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On the first page of Chapter 1, the introduction to this dissertation, I started 
with a quote from one of my interviewees that embodied the core premises 
underlying this dissertation, i.e.: that collaboration in CSPs is complex for the 
actors and organizations involved, that it inherently includes the experience 
of tension, and that these tensions provide a raison d’être for those who 
convene CSPs:

“I actually think it’s great. I think that’s actually – I think just 
the fact that people take it so seriously and are so obviously 
emotional and tense, that really – you really know you’re in the 
right place.”

In this final chapter, I offer an additional interpretation of this quote: it also 
illustrates how mission-driven conveners do not see tensions as potential 
inhibitors of CSP success, or as things to be resolved or overcome in order 
to ensure CSP progress. Instead, the existence of tensions assure mission-
driven conveners that they are working – in the words of this convener – “in the 
right place.” Before I dive into the different sections of this final, discussion 
chapter, which unpacks my reinterpretation of tensions in both convening and 
CSPs, I want to first take a step back and consider my findings from a broader 
perspective. This perspective refers to the assumption that underlies the 
aforementioned premises: that CSPs are indeed the (best) means to address 
the complex, global sustainability issues the world is currently facing.

Sustainable development is currently high on the agenda of a wide variety 
of societal actors such as governments, research institutes, and businesses. 
For example, the theme of the 2020 World Economic Forum in Davos was 
“Stakeholders for a cohesive and sustainable world,” and activists like Greta 
Thunberg and the “School strike for climate” movement have managed to 
create a sense of urgency around the issue of climate change, among others. 
For years now, sustainability-oriented NPOs have attempted to achieve 
their means by either campaigning against or partnering with the business 
sector. Having worked for an organization that advocates and practices 
this collaborative approach, I was a strong supporter of the “partnership 
paradigm” from the very beginning of my research journey, believing in the 
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relevance of CSPs as a means to realize sustainable development. Exploring 
relevant literature, I soon discovered that I was not alone: CSPs have, since 
the start of the 21st century, reached a paradigmatic status (Austin, 2000) 
and are now considered the “new organizational zeitgeist in dealing with 
societal issues” (Vurro et al., 2010, p. 40). Both scientists and practitioners 
acknowledge the importance of CSPs – proof of which, of course, can be 
found in the prominence of CSPs in the rhetoric around the UN’s SDGs in 
general and SDG 17 specifically (“partnerships for the goals”). However, as 
acknowledged by Gray and Purdy (2018), partnerships are not panaceas and 
“simply teaming up with other stakeholders does not offer a magic bullet for 
tackling an issue or problem” (p. 11). Nonetheless, these same authors end 
their book with the statement that “electing to collaborate is not the easiest 
course to take, but it may be the best means we have of realizing a world that 
is more sustainable and just” (p. 200).

After five years of research, I remain a champion of CSPs and continue to 
believe they are crucial to advancing the sustainable development agenda. 
As a result of my choosing to zoom in on the processes of CSP initiation 
and convening, and after immersing myself in theoretical debates on 
CSPs, I have come to more fully appreciate the complexities and tensions 
involved in organizing such collaborations. Despite the broad agreement 
among researchers, policy makers, and collaboration-oriented NPOs that 
such partnerships may be the best chance society has to tackle complex 
challenges, CSPs themselves also comprise complex organizational 
processes. Partnerships that span the boundaries of nonprofits, 
governments, and businesses are far from easy – as the empirical examples 
in this dissertation, and prior research, have shown. Consequently, when we 
embrace the partnership paradigm we simultaneously accept that tensions 
and complexities are a necessary part of organizing sustainable development. 
Given the complicated and multifaceted nature of the SDG agenda, it should 
come as no surprise that there are no simple solutions for such complex, 
or “wicked,” problems (Dentoni, Bitzer, & Schouten, 2018; Termeer, Dewulf, 
Breeman, & Stiller, 2015; Waddock, 2013). For me, however, the centrality of 
complexity and tension, in terms of both the sustainable development agenda 
and the literature on CSPs, reinforces the importance of “skillful leaders” 
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(Gray & Purdy, 2018) – conceptualized in this dissertation as mission-driven 
conveners – in order to initiate and convene CSPs. To tackle complex global 
challenges, these conveners have a crucial role to play in establishing and 
implementing relevant CSPs. From the very beginning, a strong motivation 
for me in pursuing this research was to “better understand this convening 
thing” and increasing our understanding of the role of conveners remained 
a priority throughout my research.

Narrowing our focus to the context of this dissertation, i.e., sustainable 
development in global supply chains, we see the paramount role of 
conveners. Enacting meaningful change in supply chains and addressing 
root causes requires agreements to be made between every level of the 
supply chain, e.g., producers, procurement companies, and traders. 
Because these organizations have a commercial relationship, it is crucial 
to involve independent organizations that do not have a direct (commercial) 
interest in the supply chain. Such organizations can bring the “neutrality” 
or “independence” that is needed to facilitate the negotiations between 
partners. Moreover, when problems implicate an entire sourcing region – as 
was the case in Chapter 2 – multiple producers and buyers need to become 
involved and adapt their core business practices. As these organizations are 
direct competitors, the involvement of conveners – who can serve as “honest 
brokers” in negotiations and protect partners from accusations of anti-trust 
legislation violations – becomes even more pressing. Given their importance, 
I aimed to use this dissertation to advance our understanding of how mission-
driven conveners initiate and convene cross-sector partnerships.32

In this final chapter I will present the conclusions and implications of 
my research. I start by presenting the main findings of the four empirical 
chapters in Section 6.1, after which I summarize the theoretical contributions 
of my dissertation in Section 6.2 by outlining the scientific relevance of my 
research. Section 6.3 summarizes the societal relevance of my study by 
expounding on its implications in practice. In Section 6.4 I reflect on my 
research in two ways: first, on the methodological approach and, second, on 

32 The attentive reader may have noticed my use of quotation marks when mentioning 
convener attributes such as neutrality, independence, and being an honest broker, ergo 
their ambiguity in my conceptualization of conveners as mission-driven organizations – 
explained in detail in this chapter’s subsection 6.2.3.
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my own position as an engaged scholar. In Section 6.5 I provide directions 
for future research in this domain.

6.1 Summary of key findings

In this dissertation I have explored and explained how mission-driven 
conveners advance their sustainability agenda by initiating and convening 
CSPs, guided by the research question:

How do mission-driven conveners initiate and convene cross-sector 
partnerships to strengthen sustainable development in global 

supply chains?

My research was based on a qualitative, multiple-case study focused on 
mission-driven conveners in the coffee, timber, and tea sectors. The tea case 
was featured in two chapters, each of which highlighted different aspects of 
the case: its strategic orientation in Chapter 2 and its formation process in 
Chapter 5. In this section, I first summarize the key findings of each chapter 
before connecting them to provide an answer to the research question. A 
summary of the key findings is presented in Table 6.1.

The first key finding of this dissertation is that, to realize their 
transformative potential – i.e., a transition toward sustainability in the supply 
chain – CSPs must employ a holistic strategy that includes social, economic, 
and ecological considerations. In prior research on CSPs, the ecological 
component – i.e., the role played by nature in CSPs – has largely been left 
unattended. This is surprising considering the important role nature plays, 
especially in the supply chains of agro-commodities, as is the case in the 
tea sector. Accordingly, Chapter 2 elaborated on the important role played 
by nature in a CSP that aimed at improving the livelihoods of tea workers in 
terms of their socioeconomic position. The chapter showed how strategizing 
nature helped the CSP reach its transformative potential. Strategizing nature 
entails the progressive revealing and reconciling of temporal tensions 
between “plants, profits, and people.” The chapter showed how the CSP I 
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studied took a parallel approach – recognizing the divergent temporalities of 
plants, people, and profits as interlaced and mutually determined – toward 
realizing their objective of implementing living wages in a sub-Saharan 
African country’s the tea industry, simultaneously driven by the revitalization 
of tea plantations. The promise of better quality tea leaves allowed partners 
to take a “leap of faith” and to tackle pressing issues before the market 
would follow. By elaborating in detail on the complexities involved in such 
transformative partnerships, Chapter 2 contextualizes the subsequent 
chapters on mission-driven conveners.

Chapter 3 provides two important findings that contribute to answering the 
research question of this dissertation. First, to contextualize the research, 
Chapter 3 positioned the partnership approach vis-à-vis certification-driven 
efforts in terms of their abilities to implement sustainability in global supply 
chains: CSPs can complement certification-driven efforts by, for example, 
fostering an enabling environment that supports the uptake and impact of 
certification. Second, the chapter coined and elaborated on the concept of the 
“mission-driven convener,” which itself is a focal concept in this dissertation. 
In the literature on CSPs thus far, the convener has often been discussed 
as a potential CSP success factor – taking the CSP as a unit of analysis. 
In Chapter 3, however, adopting the actor-perspective of the convener (the 
mission-driven convener being the unit of analysis) rather than that of 
the partnership allowed me to show how NPOs that act as mission-driven 
conveners strategically initiate and convene CSPs. As such, I was able to shed 
new light on our understanding of these conveners’ normative and strategic 
considerations. By reporting on the results of six embedded units within one 
larger case study in the coffee sector, Chapter 3 showed how the mission-
driven convener: (1) productively combined certification-driven efforts with 
CSPs, (2) combined process and content throughout the CSP’s formation and 
implementation, and (3) capitalized on the cross-level dynamics at play by 
outsourcing some of its convening work to local actors. These three elements 
together show not only how mission-driven conveners must strike a balance 
between the different dynamics at play, but also how – in order to achieve 
results – they must pragmatically and purposively navigate a messy, complex 



198

Chapter six

Table 6.1: Summary of dissertation research

Overall research question: 
How do mission-driven conveners initiate and convene cross-sector partnerships 
to strengthen sustainable development in global supply chains? 

Chapter 2: 
Strategizing nature in cross-
sector partnerships: Can 
plantation revitalization enable 
living wages? 

Chapter 3:
Cross-sector partnerships for 
sustainability: How mission-
driven conveners drive change 
in national coffee platforms

Chapter 4:
Navigating tensions in a cross-sector 
partnership: How a convener drives 
change for sustainability

Chapter 5:
Collective convening: Organizational 
and interorganizational-level tensions 
in joint cross-sector partnership 
formation

Research 
setting 

Tea sector Coffee sector Timber sector Tea sector

Specific 
research 
question of 
the chapter

How do participants in a 
transformative CSP reveal and 
reconcile tensions between 
plants, people, and profits?

How do mission-driven 
conveners strategically 
organize cross-sector 
collaboration?

How does a convener navigate tensions 
relating to their role and position in 
their effort to safeguard a transition 
toward sustainable timber sourcing? 

How does collective convening unfold 
and how do the interactions between 
two conveners shape the process? 

Key concepts 
addressed in 
the chapter

 - CSPs
 - Context of sustainable 
development in supply chains

 - Mission-driven conveners
 - Convening
 - CSPs

 - Mission-driven conveners
 - CSPs

 - Mission-driven conveners
 - Convening

Key findings  - To realize their transformative 
objective (i.e., sustainable 
supply chains), CSPs require 
a holistic strategy that takes 
social, economic, and ecological 
components into account

 - The divergent temporalities of 
these three components, plus 
their interconnections and 
mutual determination, must be 
recognized in the CSP’s strategy 

 - A “leap of faith” is required of 
private-sector stakeholders to 
realize the CSP’s ambitions 

 - CSP-driven efforts to 
strengthen sustainable 
development in supply 
chains can complement 
certification-driven efforts

 - The concept of the “mission-
driven convener,” who 
proactively initiates and 
convenes CSPs as a strategy 
to achieve (normative) 
organizational objectives

 - Convening CSPs includes 
pragmatically balancing 
different elements in a 
complex and messy process

 - Conveners must deal with two 
tensions related to their own position 
vis-à-vis the CSP: (1) leading vs. 
facilitating and (2) neutrality vs. 
stakeholding

 - Conveners use various response 
strategies to navigate these tensions: 
selection (an either/or strategy) or 
vacillation and balance (a both/and 
strategy)

 - Convening can also be an activity 
shared by two or more organizations 
in a “collective convening” process

 - The collective convening process is 
driven by tensions that co-occur and 
interact at the organizational and 
interorganizational level

 - Each convener responds differently to 
the tensions (defensively or actively), 
which creates friction in their 
relationship 

Response to 
the overall 
research 
question

Chapter 2 contextualizes the key 
concepts of this dissertation by 
elaborating in detail on the type of 
CSPs studied, their particularities 
and complexities, and the context 
of this dissertation’s research: 
i.e., sustainable development in 
global supply chains

Chapter 3 contextualizes the 
concept of CSPs by elaborating on 
its relation to certification-driven 
sustainability efforts. Likewise, 
this chapter shows how the three 
key concepts are connected and 
explains what “mission-driven 
conveners” are, and how they 
initiate and convene CSPs as a 
strategy to realize their objectives 

Chapter 4 challenges existing 
assumptions about the role of tensions 
in both CSPs and in the work of 
conveners. By adopting a tension-
based lens, this chapter increases our 
understanding of the complex role and 
position mission-driven conveners have 
in the CSPs they initiate and convene

Chapter 5 shows how the process of 
convening includes a delicate balancing 
act on multiple levels, given that tensions 
co-exist and mutually influence one 
another at both the organizational level 
of each convener and in the interactions 
between the two conveners in their shared 
effort to initiate a CSP. These tensions, 
and the conveners’ reactions, are what 
drive the convening process forward



199

Discussion

6

Table 6.1: Summary of dissertation research

Overall research question: 
How do mission-driven conveners initiate and convene cross-sector partnerships 
to strengthen sustainable development in global supply chains? 

Chapter 2: 
Strategizing nature in cross-
sector partnerships: Can 
plantation revitalization enable 
living wages? 

Chapter 3:
Cross-sector partnerships for 
sustainability: How mission-
driven conveners drive change 
in national coffee platforms

Chapter 4:
Navigating tensions in a cross-sector 
partnership: How a convener drives 
change for sustainability

Chapter 5:
Collective convening: Organizational 
and interorganizational-level tensions 
in joint cross-sector partnership 
formation

Research 
setting 

Tea sector Coffee sector Timber sector Tea sector

Specific 
research 
question of 
the chapter

How do participants in a 
transformative CSP reveal and 
reconcile tensions between 
plants, people, and profits?

How do mission-driven 
conveners strategically 
organize cross-sector 
collaboration?

How does a convener navigate tensions 
relating to their role and position in 
their effort to safeguard a transition 
toward sustainable timber sourcing? 

How does collective convening unfold 
and how do the interactions between 
two conveners shape the process? 

Key concepts 
addressed in 
the chapter

 - CSPs
 - Context of sustainable 
development in supply chains

 - Mission-driven conveners
 - Convening
 - CSPs

 - Mission-driven conveners
 - CSPs

 - Mission-driven conveners
 - Convening

Key findings  - To realize their transformative 
objective (i.e., sustainable 
supply chains), CSPs require 
a holistic strategy that takes 
social, economic, and ecological 
components into account

 - The divergent temporalities of 
these three components, plus 
their interconnections and 
mutual determination, must be 
recognized in the CSP’s strategy 

 - A “leap of faith” is required of 
private-sector stakeholders to 
realize the CSP’s ambitions 

 - CSP-driven efforts to 
strengthen sustainable 
development in supply 
chains can complement 
certification-driven efforts

 - The concept of the “mission-
driven convener,” who 
proactively initiates and 
convenes CSPs as a strategy 
to achieve (normative) 
organizational objectives

 - Convening CSPs includes 
pragmatically balancing 
different elements in a 
complex and messy process

 - Conveners must deal with two 
tensions related to their own position 
vis-à-vis the CSP: (1) leading vs. 
facilitating and (2) neutrality vs. 
stakeholding

 - Conveners use various response 
strategies to navigate these tensions: 
selection (an either/or strategy) or 
vacillation and balance (a both/and 
strategy)

 - Convening can also be an activity 
shared by two or more organizations 
in a “collective convening” process

 - The collective convening process is 
driven by tensions that co-occur and 
interact at the organizational and 
interorganizational level

 - Each convener responds differently to 
the tensions (defensively or actively), 
which creates friction in their 
relationship 

Response to 
the overall 
research 
question

Chapter 2 contextualizes the key 
concepts of this dissertation by 
elaborating in detail on the type of 
CSPs studied, their particularities 
and complexities, and the context 
of this dissertation’s research: 
i.e., sustainable development in 
global supply chains

Chapter 3 contextualizes the 
concept of CSPs by elaborating on 
its relation to certification-driven 
sustainability efforts. Likewise, 
this chapter shows how the three 
key concepts are connected and 
explains what “mission-driven 
conveners” are, and how they 
initiate and convene CSPs as a 
strategy to realize their objectives 

Chapter 4 challenges existing 
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in both CSPs and in the work of 
conveners. By adopting a tension-
based lens, this chapter increases our 
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position mission-driven conveners have 
in the CSPs they initiate and convene

Chapter 5 shows how the process of 
convening includes a delicate balancing 
act on multiple levels, given that tensions 
co-exist and mutually influence one 
another at both the organizational level 
of each convener and in the interactions 
between the two conveners in their shared 
effort to initiate a CSP. These tensions, 
and the conveners’ reactions, are what 
drive the convening process forward
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process that fails to perfectly correspond with existing phase models of CSP 
development.

Whereas the first two empirical chapters contextualized, clarified, and 
reported on the focal topic of this dissertation more broadly, the last two 
empirical chapters dove deep into the concepts of “conveners” (the actor) 
and “convening” (the process). Using paradox theory to help analyze my 
findings, these latter two chapters further explained the complexities and 
contradictions involved in both the work of mission-driven conveners and the 
process of convening CSPs to strengthen sustainable development in global 
supply chains. In Chapter 4, I adopted an actor-perspective and identified 
two of the major tensions faced by the studied convening organization in 
regards to its own position vis-à-vis the CSP, i.e.: the convener as a leader 
who lacks formal authority over CSP partners, and the convener as both 
stakeholder and (neutral) facilitator in the process. In my case study of a CSP 
in the Dutch timber sector I explained how the convener (FSC-NL) handled 
these tensions over time. Using paradox theory in the interpretation of my 
findings, I offered an alternative perspective on the experience of tensions 
in CSPs: instead of being hurdles or challenges to overcome, I perceived 
them as persistent and enduring throughout the entire CSP process. This 
perspective changes the role of the convener, who no longer has to overcome 
but instead has to navigate tensions in the CSP – in my case, tensions related 
to the convener’s own position within the CSP. Furthermore, I examined the 
reciprocity between the two identified tensions and the convener’s (changing) 
strategies in navigating such tensions, i.e.: selection (an either/or strategy), 
and vacillation and balance (a both/and strategy).

In Chapter 5 I adopted a process-perspective and reported on a study of 
two organizations that collaborated on convening the formation of a CSP (the 
same CSP as studied in Chapter 2). The chapter zoomed in on the convening 
process itself and focused solely on the dyadic collaboration between 
these two conveners. Introducing the concept of “collective convening,” the 
chapter presented the reality of many complex CSPs: a situation in which 
more than one organization takes on the convening role. Using a process 
research methodology allowed me to unpack the advantages and challenges 
associated with the heretofore-understudied phenomenon of “collective 



201

Discussion

6

convening.” Analyzing my findings from a paradox perspective allowed me to 
show how tensions and contradictions manifested at both the organizational 
level of each of the two conveners and the interorganizational level in the 
relationship between them. In other words, these tensions – and each 
organization’s divergent responses to these tensions – put pressure on the 
collaboration between the two conveners. Whereas initially the conveners 
had reaped the benefits of the collective convening process, over time 
their relationship became more strained. By zooming in on the process of 
convening in this final empirical chapter, I was also able to further unpack the 
notion of “neutrality” – an often-acclaimed attribute of conveners, which also 
featured prominently in Chapter 4. My analysis in Chapter 5, however, showed 
that mission-driven conveners are in fact not neutral agents, but instead 
encounter organizational-level dynamics, which they then take with them to 
the interorganizational level. In the tea case, these dynamics influenced both 
the dyadic relationship between the conveners and each convener’s position 
within the CSP that resulted from the collective convening.

Overall, the key findings of this dissertation coalesce to answer the 
research question, and explore and explain how mission-driven conveners 
initiate and convene cross-sector partnerships to strengthen sustainable 
development in global supply chains. Mission-driven conveners face a 
balancing act: on the one hand they are proactive conveners while on the 
other hand, operating from their normative motivation as advocates of 
sustainable development, they initiate transformative CSPs as a strategy 
to realize their own supply-chain objectives. Consequently, because they do 
have a clear stake and objective within the CSP, which in turn influences 
their convening behavior, they are not neutral. However, they can still play 
the neutral role of “honest broker” because, thanks to their nonprofit status, 
they do not have a commercial interest in the supply chains. Building on 
paradox literature, I have suggested an alternative perspective on the role of 
tensions in (convening) CSPs. Tensions are not hurdles to overcome, instead 
they are perpetual and, as such, must be navigated in order to realize success 
through CSPs. Tensions manifest at different levels: on the level of the CSP’s 
objectives (its content), in terms of the convener’s position vis-à-vis the CSP, 
and at the interorganizational level by affecting the relationships between not 
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only the different CSP partners but – in the case of collective convening – also 
the conveners themselves. From this perspective, CSP convening comprises 
a complex and messy navigation process in which CSPs do not always follow 
a neat and linear progression toward their envisioned outcomes. Overall, I 
found that active responses to these tensions, such as balancing, offer a more 
promising way forward. Furthermore, effective mission-driven conveners 
must display flexibility, pragmatism, and creativity in the face of multilevel, 
perpetual tensions in order to realize their objective of strengthening 
sustainable development in global supply chains. Finally, conveners can also 
productively use the tensions they encounter to drive progress and realize 
transformative change in a complex environment.

6.2 Theoretical contributions

The theoretical contribution of my research as presented in this dissertation 
is the alternative perspective on CSPs and convening, and its implications for 
our understanding of the key concepts studied in this dissertation. Before I 
elaborate on this alternative perspective I would like to briefly present the 
dominant perspective on CSP convening, which will enable me to then show 
how my perspective differs. Lastly, I will present the theoretical implications 
of this alternative perspective for the concepts of “mission-driven conveners” 
and “convening.”

6.2.1 A process take on CSP development as the dominant 
paradigm: phase models

Thus far, conceptualizations of the process of CSP formation and 
implementation are often depicted in life cycle process models, i.e., by 
discerning the different phases of CSP development and showing how they 
progress from inception to maturity. Examples of such models are Gray 
and Purdy’s four phases of partnership formation (2018), the review papers 
of Austin and Seitanidi (2012a, 2012b) that broadly distinguish partnership 
formation from implementation, Seitanidi and Crane’s (2009) differentiation 
between partnership selection, design, and institutionalization, and Clarke 
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and Fuller’s (2010) five-phase process model of collaborative strategic 
management. The role of conveners in CSPs has often been inextricably 
intertwined with these phases as scholars have identified which convening 
actions are required in which phases to drive CSP progress from one phase 
to the next (cf. Gray & Purdy, 2018; Stadtler & Probst, 2012).

Life cycle models depict the process of change as one that progresses 
through a necessary sequence of stages or phases (Poole & van de Ven, 
2004). These phases depict a sequential, linear, or predictable pattern and 
show a logical progression toward the final “product” (De Rond & Bouchikhi, 
2004; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). Such models have been used more broadly 
in research on interorganizational relations. Research on strategic alliances, 
for example, has shown that in the context of collaboration such a perspective 
on change assumes that a smooth transition from one phase to the next 
“is the result of rational planning and execution by those in charge” (De 
Rond & Bouchikhi, 2004, p. 57). Connecting these insights to prior research 
on the role of conveners in CSPs, I identify a similar characterization of 
CSP-convening activities, which are often tied either to a specific CSP phase 
(Stadtler & Probst, 2012) or to the transition from one phase to the next. Some 
examples (from Section 1.2.3) include the scoping of interest in collaboration 
among heterogeneous partners before bringing them to the table to negotiate 
joint objectives (both related to partnership formation), and the solidifying 
of objectives in intention statements before driving progress (both related to 
CSP implementation).

In sum, such CSP phase models are highly relevant in both discerning 
the different phases in the CSP process, and uncovering which activities and 
roles conveners have in each of these phases – but they cannot sufficiently 
explain the findings of my dissertation. Throughout my research I found 
complex and messy processes in which the different CSP phases – and the 
associated conveners’ roles – were far less organized than is often depicted 
in these models. To some extent, this “messiness” is accounted for in the 
literature, as the linearity and predictability of CSP life cycle models are 
often nuanced by scholars’ acknowledgements of the possibility of repeating 
phases or of moving back and forth between phases. However, my findings 
have convinced me to take these nuances (of the existing phase models) as 
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the point of departure in my search for an alternative “motor of change” (Van 
de Ven & Poole, 1995) that explains the CSP process and, more specifically, 
the work of conveners.

6.2.2 A tension-based perspective as an alternative paradigm to 
study CSPs

By describing CSP progress as a trajectory that follows predefined stages from 
a clear starting point toward an end objective, the phase model perspective 
satisfies our desire to display social reality in a clear and comprehensible 
manner. However, because this phase-model perspective does not sufficiently 
account for the “messiness” I encountered in my case studies, I turned in 
Chapters 4 and 5 to a tension-based perspective as an alternative paradigm for 
studying convening and CSPs. This alternative perspective, I argue, emphasizes 
different elements of CSP convening and does more justice to the perpetual, 
omnipresent complexity and contradictions faced by CSP conveners in their 
efforts to organize partnerships for sustainable development.

The alternative, tension-based perspective that I offer in my dissertation 
combines ideas from paradox literature with the dialectal theory formulated 
by Poole and Van de Ven (Poole & van de Ven, 2004; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). 
Instead of the initial Hegelian dialectic the authors described in their seminal 
article in 1995, I refer here to the alternative Bakhtinian dialectic, which 
assumes that conflict between opposing poles (or dualisms) is responsible 
for driving processes of change (Poole & van de Ven, 2004)33. Like paradox 
research, this tension-based process model assumes that the contradictory 
demands that organizations face are perpetual, and that change occurs as 
a result of the constant push and pull between the tension’s opposing poles. 
In the field of CSP research, paradox theory has already been successfully 
introduced by others (Ashraf et al., 2017; Jay, 2013; Sharma & Bansal, 2017; 

33 Initially, the dialectical process theory of Poole and Van de Ven (1995) was informed by the 
social philosophy of Hegel, and explained stability and change by referencing the balance 
of power between opposing entities: i.e., the status quo (“thesis”) would be challenged by 
opposing forces (“antithesis”) and deliver new equilibrium (“synthesis”). Later, the authors 
provided an alternative to this “Hegelian dialectic,” and, based on the work of Mikhail 
Bakhtin, moved the perpetual tensions to center stage. It is this “tension dialectic” (Poole 
& van de Ven, 2004) that I refer to here, as it closely relates to the assumptions underlying 
the paradox literature I used to analyze my findings in Chapters 4 and 5.
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Stadtler & van Wassenhove, 2016) and, in the broader field of research on 
interorganizational relations, so has the related dialectic process model; for 
example, in the literature on strategic alliances, which addresses tensions 
such as cooperation versus competition, rigidity versus flexibility, and short-
term versus long-term orientations (Das & Teng, 2000).

The basic assumption of paradox theory is that the conflicting demands 
or tensions faced by organizations are persistent, meaning that they cannot 
be eradicated by clever organizing or choosing one pole over another. On 
the contrary, the stronger one pole is “chosen,” the stronger the pull toward 
the other pole (Lewis & Smith, 2014). Despite this apparent insolubility of 
tensions, paradox researchers have nonetheless been preoccupied with 
identifying ways organizations can respond to tensions (cf. Carlson et al., 
2016; Putnam et al., 2016; Smith & Lewis, 2011) because such responses are 
considered to be an important factor in shaping organizational success. In 
Chapter 5, I adopted the differentiation of Jarzabkowski et al. (2013) between 
defensive and active responses (see Section 5.2.2). Defensive responses – 
such as denial, selection, or splitting – are expected to provide a temporal 
relief without “providing a new way to work within or understand paradox” 
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2013, p. 249). Active responses – such as spiraling 
inversion, balancing, integrating, or transcendence – acknowledge tensions 
as being persistent and a natural condition in organizing, and can therefore 
be seen as a more promising way forward.

As explained in Chapter 4, applying a tension-based perspective in 
studying CSPs, and in studying mission-driven conveners and convening more 
specifically, alters some of the basic assumptions underlying current research 
in the field. First, tensions or challenges in CSPs are usually considered either 
inhibitors to success or (temporal) hurdles that must be overcome in order to 
drive progress and move forward through the different phases of the CSP’s 
life cycle. Acknowledging that such tensions persist over time requires CSP 
partners to embrace (the existence of) contradictory demands as poles whose 
preservation is inevitable. In other words: any progress toward the shared 
objective must be made by CSP partners who recognize that collaboration 
is a process in which tensions are both ubiquitous and “a natural condition 
of organizing.” Second, this perspective also changes the role of conveners, 
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who have long been considered the very actors who must overcome tension 
and conflict between organizations in CSPs. Instead, this approach redefines 
conveners as being actors who must continuously navigate and balance the 
ongoing tensions that are omnipresent throughout the CSP’s process, all 
the while remaining focused on the CSP’s objectives. In the next subsection, 
I will present the theoretical implications of this alternative perspective for 
the concepts of “mission-driven conveners” and “convening.”

6.2.3 Implications for the concepts of “mission-driven conveners” 
and “convening”

In my research, one of the most striking similarities between my three 
case studies was the complex and “messy” process of CSP development. A 
tension-based perspective both well explains the complexity and “messiness” 
I encountered in the field and paves the way for a more comprehensive 
understanding of (the complexity surrounding) mission-driven conveners and 
CSP convening in the context of sustainable development in global supply chains.

Mission-driven conveners
A tension-based perspective has helped increase our understanding of 
mission-driven conveners. As studied in this dissertation, mission-driven 
conveners use the proactive initiation of CSPs as a strategy to realize their 
own organizational-level objectives. Chapter 4 already identified two potential 
tensions related to this role, one of which (also featured in Chapter 5) I would 
like to highlight here, as its implications strongly affect extant theorization 
on conveners: the tension between being neutral versus being a stakeholder.

Although the convener’s neutrality is a recurring theme in the literature 
on conveners (cf. Ansell & Gash, 2007; Dorado & Vaz, 2003; Kalegaonkar & 
Brown, 2000), mission-driven conveners do also have an inherent interest in 
the collaboration: it exists only as a result of their initiation and as a means to 
advance their own sustainability agenda. Therefore, mission-driven conveners 
are not neutral agents, rather they have a normative motivation to pursue a 
certain goal or objective. However, part of their strategy within the CSPs they 
initiate and convene is their positioning as a neutral partner, at least vis-à-
vis the business partners involved in the CSP. As such, while mission-driven 
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conveners may have a normative motivation in terms of their sustainable 
development agenda, they do not have a commercial interest in the supply 
chains in which they are operating, nor do they have commercial relationships 
with the supply chain actors. Consequently, they perform a balancing act: the 
role of “honest broker” despite their non-neutrality as initiators of the CSP. 
In Chapter 5, we saw how the perception of the convener’s neutral position 
depended on the constellation of partners and was subject to change with the 
exit or entry of new partners. Initially, both conveners were accepted, whereas 
later one of the conveners was seen as biased toward the procurement side 
of the supply chain, which led to a loss of legitimacy.

The attribute of “neutrality” thus remains an important contributing factor 
to the success of mission-driven conveners, however its meaning has been 
redefined: “neutrality,” I argue, is important in terms of conveners’ position 
vis-à-vis other partners, not in terms of their (lack of) vested interest in 
the collaboration process. This neutrality-versus-stakeholding tension is 
an additional layer of complexity in the CSP process and one related to the 
position of the convener itself. A tension-based lens allows us to not only 
recognize this tension, but also to emphasize the importance of such a 
delicate balancing act for mission-driven conveners in the CSPs they initiate 
and convene. How these actors respond to this tension shapes their success 
as a convener: active responses, such as balancing or vacillation, are more 
effective than defensive responses, such as selection of one of the poles, as 
shown in Chapter 4.

Complementary to this tension between neutrality and stakeholding is 
the ability of conveners to deal with other organizational-level dynamics or 
tensions – as shown in Chapter 5 when one of the conveners was focused on 
balancing the organization’s convening versus funding roles, whereas the 
other convener focused on balancing its own commercial versus social roles. 
Emphasizing the “non-neutrality” of these conveners, Chapter 5 showed how 
these organizational-level tensions were brought to the interorganizational 
level and influenced the organization’s ability to effectively convene.



208

Chapter six

Convening
By acknowledging the existence of perpetual tensions within CSPs – 
perhaps chief among them the tension related to the role and position of 
the mission-driven convener – the process of convening can be recast as 
the art of navigating tension and contradiction within CSPs. In other words, 
convening CSPs entails a process of affecting change (in my research, toward 
sustainable development in supply chains) by navigating a complex, ubiquitous 
web of tensions and contradictions. Rather than emphasizing the search for 
synergies and complementarity, I emphasize the tensions and contradictions 
that simultaneously frustrate and fuel the process, and how mission-driven 
conveners work with these tensions. This leads to a reinterpretation of the 
quote on the first page of my dissertation: for a mission-driven convener, the 
existence of tensions confirms the relevance of its convening.

Phase models of CSP processes (implicitly) assume that, to support 
progress from one phase to the next, conveners must resolve the conflicts 
that inhibit the CSP process. A tension-based perspective, instead, assumes 
that conveners must continuously navigate ubiquitous tensions while keeping 
their eyes on the prize: the sustainability objective they envisioned when they 
initiated the CSP. Deploying a tension-based lens helped me to recognize 
tensions on multiple levels: (1) on the level of strategy or objectives (e.g., short 
versus long-term interests, or people versus planet versus profit), (2) on the 
level of conveners’ own organizations (e.g., their neutral versus stakeholding 
positions), and (3) on the level of interorganizational relations (e.g., in the case 
of coopetition, or the dynamics between conveners in collective-convening 
efforts). Convening means to navigate and balance tensions on multiple 
levels simultaneously. Considering convening from this perspective allows 
us to better understand some of the activities undertaken by mission-driven 
conveners in the cases presented in this dissertation.

In Chapter 3, for example, the mission-driven convener initially emphasized 
the development of harmonized training materials and reached out to farmers 
to implement these training curricula. Following the logic of CSP phase 
models, this seems a premature implementation of activities; a messy and 
perhaps even ill-considered process in which activities are being undertaken 
before solid CSP structures have been established in each country. However, 
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the focus on these activities also served a wider purpose – beyond its 
direct objective of training farmers – namely: building trust between the 
coffee-sector stakeholders and demonstrating the value of cross-sector 
collaboration. Consequently, these educational activities facilitated the 
subsequent negotiation around the CSP’s formation. From a tension-based 
perspective, this approach does not seem premature or messy, and certainly 
not ill considered. Instead, it shows a clear and deliberate strategy of 
balancing the process and content dynamics that are both important to, and 
inextricably linked in, the development and implementation of CSPs. Clearly, 
productively navigating tensions in CSPs requires conveners to – at times – 
neglect the sequential logic of phase models in order to actively respond to 
tensions or contradictions when they surface; i.e., successful conveners must 
continually address tensions throughout the partnership.

In sum, I have identified several implications of a tension-based perspective 
for the concepts of “mission-driven conveners” and “convening.” Convening, 
from this perspective, is essentially about recognizing and acknowledging 
tensions both latent and salient. It requires a level of awareness and 
understanding on multiple levels: the strategic level (by determining the 
“best” means to address the issue), the organizational level (by recognizing 
tensions as they occur at the level of each organization, including that of the 
convener), and the interorganizational level (by acknowledging the relations 
and tensions between organizations and/or conveners). Moreover, mission-
driven conveners must be skilled in not only navigating tensions, but also in 
productively using them in order to usher progress toward the sustainability 
objectives that lead these conveners to initiate their CSPs in the first place.

6.3 Practical implications

The tension-based perspective presented in the previous section not only 
provides a useful analytical lens for scholars, it also yields a number of 
important implications for practitioners. While the first two implications 
directly refer to the work of conveners, the third implication more broadly 
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relates to some of the complexities that inherently arise when using CSPs 
as a strategy to realize sustainability outcomes.

First, adopting a tension-based perspective in convening CSPs requires 
conveners to – at least partly – let go of “step-by-step” CSP phase models 
and, instead, adopt a more flexible and pragmatic approach to initiating and 
convening CSPs. This allows for variation and the tailoring of responses 
to the specific tensions and complexities experienced in different contexts. 
Convening, then, means adequately responding to (unforeseen) events, 
informed by prior experience, while keeping the objective of the CSP in 
mind. It requires adaptivity: the flexibility to adjust a strategy in the face of 
new insights or issues. Conveners, therefore, should develop this adaptive 
capacity as a personal skill of its employees, but also in the structure of 
their organization(s). Because such flexibility is almost diametrically opposed 
to the common logic of planning and accountability that most NPOs have 
implemented nowadays, this may be a challenging reorientation. Extensive 
monitoring and evaluation frameworks often populate the modern NPO 
workplace, where KPIs, outputs, outcomes, and impact targets are defined 
a priori, the results of which must be reported to donors. Without denying 
the importance of accountability, especially when tax payers’ money is 
involved, there is an obvious mismatch between the work of conveners – as 
conceptualized in my research – and the underlying assumption of evaluation 
frameworks that CSP initiation and convening will progress through a 
predefined or predictable step-by-step process. Embracing the tension-based 
perspective in practice, therefore, also requires other organizations to adapt 
– for example, that of institutional donors.

Second, the tension-based perspective can provide practitioners (i.e., 
mission-driven conveners) with an alternative way of articulating their 
role within the CSPs they convene. In other words, if conveners accept 
and embrace complexity and tensions as inherent features of a CSP, then 
they can work toward their sustainable development objectives “despite” a 
complex context in which tensions are both ubiquitous and perpetual. This 
is in contrast to conveners seeing themselves as catalytic agents who must 
overcome tension and conflict by searching for strategies to reduce complexity 
or resolve tensions. In my interviews with conveners, the “managing of 
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tensions” aspect was often talked about not as being the most motivating 
part of their work, but rather as a “necessary evil.” This is to be expected 
when conveners believe they must first resolve tension and conflict between 
organizations, before they can drive progress in CSPs. Considered from a 
tension-based perspective, however, conveners need not resolve tensions, 
rather they must work through them in order to drive progress toward 
the envisioned sustainability outcomes. Therefore, recasting the task of 
conveners as navigating through or balancing between tensions – instead 
of managing or resolving them – may help conveners to actually appreciate 
this aspect of their work and to view it as an indispensable part of driving 
progress toward sustainability through CSPs.

A third implication for practitioners is the realization that conveners face 
a challenging and delicate balancing act between, on the one hand, focusing 
on harnessing successful CSP processes and, on the other hand, being 
effective in realizing sustainability outcomes through CSPs. Both should be 
accounted for, as they are both indispensable in realizing the transformative 
aspirations set forth in the sustainable development agenda. This requires 
some explication. CSPs have, in this dissertation, been conceptualized as 
a strategy34 of mission-driven conveners to realize their objectives and, as 
such, as a means to an end. Putting the anticipated outcomes of the CSP at 
center stage allows tensions and contradictions to be more easily accepted 
as an inherent part of the development process. However, if from the outset 
too much emphasis is placed on the anticipated outcomes of the CSP, then 
the complexity and importance of the process itself risk being overlooked. 
This may lead to suboptimal outcomes as partners may push for progress 
and (quick) results while neglecting important dimensions of the process. 
Achieving the transformative ambitions set out in the SDGs requires holistic 
and creative solutions to the complex sustainability challenges that currently 
face society. Crafting such solutions by way of CSPs is a time-consuming 
process, of which tense and conflict-rich negotiations between partners are an 
indispensable part (see Chapter 2). Accordingly, mission-driven conveners may 
benefit from being advised to foster and perhaps even fuel tensions in order to 

34 In addition to, for example, a certification strategy that (also) aims to advance sustainable 
production and consumption (see Chapter 3).
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use tensions productively, and to cultivate the creative and holistic solutions 
that are required for sustainability transformations in global supply chains.

6.4 Reflection

In this section I reflect on my research in two ways: first, on the methodological 
choices I made and their implications for the research outcomes and, second, 
on my own position as an engaged scholar.

6.4.1 Reflection on methodology
In this dissertation I have deployed a qualitative, multiple case-study method 
in order to study how mission-driven conveners initiate and convene CSPs 
for sustainable development in global supply chains. A multiple case-study 
method was a good methodological fit given my objective of answering the 
questions of “how” and “why” (Edmondson & Mcmanus, 2007). Like any other 
methodology, however, this method had its strengths and limitations. Here, 
I will reflect on some of the methodological choices I made and on their 
consequences for the findings presented in this dissertation.

First, although a case-study methodology is very common in CSP research, 
it has also been criticized. Despite the growing body of literature on CSPs, 
evidence of their actual impact on sustainability is said to be lacking, at 
least beyond anecdotal case studies (Gray & Stites, 2013; Van Huijstee et al., 
2007; Van Tulder et al., 2016). The implicit assumption of such critiques is 
that such “anecdotal case studies” (Van Huijstee et al., 2007) do not deliver 
generalizable findings with regard to the topic. Although experts in case-
study research have argued that (and how) generalization of case studies is 
actually possible (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Eisenhardt, 
Graebner, & Sonenshein, 2016; Gehman et al., 2018), I want to stress here 
that neither generalization, nor delivering proof on the actual impact of CSPs 
on sustainability were my purposes with this research. Instead, I aimed to 
increase our understanding of how mission-driven conveners initiate and 
convene CSPs to strengthen sustainable development in global supply chains. 
Following Stake (1978) I argue that, in order to increase our understanding 
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of social phenomena, we need not aim for generalization per se – instead, we 
can also benefit from considering the particular:

“William Blake (1808) offered these intemperate words: 
‘To generalize is to be an idiot. To particularize is the lone 
distinction of merit. General knowledges are those that idiots 
possess’. Generalizations may not be all that despicable, but 
particularization does deserve praise. To know particulars 
fleetingly of course is to know next to nothing. What becomes 
useful understanding is a full and thorough knowledge of the 
particular, recognizing it also in new and foreign contexts.”

(Stake, 1978, p. 5)

In my research I have worked hard to gain this “full and thorough knowledge” 
of the three cases studied, which combined address the different and relevant 
aspects of the focal topic of this dissertation. The rich descriptions of these 
cases – particularly in Chapters 2 and 3 – may help enable an audience of 
academics and practitioners to also recognize similar patterns “in new and 
foreign contexts,” thereby increasing their understanding of the topic.

Second, the dominant perspective in each of the three cases studied is that 
of the convener. This was, on the one hand, a choice informed by pragmatic 
reasoning, that is: the convener granted me access to each of the cases. On 
the other hand, it also suited my research question, as I sought to understand 
the work of (mission-driven) conveners. However, CSPs are by definition 
organizational phenomena that involve multiple parties, necessitating the 
collection of the involved organizations’ differing perspectives. This also 
helps cultivate an appreciation of the context in which the convening effort 
occurs, even when its context is not always explicitly included in the analysis. 
I collected these different perspectives – in all three cases – by interviewing 
as many stakeholders involved in the process as possible. Doing so allowed 
me to see and combine multiple perspectives on what happened throughout 
the course of the CSP, which then led me to novel insights on the convener’s 
strategies. Nonetheless, it should be mentioned that I was most closely 
connected to the convener’s perspective in all three cases – especially in 
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the coffee and tea cases because of my close involvement with the convening 
organization. In the next subsection, I will reflect more in depth on my own 
position as an engaged scholar.

Third, because I studied each of my three cases in real time, i.e., while 
they were still ongoing, I was unable to capture the long-term effects of 
the convener’s strategies, or the ultimate outcomes or impact of the CSPs. 
Although in the timber case I was able to conduct a limited number of follow-
up interviews, these did not allow me to craft a detailed analysis of the 
achieved outcomes. On the one hand, my inability to present the “ultimate 
fate” of each of the convening efforts is a limitation of my research. On the 
other hand, however, by studying the convening efforts and resulting CSPs 
in real time I was able to zoom in and examine the choices being made in 
the process in great detail, which provided me with unique insights on the 
“learning journey” that is convening. Being able to both witness convening in 
practice and reflect with conveners on the choices made in real time allowed 
for more depth than would have been possible in, e.g., a retrospective analysis 
on past CSP efforts. Van de Ven (2007) also highlights the importance of 
studying processes in real time, as “this approach maximizes the probability 
of discovering short-lived factors and changes that exert important influence” 
(p. 11). He continues with a reference to Pettigrew (1985) who wrote that 
“the more we look at present-day events, the easier it is to identify change; 
the longer we stay with an emergent process and the further back we go to 
disentangle its origins, the more likely we are to identify continuities.”

Chapter 4 serves as a striking illustration of Pettigrew’s argument: it 
presents the case that includes follow-up interviews. During the retrospective 
interview I held with an organizational representative who was heavily 
involved in the convening of the timber retail covenant (see Chapter 4 for 
details), we discussed the issues that were central to the case at the time 
of my first data collection period. Many of these issues had either somehow 
been resolved in between my two moments of data collection – and were now 
played down and discussed in a more offhand manner – or were clearly only 
mentioned by the interviewee because – in preparation for our interview – he 
had reread the practitioner report I had written shortly after my first data 
collection period. For example:
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Interviewee: What I just encountered again [after reading the 
summary report of the research], about the NGOs, with WNF 
[…] who challenged us on the [CSP’s] ambitions […] yes, indeed, 
that was an issue.

Interviewer (me): So did it remain an issue?

Interviewee: Well, actually, you could say that after the 
consumer campaign their involvement was essentially reduced 
to zero.

Interviewer (me): […] and so the tension around that issue also 
ceased to exist?

Interviewee: Yes, that is correct.

(Interview transcript, February 2018)

These and many other such remarks during the interview led me to conclude 
that, in retrospect, many of the issues that had featured prominently in the 
interviews conducted while the process was still ongoing were, in hindsight, 
marginalized by the interviewee. If I had studied the CSP retrospectively, many 
of the dynamics between the organizations – which clearly frustrated the 
CSP’s process and progress as it was being implemented – would probably 
have remained invisible for me as a researcher because interviewees 
would have downplayed their importance or failed to mention them at all. 
Consequently, I may have only learned about the objectives and outcomes of 
the CSP, severely limiting my ability to answer the questions of “how” and 
“why,” or to truly understand what had happened in the process.

6.4.2 Reflection on my position as an engaged scholar
Reflexivity is defined as “thoughtful, conscious self-awareness. Reflexive 
analysis in research encompasses continual evaluation of subjective 
responses, intersubjective dynamics, and the research process itself” (Finlay, 
2002, p. 532). In practice, this means “viewing the self and the processes of 
data collection and interpretation in a critical and detached manner through 
internal dialogue and constant (and intensive) scrutiny of ‘what I know’ and 
‘how I know it’ in the development of knowledge claims” (Grbich, 2004, p. 71). 
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Considering my close involvement with the organization that hosted two of the 
three case studies presented in this dissertation, it is even more important 
for me to reflect on the benefits and risks this unique position brought to my 
research process, and to explain how I came to know what I know.

In the introduction I elaborated in detail on the advantages of my close 
involvement with this host organization and my prior experience in the field 
of sustainable trade. To reiterate, I benefited from my connection with this 
organization because: (1) it allowed me to collect additional data beyond 
my formal data collection thanks to many informal encounters with former 
colleagues, also extending beyond the tea and coffee cases; and (2) I was 
both well acquainted with the organization’s work and vocabulary, and 
well connected within the organization, both of which allowed me to start 
my research from an informed position and to build on existing, trusting 
relationships with many of my interviewees. Furthermore, this familiarity 
allowed me to purposefully select the tea and coffee cases as relevant cases 
in answering my research question. In this section, I take a more reflexive 
stance, considering the potential risks of my position as an engaged scholar 
and explaining how I attempted to mitigate these risks.

First, in qualitative (field) research, there is always the risk of “going 
native” (Neyland, 2008), that is, when a researcher becomes so involved with 
the group s/he studies that s/he starts to sympathize with them and, hence, 
loses objectivity. In my case, I readily admit that instead of “going native” I 
actually “started native” – or at least started with an “insider” perspective. 
Having worked for the organization myself, I was definitely biased toward 
my research topic: I believed – and still believe – in the importance of their 
work (convening CSPs), and I was sympathetic toward the organization 
and practitioners (former colleagues of mine). A second risk I discovered, 
related to the first, was the perception of other interviewees of my (objective) 
position as an independent researcher, as an “outsider.” In some interviews, 
especially in the coffee case study, I realized that my position was unclear 
for the interviewee, who sometimes made statements including the word 
“you” when referring to things done or said by the host organization – clearly 
perceiving me as being one of “them.” This was to a certain extend justified 
as I had told interviewees beforehand that their interview would serve two 
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purposes: to collect data for both a (practitioner) report, to benefit the host 
organization, and my own (independent) PhD research. Although I always 
assured interviewees that they could speak to me openly, their remarks 
during interviews sensitized me to the vulnerability of being perceived as a 
representative of the host organization. Therefore, in the tea case – which I 
researched subsequently – I made a more explicit point of distancing myself 
from the host organization over time.

So how did I mitigate these two challenges relating to my position as an 
engaged scholar? First, I acknowledged these vulnerabilities and reflected 
on them throughout my entire research period – not just by way of “internal 
dialogue,” but also in consultations with my doctoral advisors. These recurrent, 
joint reflections helped me maintain sufficient distance and objectivity while 
simultaneously accepting my close involvement as a natural condition of my 
research – which allowed me to also benefit from the resulting opportunities 
(as explained in Chapter 1). Second, I deliberately distanced myself from my 
host organization over time, i.e.: throughout the research process, I became 
less directly involved. Initially, I had combined my two roles (i.e., my two 
jobs, one as a part-time researcher and one as a part-time practitioner). 
A year later, I became a full-time researcher but was still stationed at the 
organization’s office for one to two days a week. Eventually, I worked from 
the VU University full-time, organizing occasional (Skype) meetings with 
representatives from the CSPs I was studying. This deliberate distancing over 
time protected me from “going native,” and allowed me to open up to other 
perspectives. Third, I purposely avoided writing a dissertation based only on 
my previous employer by also including a case hosted by another organization. 
Consequently, “the convener” in my dissertation does not always refer to my 
previous employer: in Chapter 4 it refers to FSC-NL and in Chapter 5 I present 
a collective convening effort in which my host organization had shared the 
convening role with another organization. Fourth, I deliberately collected a 
variety of viewpoints from outside my host organization and explicitly asked 
interviewees from other organizations to reflect on my previous employer’s 
convening role. My aim here was to understand how conveners organize CSPs 
not only from the perspective of the convener itself, but also from that of the 
“convened objects.” In these interviews I made it very explicit that I was an 
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independent, academic researcher and that I would not be reporting any of 
their remarks directly to the convener.

Reflecting on the pros and cons of my engaged scholarship, I conclude 
that it brought me more than it cost me. It is my firm belief that neither 
the accuracy nor the level of detail in my analysis of the stacking of the 
temporalities of plants, people, and profits (in Chapter 2), nor my in-depth 
strategic insights on the convener’s approach (in Chapter 3), nor my detailed 
process description of collective convening (in Chapter 5) would have been 
possible to obtain if I had had a “cold” lead to my research site. In other 
words, adopting an engaged scholarship approach allowed me to “produce 
knowledge that is more penetrating and insightful than when scholars or 
practitioners work on the problem alone” (Van de Ven, 2007, p. 34).

6.5 Research limitations and future research

In this dissertation, I sought to answer the question of how mission-driven 
conveners initiate and convene cross-sector partnerships for sustainable 
development in global supply chains. I answered this question by conducting 
a multiple-case study that included three cases and used paradox theory to 
interpret my findings. This led me, in this final chapter, to introduce an alternative 
perspective on both CSPs and conveners. From this alternative perspective, and 
from the limitations of my research approach and focus, I have derived several 
relevant avenues for future research, which I will present now.

First, my research is based on the assumption that CSPs are an appropriate 
strategy to advance sustainable development in global supply chains. As such, 
my research lines up within the partnership paradigm that is broadly embraced 
by scholars and practitioners the world over. As I focused specifically on the 
work of conveners in initiating and convening CSPs, I did not challenge this 
partnership paradigm in my research. However, I do share the criticism that 
actual evidence on the impact of CSPs on sustainability is lacking, at least 
beyond “anecdotal case studies” (Gray & Stites, 2013; Van Huijstee et al., 
2007; Van Tulder et al., 2016). This is both a shortcoming of CSP research 
thus far and one I have not addressed with my own research. However, we 
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– scholars and practitioners alike – must determine whether our firm belief 
in the value and relevance of CSPs is actually justified. Future research on 
CSPs should therefore adopt longitudinal research designs in order to trace 
the outcomes of CSPs over time; including but not limited to the continued 
presence of researchers beyond the life cycle of the CSP itself, as its actual 
transformational effects will most likely only be visible after several years. In 
general, such research should adopt a process research methodology to be 
able to track the change brought about by conveners and the CSPs they initiate 
and convene. The challenge here will be to prove that the realized “impact” 
on the sustainability issue can, in fact, be attributed to the work of conveners 
and their CSPs. One way of doing this might be through close involvement that 
stems from in-depth, qualitative research over a longer period of time and 
potentially through comparative case study designs. It will be challenging – 
but necessary – to find similar cases and sufficient ground for comparison.

Second, and connected to my previous suggestion for future research, is the 
relevance of a tension-based perspective to the study of CSP convening. This 
dissertation has emphasized not only the complex process of CSP convening, 
but also the manifold challenges and contradictions involved in such a process. 
As seen in my case studies, tensions manifested on the level of the CSP’s 
strategy, on the level of the convener and its position vis-à-vis the CSP, and 
on the interorganizational level in the interactions and relations between CSP 
partners and/or (in the case of collective convening) conveners. However, when 
it comes to CSP processes, these levels interact. Personal, organizational, and 
interorganizational dynamics emerge and interact simultaneously. Moreover, 
tensions can be related to the process, but can also be related to its content and 
may influence strategic considerations (as in Chapter 2). The interconnections 
between these different levels on which tensions can simultaneously occur and 
the potential nestedness of these tensions needs further exploration, which has 
also been called for by paradox researchers (Fairhurst et al., 2016; Schad et al., 
2016). Building on the premise that change is the result of a constant push and 
pull between the (multiple) opposing poles or tensions that manifest throughout 
the CSP process, I believe it is essential to better unpack and understand how 
tensions (and the responses to them) interact. Such a dialectic process analysis 
of change through CSPs could both yield interesting insights in terms of how 
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such processes develop over time and help lead to the envisioned outcomes 
related to sustainable development.

Third, the role of governments in CSPs has been left largely untouched in 
this dissertation. Governments did not feature prominently in the three cases 
I studied: their role was completely absent in the timber case and only present 
in the tea case in so far as the CSP had been endorsed by the government 
of the focal country. Only in the coffee case did the governments of the six 
production countries involved play a more active role, sometimes through 
direct representation in the CSP. To some extent, the absence of government 
in my analysis is justified, considering the fact that the CSPs I studied focused 
on sustainability in global supply chains and many of the complexities were 
caused by the inclusion of (multiple) private-sector stakeholders from different 
levels of the chain. However, the inclusion of governments in CSPs obviously 
changes the dynamic, and warrants further research (Gond et al., 2011). It 
should, therefore, be mentioned that the field of sustainable trade is in constant 
development and that supply chain CSPs are not the only available means to 
advance sustainable trade. One alternative strategy that is gaining traction 
in the field is the so-called “landscape” approach, where interventions are 
focused on sourcing areas instead of supply chains (Millard, 2017). An important 
benefit of such an approach is its ability to cross the boundaries of single supply 
chains and address issues “beyond the farm gate,” such as deforestation or 
challenges related to climate change. Because a landscape approach targets 
regions instead of producers, the involvement of (local) governments is more 
obvious. Landscape approaches also include multi-stakeholder dialogue – 
i.e., CSPs – and involve yet a wider variety of actors, including, for example, 
different levels of government. Accordingly, future research on CSPs could 
focus on this novel trend of sustainable landscapes to better grasp the role 
government(s) play in sustainable trade and development.

Moving beyond the context and topic of my dissertation, my final suggestion 
for future research is a call for more engaged scholarship from organization 
scholars in general. In this dissertation, I have presented the result of my own 
attempt at engaged scholarship, which allowed me to experience firsthand 
the difficulty of connecting academia and practice. More specifically, despite 
the obvious societal and practical relevance of my research topic, I found it 
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difficult to derive practically applicable knowledge based on theories from 
the discipline of organization sciences. This is a curious shortcoming that 
can be said of many organization science theories: there appears to be quite 
a distance between the theories and the practice of organizing. Ironically, 
although the community of researchers who study CSPs actively seeks to 
maintain a strong connection with practice – for example, by publishing 
together with practitioners The Annual Review of Social Partnerships – their 
strong connection to practice may actually be one of the reasons CSP 
literature is not (yet) considered a theoretical field within organization 
sciences. Given the relevance and urgency of understanding the role of 
organizations in society – especially as it relates to sustainable development 
– I suggest that, instead of theorizing for the sake of theorizing, organizational 
scholars should prioritize theorizing for the sake of organizing.

Building on my prior experience as a practitioner in this domain, I entered 
the field of sustainable trade, and the related topic of convening CSPs, from an 
informed position. I had a rather broad but concrete objective for my research, 
namely, that I wanted to “better understand this convening thing.” After about 
five years of research, I think it is fair to say that I am left with more questions 
than answers, but certainly also with more knowledge and appreciation of the 
complexities involved in convening. I would have liked to develop a concrete list of 
recommendations and easy-to-implement advice, but convening in the arena of 
sustainable development proved too complex to be captured in simple solutions 
or step-by-step approaches. The sustainability challenges we are faced with 
today are, after all, new, complex, and multi-faceted. Even as we are in the midst 
of crafting their solutions they change. In my view, the tension-based perspective 
on convening as proposed in my dissertation adequately captures this complexity. 
All in all, it is a balancing act: mission-driven organizations that convene CSPs 
should, at the very least, have the adaptive capacity to be both purposive and 
pragmatic, goal-oriented and flexible, knowledgeable and simultaneously open 
to surprise and innovations. I am curious to see how conveners will continue to 
shape our collective, sustainable future by building and maintaining CSPs. Lastly, 
I hope more conveners will find their way to academia, to enable academics’ 
engaged scholarship and, together, seek both for answers to the world’s most 
pressing problems and for innovative ways to tackle them.


