have been harder for 

company partners, since they did not have previous experience from working in a project like this.  

In addition to general and sector-specific tendencies, I looked for recurring patterns in individual 

interviewees. Those interviewees that found joining the project to be challenging did not seem to 

have any other similarities regarding other answers, so based on my findings, it does not seem that 

finding it hard to join a partnership necessarily leads to feeling certain things about it later on. But 

those interviewees that were frustrated by the practices were also more likely to not praise the 

partnership atmosphere that much and to be skeptical about the possibility for a goal-consensus. 

Below, I will discuss the implications of these results in more depth. 

5.2 Contribution to the literature 

Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination -theory presents three experiences that makes it more 

likely for an individual to internalize a given goal. I see all three of them realizing in this case: the 

interviewees feel competency, since many of them talk about their work in it matching their 

previous work history, capabilities, and interests, and many of them also see their own role as being 

important for the whole partnership. They feel autonomy, since the goals written in the Grant 

Agreement could be further defined to match with what the task-groups felt was meaningful and 

reasonable. They seem to feel relatedness, since most of them talk nicely about the atmosphere of 

the partnership and see the partners as a unified community. 

The literature also mentions how it makes it easier for an individual to commit to a given goal when 

the goal seems meaningful and possible to achieve (Latham & Locke, 1991) – all interviewees saw 

the partnership goals as achievable at least in some sense, and many of them talk about being 

personally motivated by precisely the same things that are listed in the project goals (advancing 

sustainable development and engaging citizens, for example). 
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Some scholars have problematized the huge network of different goals in a partnership like this and 

noted that since parallel or competing goals are bound to exist, they should be openly discussed in 

order to even have hopes of reaching a consensus about the partnership goal (van Winden & van 

den Buuse, 2017). It seems that in this case the different goals and interests were recognized, since 

many interviewees mention being aware of parallel organizational goals. This observation indicates 

an open conversational culture being present in this case, and conversation is in many instances 

praised in the literature as one of the key things supporting goal-alignment (Eden, 2001; Strasser et 

al., 2021; van den Bos, 2014; van Huijstee et al., 2007). 

From all this, I make the conclusion that in the work package three of Sparcs the initially agreed 

upon partnership goal was well accepted and adopted. What, then, are the concrete tools which 

made that happen and which I can recommend to future project managers? I recognize five:  

1) selecting only compatible organizations as partners,  

2) leaving room for small adjustments in the official goal,  

3) dividing into smaller groups with supporting sub-goals,  

4) mandatory group work with the right people, and 

5) building all this into the partnership design by a skilled coordinator.  

I have organized these new suggestions into the recurring scheme of this thesis below in Figure 3. I 

will next look at each one of these points in more detail, and after that I will also go over some open 

questions that could lead to more suggestions in future studies. 

In the literature, three kinds of goals are noted to exist in partnerships like this: there are the 

partnership goals, the goals of the partner organizations and the goals of the individuals (Huxham & 

Vangen, 1996). Problems could arise from partners emphasizing the last two over the first one. In 

this case, however, that did not seem to pose any problems, even though it seemed to me like all 

interviewees highlighted their own organizations goals just slightly over other goals. But because 

only compatible organizations were admitted to be part of the partnership from the start, the 

organizational goals lined up well with the partnership goals. In other words, based on my findings 

it seems that if the organizational goals are carefully considered already in the assembling phrase of 

a partnership project and deemed as compatible, it is not that important to get partners to view the 

partnership goal as the unwavering priority. Picking only the right kind of partners makes it easier 

for them to find the partnership goal meaningful and fitted for them, and therefore facilitates goal 

internalization. In addition to that, it makes it easier to navigate the network of parallel goals. 
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Building a goal-aligned collaboration thus starts with assembling only sufficiently compatible 

partners. 

Figure 3: Solution mechanisms and tools to alleviate the sub-challenges of getting partners to 

adopt and accept a partnership goal, with the contributions of this thesis bolded. 

 

Challenge: Getting partners to adopt and accept the partnership goal

Sub-challenge: 

Individuals: getting them to 
understand and internalize 
the given partnership goal.

Solution mechanisms:

• Creating experiences 
mentioned in SDT (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000).
• Making goal feel 

significant and achievable 
(Latham & Locke, 1991).

Concrete tools: 

• Hiring competent people, 
including individual in 

decision-making, 
facilitating team spirit 

(Gagné, 2018).
• Flexibility regarding 

participation (van den Bos, 
2014).

• Picking only compatible 
organizations as partners.
• Leaving room for small 

adjustments in the official 
goal.

• Building all this into the 
partnership design by a 

skilled coordinator.

Sub-challenge: 

Collaboration: getting 
people to understand each 

other, creating trust, 
navigating between a large 

network of different parallel 
goals.

Solution mechanism:

Interaction and 
communication (Caldwell 
et al. 2017; Eden, 2001; 

Eden & Ackermann, 2013; 
Solheim-Kile & Wald, 

2019; McComb et al. 1999; 
Strasser et al., 2021; van 

den Bos, 2014; van 
Huijstee et al., 2007; van 

Winden & van den Buuse, 
2017; Winkler, 2006).

Concrete tools: 

• An equal partnership 
design (Solheim-Kile & 

Wald, 2019; Winkler, 
2006).

• Frequent meetings (van 
den Bos, 2014).

• Dividing into smaller 
groups with supporting 

sub-goals.
• Lots of mandatory 

group work.
• Picking only compatible 
organizations as partners.
• Leaving room for small 

adjustments in the official 
goal.

• Building all this into the 
partnership design by a 

skilled coordinator.

Sub-challenge: 

The goal: finding a realistic 
way of reaping the benefits 
of goal-alignment with the 
right size and scope of the 

goal.

Solution mechanism: 

Decentralized 
management (Perrow, 

1999).

Concrete tools:

• Dividing into smaller 
groups with supporting 

sub-goals.
• Building all this into 
the partnership design 

by a skilled coordinator.



37 

 

The next step is defining the partnership goal in effective ways. Leaving small wiggle room in the 

official partnership goal named in the project contract also facilitates goal internalization, as well as 

discussion and interaction. Only van den Bos (2014) had previously noted the upsides of a certain 

flexibility in a partnership setting. In the case of Sparcs the common partnership goal was clearly 

named in the project contract, but it was broad enough to leave room for further elaboration 

regarding more concrete actions and meanings. This kind of design supports all the experiences 

mentioned in self-determination -theory: the feeling of competence, since one can make the goal 

better match with one’s own capabilities. The feeling of relatedness, since the partners go over the 

adjustments together in a group. Just being able to do any adjustments supports the feeling of 

autonomy. The wiggle room also enables partners to make the goal feel meaningful and achievable, 

like Latham and Locke (1991) recommend. On top of those, defining the goal automatically leads to 

discussion and interaction between partners. Latham and Locke (1991) also write about the 

importance of goals being specific enough, and some might think that this recommendation of mine 

is contradicting that. I think designing the official partnership goal to be broad enough to leave 

room for later adjustments does hold the risk of it staying too vague and leading to poorer 

performance, but that is not the situation that I am advocating for. I am saying the initial commonly 

agreed upon goal should be left sufficiently broad so that it can be later focused more on what feels 

right the specific people pursuing it. So the aim is not the leave the goal be vague in the end, but to 

leave the last adjustments up to the people responsible for achieving it. 

My third recommendation has to do with the task-groups of Sparcs. The atmosphere of them and 

the conversations there were praised by many interviewees. Even when it was the task-meetings 

where most of the discussion around project goals seemed to occur, partners still knew of and 

acknowledged the bigger goal of the whole WP3 as well. So, dividing up into smaller tasks and sub-

goals that support the actual partnership goal did not seem to have threatened the official WP3 goal 

in this case. On the contrary, the task-division seems to have worked nicely in facilitating general 

discussion, personal relationships, and goal evaluation. There are not many arguments in the 

literature regarding the question of whether it is important that all members of the partnership 

pursue precisely the same goal, or if it is possible to divide into smaller sub-groups. According to 

Gross (1969), divisions could threaten the actual partnership goal in a situation where the sub-

groups start to pursue their own goal at the cost of the bigger one. But in this case that was not the 

situation, since the goals of both the whole partnership and the task-groups had to do with finding, 

creating and testing different solutions. The testing of one solution is not that dependent on the 

creation of another solution. Perrow’s (1999) theory about how loosely coupled complex systems 
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are best governed in a decentralized manner can be seen as supporting my suggestion for dividing 

into smaller sub-groups. I think dividing up is also one way of dealing with the problems of a huge 

goal network (Caldwell et al., 2017; Eden & Ackermann, 2013; Vangen & Huxham, 2012): the 

smaller the group, the easier it is to keep track and address all the different parallel or competing 

goals. Smaller groups also seem to encourage more intimate conversation. I thus conclude that as 

long as the sub-groups and their sub-goals are designed in a way that they will not threaten the 

actual partnership goal, dividing into smaller parts can help reaching goal-consensus in many ways: 

mainly by creating an excellent arena for more intimate interaction, but also by lessening the risk of 

the goal being too general for anyone to internalize. 

Fourth, there is the mandatory group work. Work package three of Sparcs included conversation in 

many forms: there were frequent meetings in multiple configurations and in addition to those, the 

partners were expected to write reports about the advancements in the projects, which required 

conversation with yet again another viewpoint. All this talk was, in a sense, mandatory: it was 

expected from everyone participating in the collaboration, it was not up to individual members to 

take part in those activities. Like the interviewees of van den Bos (2014), my interviewees also 

doubted that partners would put their time into getting to know the partners and talking with them 

this much if it was up to them. It thus seems important that as much group work and interaction as 

possible should be programmed as deep into the day-to-day customs of the partnership as possible, 

so that the partners actually end up working together, changing ideas and understanding each other. 

And lastly, we come to the coordinator responsible for making all the above-mentioned features 

happen – in this case, it was the skillful management by VTT. VTT found and assembled the 

partners whose own goals and strategies matched well with the partnership goals drawn from the 

funding program. VTT wrote the project contract with a clearly defined partnership goal and the 

effective division into smaller tasks with their own sub-goals which partners where able to further 

define according to their own interests. This last point also brings us back to first one, where I noted 

the importance of supporting goal-alignment in the very design of the partnership – it is not just the 

named goal that has a place in the project contract, but there are many helpful customs and 

structural decisions that can be planted there from early on.  

In addition to these insights I have made about the ways to reach goal-alignment, I think future 

research can surely benefit from the methodological progress I have made along the way. For this 

thesis I have created the theme categories to help with the interviews and the analysis, the 

categorization of the sub-challenges and appropriate solutions for reaching goal-alignment and the 
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way to operationalize the question of goal acceptance. Hopefully these can be of use to other 

scholars. 

5.3 Open questions and suggestions for future research 

While quite many things seem to have lined up just right in this project, there were some small 

issues as well whose meaning I could not totally grasp in this study: I noticed it was likely that the 

same person that felt the work was sometimes frustratingly slow or filled with pointless meetings 

and reports also praised the atmosphere of the collaboration a little less and was more skeptical 

about it being possible to achieve true goal-alignment. There are two things that are interesting to 

me in those connections. 

Firstly, I cannot say which one of these phenomena led to which, but to one of them I can come up 

with multiple solutions. What comes first to my mind is that maybe the company partners would 

have felt more acceptive of the meetings and reports if they were more explicitly explained what the 

point of all of them was. Perhaps that could have led to them concentrating more in the meetings, 

and thus knowing the partners better and feeling more like a part of a community.  

But then again, maybe the better solution would have been to add more unofficial interaction 

between the partners. Perhaps explicit explanations would be of no help, if the problem lies in the 

lack of mutual knowledge (Caldwell et al., 2017) and too different mental models (McComb et al. 

1999). Those are concepts used to explain how just a superficial agreement on some words does not 

mean that partners from different backgrounds, or even different people in general, will understand 

and interpret the word similarly, because they may link the words to a completely different context. 

If there are no common ground, terms and values on which to base the explanation, the point of the 

meetings cannot be explained without first getting to know each other, as people. 

Yet another solution to the issue of company partners finding some practices unnecessary would be 

to think about ways that would make the design of the partnership more compatible with what the 

company partners are already familiar with. It seems that this case operated in many ways more in 

the territory of what is typically familiar to cities: EU-projects and urban development project are 

both things that are traditionally more typical actions for cities than for businesses. This was 

reflected in my interview results as well, as only company partners noted how the project has lots of 

unfamiliar customs and terms to them. Are there ways with which sustainable urban development 

projects could be made to feel more familiar and comfortable for business partners as well, and that 

would thus make the partnership design even more equal? It would be interesting to see some future 
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study take the links I have described above into account and test them with these possible 

suggestions coined by me. 

A second thing I find interesting in the links mentioned is how some of the company partners do not 

see the possibility of true goal-alignment. It makes me wonder that if we believe that it is important 

for partners to reach goal-alignment, do we also think that it is important that the partners agree on 

the importance of reaching goal-alignment? One of the links I noticed is that a person that does not 

believe in the possibility of goal-alignment is likely to also not praise the atmosphere of the 

partnership as much as some other interviewees. The link is not particularly significant, since there 

were not that many interviews and because it might just be that they did not put their positive 

feelings into words, even though they really had enjoyed the atmosphere. But I still think this is an 

interesting question worth investigating more in the future. Kristof-Brown and Stevens (2001) did 

find in their study that it was even more central to the positive feelings of an individual if they 

thought that goal-consensus was reached, than whether it actually was. Self-determination -theory 

suggests that feelings of relatedness lead to better internalizing of a given goal (Ryan & Deci, 

2000). So there exists some literature suggesting that in addition to reaching consensus about the 

goal, it is also important to reach consensus about the importance of a consensus. But in my study 

most of the interviewees seem to have adopted the partnership goal quite well, even though many of 

them do not think that a true goal-alignment is really necessary (even if they believed it to be 

possible or to exist in this case). I would like to see a study that paid more attention to precisely the 

consequences that doubts towards the possibility of goal-alignment can have. 

A third question that I am not able to answer here might be related to that last point, or it might be 

something completely else. I noticed that only company partners reported having experienced 

tensions between the goals of the partnership and those of their organization. It may be that one 

reason for why a partner cannot believe in the possibility of goal-alignment is that they feel like 

their organization does not want them to focus too much on the partnership, and thus predict the 

same thing happening to everyone else from other organizations as well. The role of the support 

one’s own organization gives is not explored in the literature, and even though I tried, it could not 

really be explored here either. I planned to compare my interview responses to the web 

communications published by the partners to make observations about how the organizations 

communicate about Sparcs in a context that is not an interview precisely about it. But because it 

turned out that hardly any communications material was published, I could not assess that 

relationship. It might be that the lack of publications, as well as the feelings of some of my 

interviewees, signal that the rest of some of the company partner organizations do not value their 
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participation in Sparcs very highly – would they not flaunt it more on their websites if they thought 

it was something that would make them look really good? It might be, but it might be not – the size 

of my data is not enough to answer the questions about the role of the support from the rest of the 

partner organization, so that is also something that another study should focus on. 

I would also like to bring up that what I studied here were the perceptions and experiences about a 

partnership goal. I gained insight into how the goal was accepted and adopted, but that does not 

completely straightforwardly translate into actions towards pursuing the goal. That is why my study 

would also be nicely complimented by studies that take a closer look into how the acceptance of a 

sustainability related partnership goal is turned into action: what kind of prioritizations and 

emphasizes do different organizations make, and through what processes?  

5.4 Limitations and reliability 

Yin (2017) describes four criteria with which the validity and reliability of an empiric qualitative 

research can be assesses. First, internal validity refers to the study being able to reliably 

demonstrate the causalities observed. The second one, external validity, aims for the 

generalizability of the findings, and the third one, reliability, to being able to repeat the research 

setting with getting similar results.  

I think a thesis for the social sciences like this is unfortunately bound to have issues with all these 

three types of validity. There are not enough resources to gather enough data to be very sure about 

causalities or generalizability. I have reported the details of my research process as thoroughly as I 

can, so that every reader is able to assess those aspects themselves, and so that my findings can be 

compared to other similar studies and maybe gain more support there. This report also makes it 

possible for my study to be repeated in principle, but due to the small size of the data it could be 

that the result would be different in another context.  

On the other hand, an explorative case study, which is what my study is, is not meant be able to 

formulate new theory, but rather to gather clues, leads and propositions for future studies (Eriksson 

& Koistinen, 2014). That is why I have primarily invested in the fourth criteria by Yin (2017): 

construct validity. Construct validity is about whether a study was able to make observations about 

the thing it wanted to make observations about. If a study – like a thesis for social sciences – is not 

going to be able to find very generalizable results in any case, it is important to at least make sure 

that the small piece of research one is able to contribute to the larger discourse stands on firm 

grounds onto which more pieces can securely be built. I have presented the logic of my research 
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setting in the methods section, and I think this settings works well in answering just the question I 

am asking. 

There are still two things that I recognize might hinder the reliability of my findings. First, there is a 

risk that my interviewees have interpreted the word goal in a different way than I intended to. When 

I talk about goals, I mean things one wants to achieve, and I did use that definition when asking 

interviewees about the goals. Still, many of them started first talking about things they wanted to do 

in order to achieve some things instead, so it might be that they were talking about something 

somewhat different than what I was asking about. I also noticed how many interviewees seemed a 

bit confused when asked about the goal of WP3 the first time. After a couple of seconds, or after 

repeating the question with slightly different terms most of them were able to name the goal without 

any doubts, but that initial confusion could be a sign that they did not totally understand the words I 

was using.  

Second, I know I cannot draw totally reliable conclusions from just something that people have told 

me. I cannot know that what people say are what they really feel. Because of both risks I have tried 

to be careful not to base any conclusion just on answers to questions, but to compare every separate 

answer to other answers from the same person and try to build a more holistic picture of each 

person’s opinions and experiences through the meanings they themselves seem to emphasize. 

Lastly, I want to note that I have examined my findings in the light of literature about public-private 

partnerships and project management, which are the main themes of my thesis. Still, some other 

fields of research might contain theories and findings that would have been helpful for my thesis, 

yet I have not considered them: the organization theory literature is broad, and there are probably 

many other relevant frameworks from which to examine my research question. I have also only 

interviewed representatives from the city and the business partners, even though there are other 

stakeholders in this partnership as well. These exclusions were made after careful consideration, but 

I still acknowledge that including those viewpoints in this study would have surely made it more 

reliable and generalizable.  

6. Conclusions 

The public-private-partnership literature has not identified many concrete tools for responding to 

the challenges of getting partners to accept and adopt a given partnership goal in a sustainable urban 

development collaboration. Through studying the case of work package three of Sparcs, I found 
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new suggestions responding to all three sub-challenges I identified from the literature: suggestions 

for getting individuals to internalize the given goal, for getting all the participants to understand 

each other and the goal similarly and for making the goal itself of the right size and scope for 

realistically supporting the first two points. Here are my five key suggestions for how partners can 

be made to accept and adopt a sustainability-goal in a partnership-project: 

1) The organizational goals that the partner organizations in this case had were sufficiently 

compatible with the official partnership goals, leading to no signs of any trade-offs 

between different types of goals. It makes a point for being very careful in the 

assembling phase of a partnership project and only picking compatible organizations 

as partners. This supports goal-internalization and eases communication. 

2) The official partnership goal written in the partnership contract was broad enough to 

leave room for the people responsible for achieving specific sub-sections of it to 

define it in a way that felt meaningful to them. This supports goal-internalization, and 

since this later defining was done in small groups, it is also a great tool for facilitating 

discussion and personal relationships. 

3) It seems like dividing the official partnership goal into smaller sub-tasks with their 

own supporting sub-goals supports goal-alignment in quite many ways. In smaller 

groups there is more discussion so it is easier to get to know people, and it is also easier 

to keep track of everyone’s parallel motives and interests. A smaller goal is also easier to 

approach and understand from the start. 

4) In this case the partners met each other frequently in different compilations and wrote 

reports about their progress. This facilitated self-reflection and interaction. It makes a 

point of including lots of mandatory group work in the partnership design. 

5) All of the above was ensured by a skillful project coordinator, who can program the 

mechanisms supporting the above-mentioned tools right in the project design and project 

contract. 

I have also found some avenues for further questions which, if addressed in future studies, could 

lead to more concrete suggestions. First, it seems that seeing the working practices as frustrating, 

not feeling exceptionally positive towards the atmosphere of the collaboration and being skeptical 

about the possibility of reaching true goal-alignment all go hand in hand. Future research could 

inspect the relationship between these phenomena in more detail and find out how to resolve these 

negative feelings. Second, I was not able to get to the bottom of the significance of the support one 

receives from their own organization in a partnership. There are some hints about it being 
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important, so it should be researched more thoroughly. Third, my findings would be nicely 

complemented by a study about how the acceptance of a partnership goal is translated into actions, 

since my study only covers the perceptions and experiences, not concrete steps taken to pursue 

something. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: List of interview questions 

1. Shortly tell me about Sparcs and about your role in it. 

2. What happened in the beginning: 

a. From people who were there from the start:  

i. How did Sparcs begin? 

ii. Why did your organization join the project? 

b. From others:  

i. How were you briefed to the goals of the project? 

ii. What do you think your organization hopes to gain from the project? 

3. What is the goal of the project? 

a. What does the project aim to achieve?  

b. To which problem or challenge does the project respond? 

4. What motivated you to work in the project? 

5. How do you balance the goals of the project and those of your own organization? 

6. Do you think the project goals will be achieved?  

7. What is your own role in achieving the project goals? 

8. How have the project goals been discussed throughout the project? 

a. How often and with whom are they discussed? 

b. Do you feel that differing opinion are allowed? 

9. Do you feel that the partners have a common understanding about the project goals? 

10. How has it felt like to work in the collaboration? 

a. Has it been hard to achieve goal-alignment? 

b. How well do you think you understand the other partners and their goals regarding 

the project? 

11.  Is there something about the project goals that you would still like to talk about? 
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Appendix 2: Original Finnish quotations 

1: ”Mun mielestä koko konsortion tavoite on siis yrittää miettiä sellasia ratkasuja kaupunginosille 

tai kaupungeille liittyen hiilipositiivisiin alueisiin, mitkä on toimivia ja mitä pystyis monistaa myös 

muille alueille.” (haastattelu 1, yritys) 

2: ”Energiapositiivisten alueiden kehittämisen pohjustaminen, tai joku tällanen laajentamisen 

pohjustaminen. […] Ja sitte nää ite demoalueet.” (haastattelu 8, kaupunki) 

3. ”Luulen, et me lähettiin tähän sen takia, et me halutaan saada niitä kokemuksia ja sparrausapua 

ehkä näiltä kumppaneilta, […] sellast tietotaitoo, mitä meil ei varmasti oo.” (haastattelu 3, yritys) 

4. ”Varmaan se, et energia-asiaa ylipäänsä edistetään Espoolla, niin se varmasti on yks tärkein 

kaupungin näkökulmasta oleva tavote.” (haastattelu 6, kaupunki) 

5. ”Tietenki se myös, että me luodaan suhteita näihin konsortiojäseniin, jotka ovat tulevaisuudessa 

ehkä potentiaalisia asiakkaita, ja et me näytetään myös heille, mitä me pystytään tekemään.” 

(haastattelu 11, yritys) 

6. ”Ensisijaisesti ne oli meidän omia tavotteita, et sitä meidän kyvykkyyttä ja kapasiteettia päästään 

kasvattamaan, ja nyt me saadaan EU:lta siihen rahotusta.” (haastattelu 7, yritys) 

7. ”Jos mietitään, et ton projektin tavotteena on kestävä tulevaisuus ja nää energiapositiiviset alueet, 

ja ehkä laajemmin tukee tätä hiilineutraalii Espoota […]” (haastattelu 10, kaupunki) 

8. ”Sehän on tällanen moniulotteinen, että siinä ei oo pelkästään se, että me keksitään joku tapa, 

millä me päästään lisäämään esimerkiksi kaupunginosan energiaomavaraisuutta tai vähentämään 

hiilidioksidia, vaan myöskin se, että niitä pystytään monistamaan. Se on tekninen toteutus, mutta 

myöskin sitten se bisnesmalli siinä.” (haastattelu 11, yritys) 

9. ”Ku ei oo pelkästään tää Sparcs, vaan siinä on [itellä] sit monta muuta tehtävää ja sit oot 

vastuussa niistä, niin se ajankäyttö ja resurssien etsiminen ja niiden allokointi, ni se on tosi iso 

haaste tämmösissä tehtävissä. Ja myöskin et saa sisäsesti lobattua tarpeeks sitä tärkeyttä näille.” 

(haastattelu 11, yritys) 

10. ”Se on tosi erilainen se maailma ja ne syklit, mistä yritysmaailmassa pelataan. Ja sit kun me 

ollaan mukana sellasessa tosi laajassa, pitkässä hankkeessa, niin se jo luo ristiriitaa ihan selkeesti. 

Että me ollaan mukana jossain viisvuotisessa hankkeessa, kun meidän oma suunnittelu kattaa ihan 

maks vuoden päähän. Jo siinä tulee sellanen, et ’miten me voidaan nähdä, mitä me tehdään kolmen 

vuoden päästä?’” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 

11. ”Ehkä se on tää ideaalitilanne. Se, että visioidaan tällasta täydellistä maailmaa. Me pystytään 

tässä konkreettisesti tekemään asioita.” (haastattelu 7, yritys) 

12. ”Aika paljon just sellanen halu vaikuttaa tulevaisuuteen, ja nähä miten tää energia-ala innovoi.” 

(haastattelu 8, kaupunki) 

13. ”[…] ni siinä mielessä nään, et se oma rooli on siinä kyl tärkeä. Yksin en tietenkään pysty näit 

asioita tekemään, mutta oon siinä kyl suuressa roolissa.” (haastatttelu 6, kaupunki) 

14. ”Kyllä [saavutetaan]. Meil ei oo Espoossa alusta lähtien ollu mitään hätää.” (haastattelu 2, 

kaupunki) 
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15. ”Kyllä ne varmasti paperilla tullaan saavuttamaan. Me ollaan tehty [paljon hyviä asioita], ja me 

voidaan mun mielestä ihan reilusti sanoa, että me tullaan saavuttamaan ne tavotteet. […] Mut on on 

hyvin paljon sitä, et miten asiat muotoillaan ja miten ne puetaan myös sanoiksi tässä EU-

työskentelyssä.” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 

16. ”Mä luulen, et jokasel organisaatiol on omat tavotteet. Täs on niin erilaisii toimijoita, et ne 

varmaan liittyy siihen heidän omaan toimintaansa.” (haastattelu 3, yritys) 

17. ”Mä en usko, että me voidaan ikinä saavuttaa yhteisymmärrystä. Mä uskon, et kaikilla on 

tavallaan ne omat intressit, ja kaikki kattoo sitä vähän niinku sielt omasta näkökulmastaan, et mitä 

se WP3:n tekeminen tarkottaa, ja miten se hyödyttää sitä yritystä tai sitä organisaatiota myös 

itseään.” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 

18. ”Kyl mä sanoisin, et joo [on yhteisymmärrys]. […] Tietysti kaikilla on varmaan sit omii 

tavotteita myös, mutta sit nää tämmöset projektin yhteiset varmaan sillai ihan ookoo menee yhteen 

[niihin]. (haastattelu 10, kaupunki) 

19. ”Ei mun mielestä ollu tarkotustkaan, että ollaan ihan kaikessa mukana, et jokasella on se oma 

tontti, millä peltaan. Sitte palapelii vaan yhdistellään.” (haastattelu 1, yritys) 

20. ”Noi tekemiset on aika yritys-spesifejä, siellä on jokun verran yhteistyötä eri toimijoiden välillä, 

mut käytännössä sit sieltä on ihan tunnistettavissa, et kuka vastaa mistäkin, et sillälailla aika 

helppoo, kun ei oo järjettömästi sellasta vaihtelevaa verkostomaista tekemistä.” (haastattelu 2, 

kaupunki) 

21. ”[…] et hyvin pelaa, ja sit niiden kans, joiden kans tekee enemmän yhteistyötä, ni se 

työskentelysuhde on sit vähän semmonen projektitiimi-suhde, et ei se niin haittaa nää 

organisaatiorajat siinä. […] Ni sitä kautta se, et onks mistä organisaatiosta, ni se ei aina niin paljoo 

paina. Vaan se, et tehään yhessä Sparcsia. Ni kyl mä oon kokenu sen helpoks.” (haastattelu 10, 

kaupunki) 

22. ”[…] ja semmonen, et ihmiset on ollu kiinnostuneita myös tästä projektista. Ei oo ollu sellasta, 

että ”tehkää ny jotaki vaan siellä”. Et on oikeesti yritetty miettii asioita ja tehä niitä hyvin.” 

(haastattelu 1, yritys) 

23. ”Mä sanoisin, et yleisesti vois olla jopa enemmän tämmösiä demoja, kun tämmöstä tutkimusta 

[…] missä tehään raporttii. Koska niitä raportteja syntyy Euroopassa niin pirusti. Et siinä mielessä 

se tuntuu vähän, et vois panostaa enemmän tämmöseen oikeeseen tekemiseen, kun siihen raporttien 

kirjottamiseen.” (haastattelu 11, yritys) 

24. ”Tää on nyt kärjistäen sanottu, mut sanotaanko et tuntu, että siellä nyt käytetään budjettia, 

käytetään aikaa. Että nyt on viikko allokoitu, nyt me saadaan viikko käyttää tähän […], niin 

käytetään viikko tähän. Asia ei tuntunu meidän näkökulmasta etenevän, vaik meillä oli kiire päästä 

tekemään asioita.” (haastattelu 7, yritys) 

25. ”Mä oon semmonen livetapaamisuskollinen, että mä uskon siihen, että ihmisten välinen 

vuorovaikutus on parempaa livenä kuin Teamsissa […]. Se, miten me tunnetaan toisiamme, ni se 

auttaa siihen, että meidän vuorovaikutus on parempaa ja meidän yhteistyö on parempaa. mut jos me 

ei ikinä tunneta toisiamme, tai tavataan vaan sellasessa työmoodissa, tai sellasessa ihan 

asiamoodissa, ni siit jää aika paljon harmaan sävyjä usein näkemättä.” (haastattelu 2, kaupunki) 
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26. ”Se Teams-ympäristö on ollu mun mielestä aika haastava [vapaamuotoisen keskustelun 

kannalta]. Et siis onhan siellä aikaa ja tilaa joo, mut kun suurin osa niistä palavereista on ollu etänä, 

niin ei siinä myöskään synny sellasta spontaania, että ’hei keskustellaanpas nyt tästä’. […] Niin mä 

sanoisin, et se on tehny siitä tekemisestä pikkasen virallisempaa, tai vähän niinku jäykempää, koska 

ei tunneta toisia.” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 

27. ”Kyl mä huomaan, et siin on tapahtunu tutustumista, ei niiden konsortiotapaamisten kautta, 

vaan sitte ku meil on niit pienempii ryhmiä, jotka on tavannu sen meidän taskin sisällä. Et sit ku 

meil on ollu kuukausittain niit palaverei, ja sit me ollaan tehty yhdessä suunnittelua, ni sit tuol kyl 

tuntee paremmin niitä kumppaneita.” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 

28. ”Ehkä sen voi ajatella sitte, että kun meillä on näitä task-kohtasia palavereja, missä käydään 

ajankohtasia asioita, niin ne ei taas oo niin virallisia. Et siellä tietysti ihmiset käy sen, että mitä 

kuuluu ja mitä ollaan tehty ja mitä tullaan tekemään, mut siinä on myös aika paljon sellasta ihan 

yleistä keskustelua, että ’hei, mites on viikko menny ja mites tulee viikonloppu menemään’, ja tän 

tyyppistä. Et ehkä se puuttuva osuus tulee sitten siinä.” (haastattelu 8, kaupunki) 

29. ”Mun kokemus on ollu se, et se on enemmän ollu niin, et ne eri organisaatiot on itsenäisesti 

sieltä tunnistanu niit palasii ja tehny sit sitä työtä.” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 

30. ”Ei siellä varmaan oo ollu kohtana mitään, et miten iso tavote etenee, koska mulla ainakaan ei 

oo jääny mitään… tai ei oo ainakaan jääny mieleen sellanen.” (haastattelu 3, yritys) 

31. ”Ehkä myös se, et mitä enemmän tekee näitä taskeja ja actioneita, ni sitä paremmin ymmärtää 

myös sen kokonaisuuden. Siis mitä enemmän actioneita sä näet, ja ne on erilaisii, ni se luo sitä 

kokonaiskuvaa.” (haastattelu 9, kaupunki) 

32. ”Noi meidän erilaiset työstödokumentit, miten me ollaan sitä projektisuunnitelmaa sanotettu 

uudella tavalla, tai kirjotettu joku deliverable tehdystä työstä, ni ne on aina ollu tietynlaisia check-

pointteja siihen, et ollaan samalla kartalla.” (haastattelu 2, kaupunki) 

33. ”Kyl sitä [keskustelua tavoitteista] käydään ehkä enemmän sillä pienemmällä porukalla, että ei 

ehkä niin paljoa siinä ite isossa konsortiokokouksessa, vaan sitte pienemmällä porukalla mietitään 

sitä, että mitä jossain tietyssä tehtävässä tehdään, ja mitä pyritään tekemään, ja sit saatetaan mennä 

takas siihen sopimukseen, et ’okei, tässä sanotaan tätä’, mitä se tarkottaa, et meidän pitäis tehä.” 

(haastattelu 8, kaupunki) 

34. ”Ni on sit tämmösii kokouksii, mis on se tietty task-porukka, ja siinä kans pohditaan yhdessä, et 

mitä tää tekeminen on.” (haastattelu 10, kaupunki) 

35. ”Ja sitten sitä Grant Agreementin lukemista, suunnilleen kannesta kanteen mutta ei ihan ehkä 

kokonaan tullu sitä luettua. Että tosi hyvin, mutta nopeesti ja tehokkaasti oli se perehdytys ja sitte 

aika lailla sinne syvään päätyyn.” (haastattelu 6, kaupunki) 

36. ”Mulle annettiin Teams-kutsut, hyppäsin sinne ja sanoin että moikka moi. Ja sitten mentiin.” 

(haastattelu 8, kaupunki) 

37. ”Se oli kyl aika itsenäistä työtä siinä alussa, koska siinä oli kyl paljon perehdyttävää, tää on aika 

laaja kokonaisuus tää Sparcs. Täs on myös paljon semmosii omii ominaispiirteitä, et täs on paljon 

semmosta alasanastoo. Mä en ollu niin tuttu semmosille alan termeille.” (haastattelu 5, yritys) 
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