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Abstract
In this paper, the issues that arise in public sector multi-organisational groups (MOGs) are discussed and how a technology-based group support system (GSS) could assist individuals within these groups. MOGs are commonly used in the public sector to find solutions to multifaceted social problems, such as crime. Finding solutions for such problems is difficult because their scope is outside the boundary of a single government agency. The standard approach to solving such problems is collaborative involving a diverse range of stakeholders. Collaborative working can be advantageous but it also introduces its own pressures. Conflicts can arise due to the multiple contexts, perspectives, and goals of group members and the organisations they represent. Trust, communication and a shared interface are crucial to making any significant progress. A GSS could support these elements.  
1. Introduction
Collaborative public management is an agreement between two or more organisations to deliver government services. Such agreements are formed with the belief that organisations working collaboratively will achieve more than one organisation working alone. The terminology used to describe extra-organisation and extra-sector collaboration varies widely. There are neutral terms such as ‘partnership’ and ‘multi-sector collaboration’; positive terms such as ‘network’ and ‘alliance’; and negative terms including ‘conflict’ and ‘competition’ [1-5]. Whether these terms are interchangeable is debatable, but within this paper, the main term used is multi-organisational group (MOG). 

The avowed purpose of such MOGs is to improve the wellbeing of local citizens by solving social problems, but collaborative working is not a silver bullet. Difficulties can arise that are specific to this working arrangement, particularly in partnership management, member management and information management. In this paper, the problems pertaining to MOGs are recounted with a focus on those led by local councils. Section two gives reasons why collaborative approaches are adopted. In section three trust, group membership and conflict are discussed as key elements of collaborative working. Section four introduces group support systems (GSS) and section five discusses how they can support MOGs led by local councils.
2. REasons for Collaboration 
There are inherent differences between governmental and non-governmental organisations. Primarily the former has a wider arena of knowledge that includes policy formation, the protection of nature, emergency planning, legislation and jurisdiction [6]. Knowledge is used in governmental organisations to meet civic obligations and to have a direct affect on people’s lives – this is not necessarily the case in the private businesses. Laws and norms have a bigger impact on governmental organisations. In addition, there are a diverse range of stakeholders. In light of this, a high proportion of work can only be realised through collaboration. 

Collaborative advantage is the achievement secured through a collaboration that no organisation could have achieved acting alone [9]. The UK central government wants to achieve a transformation of public services and is promoting the collaborative approach to realise this: “...the real transformation of local public services will only happen through many different individuals and many different organisations, from all sectors, working in partnership” [11]. 


Collaborations to tackle public sector issues consist of the following elements:
· They may involve statutory organisations, private organisations and non-profit (including voluntary and religious) organisations. [2, 10]
· All participants agree that solving problems together will be advantageous to all [7].
· They seek to prevent overlap [5]
· They aim to produce synergistic outcomes through organisations working in harmony [1, 5].

· Formal agreement on roles and responsibilities [8].
· Participant organisations share objectives [8].
· Participants share costs and risks [8, 9].
· Participants share resources and expertise [5, 8, 9].

Public sector collaborations often have to deal with highly complex issues, referred to as ‘wicked issues’ [3, 5, 10]. Typically the focus of a collaboration is not a single problem, but inter-related problems, such as crime or poverty [1, 4]. Social problems conceal their origins, are interdependent with other problems and are difficult to represent precisely. There appears to be a non-causal relationship between action and outcome, which means that outcomes are often unpredictable [4]. These problems may have been exacerbated by pre-existing government processes. Gray  [12] terms this as ‘turbulence’, which occurs “...when organizations, acting independently in diverse directions, create unanticipated consequences for themselves and others” [12]. 

Collaborations to satisfy civic obligations can originate by mandate or emerge voluntarily [4].  Voluntary, or co-evolving, collaborations are formed to deliver solutions where the objectives are less well defined, the time frame is longer and the behaviour required is less knowable [10]. Mandated collaborations often originate because of government legislations and policies. These are co-ordinating collaborations formed to deliver pre-set objectives [10]. Central government often coerces organisations to commit to collaborations [5], such as by linking funding to participation. There is a risk that these types of collaborations may consist of “insincere; convenient or fragile relationships” [5].
3. Significant Elements of Multi-organisational groups
3.1. Trust

Trust is a key element in MOGs. They form the basis for knowledge sharing and negotiation and are needed for creating bonds between group members [13]. There are three themes in this area that are fundamental: security of assurance, interpersonal trust (which includes relational trust), and institutional trust. 

It could be argued that the trust needed for success in local council-led MOGs is based on a security of assurance. Security of assurance describes how members are obliged to keep their promises to avoid harming themselves [14]. For example, an organisation that fails to deliver on their promises may be excluded from receiving funding tied to participation in a MOG. Yamagishi et al. [15] states that security of assurance is based on inferences of incentive (not of character) and is predominant in groups where there is a low risk of being exploited by others. It seems plausible that security of assurance is the primary cause of group cohesion. However, trust as inferences of character may have a greater affect on collaborative success.

Interpersonal trust is built over time through the interactions of members [16] and is concerned with the relational bonds between group members [13]. These bonds include emotional bonds, shared values and objectives, the recognition of benevolent actions, and the integrity of individual members. Institutional (or inter-organisational) trust is an framework that regulates the relationship between the main actors in a collaboration [13]. In contrast to interpersonal trust, it has a formal basis that requires cultural and legal systems to support it and to allow it to develop [16]. It is often difficult to separate manifestations of interpersonal and institutional trust within a collaboration [5]. Hu et al. [16] argue that trust is hierarchical and transferable, and it is possible for interpersonal trust to extend to the institutional trust level. To establish trust there needs to be adequate and constant communication between participants. 


Collaborative relationships are dynamic, evolving, and often employ trial and error experimentation to achieve a balance of practice that satisfies all members. The outcome of these experiments has an effect on the development of trust [8]. Failure to build trust between members or organisations, or the existence of mistrust, is a barrier to successful collaborative working [5]. It weakens the bonds between members and it is probable that members will not work together adequately enough to achieve group objectives. 

Individuals and the organisations they represent can gain a reputation for being trustworthy [5]. To gain a trustworthy reputation the individual or organisation needs to perform demonstrative actions and attitudes [16], such as sharing motivations and being willing to take risks in sharing information that is unavailable to members external to their organisation [5]. 
3.2. Group Membership
Government employees involved in public sector collaborations are typically knowledge workers. A knowledge worker usually has responsibility for creating, collating, manipulating and disseminating information [17, attributed to Watson-Fritz et al 1998]. Some MOG members may be employed in cross-cutting posts, such as  Anti-Poverty Officer,  and their core duty is to participate in collaborations [5]. These employees will be accustomed to the articulation work that is necessary in collaborations [10, 18]. This includes allocating, coordinating, and scheduling activities and tasks between members. Other MOG members may be employed in jobs where participating in collaborations is a minor aspect of their work [5, 10]. They may experience a two-way pressure “…to deliver their core business targets and participate in inter-organisational partnership” [10].  These members may view articulation work as ‘extra activities’, i.e. tasks they did not agreed to when they joined the collaboration [19]. They are perceived as interference because they are not directly related to the group’s objective. The organisations that MOG members represent may also be unaware of the amount of articulation work, meaning that the member receives little recognition or time for performing them. In this sense, these tasks are similar to organisation citizen behaviours (OCBs). These are behaviours that make positive contributions to a group, but are not formally required or rewarded [20].  In a study of MOG leaders, those from governmental organisations complained that the time they spent on articulation work was never supported or acknowledged by their bosses [10]. The success of a MOG depends upon member willingness to perform articulation work, as well as their inter-personal skills, knowledge, and experience. 

Leadership is an important factor of public sector MOG success. The ‘leader’ maybe referred to as a ‘boundary spanner’ [5, 10] or a ‘convener’ [12], but in all cases they have the ability to:

· Manage vertical and horizontal context working.
· Create a forum for deliberation.
· Encourage and entice members to commit.
· Facilitate, steer, negotiate, and mediate.

The MOG leader must consider the affect individual context has on how a member perceives and behaves within a MOG. MOG members can be differentiated in many ways, such as by their ideologies and values, the relationship they have with their organisation, the relationships their organisation has with organisations external to the MOG, the goals of their organisation, and their individual or personal goals. These place an extra burden on a MOG leader as they “…must be aware of the influence that participants may have on one another by virtue of their position, association and power” [21].

Members of a MOG may have differing levels of authority and accountability that can affect their level of commitment to the group. Individuals may have to satisfy dual reporting systems [16] and may not have the authority to instantly commit their organisations to outcomes of joint decision-making [4]. Individuals may be able to agree in principle to a plan of action, but they may need to get authority from their organisation to commit fully. MOG leaders must be aware that they do not have direct lines of authority over MOG members. Therefore decision-making models need to be based on consensus, equality and win-win solutions [5].

MOG members must jointly establish group goals [22]. These goals are owned collectively or by most members of the group. They may not relate to the official purpose of the group, and they may or may not be declared outside of the group, but they are necessary for developing cohesion and trust between individuals. Two other goals have been identified that may guide a member’s behaviour: individual goals and organisational goals [22]. Individual goals are “…an individual set of personal values and constraints…” [22]. These influence and are influenced by group decisions. They may be hidden from other members but they can also become a part of a group identity. Organisational goals guide an individual’s acceptance of an emerging purpose. Members are usually “...committed to their agency’s way of doing things, to its own definition of problems and tasks and its own techniques of intervention” [10]. Therefore, members may not easily agree to a mode of operation. Group members may be unaware of the organisational goals of other members, plus a member may decide not to disclose the goals of their organisation. Conversely, the member may not be fully aware of their organisation’s goals, which could make it difficult for them to obtain permission to support to a group action. A MOG leader who is unaware of the goals of their local council may find it difficult to steer the MOG to the satisfaction of its citizens and councillors.
3.3. Conflict

A major difference between a single-organisation group (SOGs) and a MOG is that the former can resolve conflicts by referring them to management, whereas the latter must resolve conflicts within itself. It is impossible to prevent conflicts, however it may possible to minimise them by being aware of how they can arise.

A lack of shared history can be a common cause of MOG conflict, especially where there are no established norms or working rules amongst members [21]. Working without rules is confusing; however members may perceive developing rules in real-time as time-consuming. 

Conflict may arise from the complexity of politics and power amongst members and the organisations they represent [21]. Members are likely to bring into a MOG external hierarchies of status, power and resources, and any tensions that have been associated with them previously [10]. These tensions may lead to competition for resources or one-upmanship [9]. Open turf wars affect MOGs more than SOGs because in the latter they are constrained within a structure of managerial authority [21]. Participant organisations with a relatively small budget may be perceived as less powerful and less useful than other members, even though a diversity of perspective is more essential to finding solutions than money and resources [10]. 

Smaller organisations, such as voluntary organisations, may experience tensions peculiar to them. The cost of MOG membership is higher for voluntary and community organisations than others as they “…may have insufficient administrative capacity to engage effectively with partnerships and carry out their core work” [10]. They may find it difficult to place employees in collaborations because they are not perceived as being powerful. Furthermore, a representative may be chosen on their behalf to represent all members of a particular segment of society, such as the token black [10]. Members representing smaller organisations may be hostile if they suspect that decisions are being made in advance by ‘insiders’.

Collaborative groups tend to avoid collaborative inertia: “...the situation when the apparent rate of work output from collaboration is slowed down considerably compared to what a casual observer might expect it to be able to achieve” [1], and where “…collaboration only makes hard fought or negligible progress” [9]. There is a higher risk of collaborative inertia in groups dealing with inter-dependent social problems [22]. 

Clear goals and objectives help to clarify boundaries and commitments, and provide control against the group drifting off course [10]. A MOG must develop attainable goals for all participating organisations [21]. It is important to get the right range of goals and objectives as  an “...under-estimate means that collaborative effort is confined to marginal tasks; [an] over estimates leads to unrealistic assessment of what can be achieved within given timescales” [10]. The differing contexts of members can make obtaining a consensus on group goals difficult [22].

As group work is undertaken goals may change and be disputed [22]. Eden and Huxham [22] use the term ‘episode’ to describe conflicts arising from an incompatibility of goals. The conflict may arise from two contrasting goals, or between group goals and individual or organisational goals. An episode is not a communication breakdown because the latter is not a result of goal incompatibility. It occurs only when previously successful work practices fail and there are no recovery strategies immediately to hand [18]. Goal conflict can result in members and organisation having varying levels of commitment to the group [9]. Ten types of episodes have been defined, such as threatened group goals [22]. These occur when a member perceives that a stream of group proposals is undermining the work of their organisation. An episode ends when either the group reach an agreement or move onto dealing with another tension. 

Organisations may seek to alleviate goal conflict by aligning their goals with those of a MOG. This form of mutual adjustment may increase institutional trust because it demonstrates an attitude of inter-dependence [16]. However, mutual adjustment may be disadvantageous to the MOG. To achieve alignment there must be constant communication between the organisation and the MOG, which may create a highly pressurised working environment for the representative [16]. Furthermore, participating organisations may have been selected because they have different perspectives of and attitudes to the problem, and it is through the interaction of these that a solution is sought. Mutual adjustment could lower the diversity of perspectives and attitudes within a MOG, which could reduce the intensity of interaction and the likelihood of finding a fitting solution.
3.4. Collaboration Structure

There is disagreement about the prevalence of hierarchies in inter-organisational collaborations. Hierarchical relationships consist of a chain of command based on authority, accountability, responsibility and power. Franco [4] writes that there is no managerial hierarchy in voluntary MOGS as they are not held within a framework of authority. Vangen and Huxham [9]  claim that hierarchical relationships do not generally feature in partnerships, partly because they are constantly evolving due to the re-organisation of public institutions and individuals changing job roles. McGuire [3] opposes this and asserts hierarchies are still prevalent, but power is not centralised. Ranade and Hudson  [10] propose that  there is no dominant operational mode; instead “...markets, hierarchy and networks have been overlaid on each other and co-exist in complex sets of relationships in different settings”. Hu et al. [16] agree that lateral relations can co-exist with other relational forms and also state that a central organisation sets the administrative and operational decisions of partnerships. 

It is highly likely that mandated MOGs are hierarchical to a degree. A local authority is in some ways the ‘chief in command’ because it is charged with realising the mandate, and has direct access to funding and to central government support. A lead organisation is critical for effective collaboration [3] and a local authority may be ideally placed to perform this role [11].  A local authority can set the institutional structure in which multi-organisational collaborations take place [8]. The structure can provide legitimacy for partnerships that cross-organisational boundaries. It can also help to maintain the partnership through political and participant changes [8, 16]. 

Organisational design is a decision process  that creates coherence between organisational goals, divisions of labour and people to perform tasks [16]. MOGs require an element of organisational design to maintain relationships, rules and procedures, and to set goals. This is not always fully appreciated by members. The success of government partnerships in the UK is inconsistent because “…partnering is still not embedded as a philosophy in [their] organisations. The challenge is to find ways of partnering effectively that recognise the difficulties involved” [11]. The organisational design of a MOG should take into account the skills and behaviours needed for success. A single GSS could not support all of the skills and behaviours that have been outlined in the literature, so only those that could be supported are discussed below. 


Agranoff and McGuire  [2001, in 3] employed the term ‘framing’ to describe facilitating agreement on leadership and administrative roles. Groups must establish a group identity and develop a working structure. This description differs from William’s [5] conception of framing as an individual’s  ‘perception’ of a collaboration. However there are similarities with William’s [5] planning and formulisation stage where roles and responsibilities are defined, goals are negotiated, and cross-cutting agendas are developed. These tasks require the establishment of group goals  [22] which requires members to change their mental maps and see themselves as part of a whole [10]. The organisational design must take into account that members may have different power resources for performing group tasks [4] and must facilitate a sense of common ownership [10] to prevent conflicts that may arise from an imbalance of power. 

Agranoff and McGuire [2001, in 3] refer to the  engendering of productive and purposeful interaction amongst members as ‘synthesizing’. On a strategic level, policy intentions are translated into practical problem solving actions. It is an implementation and delivery stage, where contracts and agreements are sealed, and protocols and budgeting is put in place. This category has similarities with William’s evaluation stage, where joint accountabilities are set and a means for measuring outcomes is created [5].
4. Group Support Systems: A Technical Solution 
There has been much discussion on how governments can use ICT to make government-to-citizen (G2C) and government-to-business (G2B) service provision more effective and efficient. The dominant characteristics of G2C and G2B are communication, collaboration and commerce. Some discussion has also centred on government-to-civil societal organisations, whose dominant characteristics are communication, coordination and transparency [see Brown and Brudney 2001, page 1 in 23]. Less research has been conducted into how ICT could be used by government to support government employees (G2E). Civil servants need to be supported to ensure that communication, collaboration, coordination, transparency and commerce can take place. These employees have to work within two contextual levels; a vertical context corresponding to the levels of government, and a horizontal context where they interact with an array of public and private actors [3]. Inadequate support, low job control and demanding situations, increase the risk of civil servants suffering from stress and developing physical and psychological illness [16, 20]. ICT for G2E could support civil servants by:

· Providing a means for adequate communication.
· Assisting in the management of collaborations.
· Helping them to cope with different actor contexts.
· Storage and retrieval of on decision rationale.
· Managing stakeholders access to information.
· Increasing contact with partners.

An important aspect of the local government transformational government agenda is to develop shared services and link back office systems. The Transformational Local Government paper states that much of their “...intelligence remains in organisational silos, however, or in the heads of individuals, and is not yet fully used. The challenge is to share and exploit it fully”[11]. According to a Pricewaterhouse Cooper report less than one third of local authorities are actively involved in this [24]. Adequate communication in terms of information sharing is particularly important for organisations that operate in complex environments [16]. In order to achieve collaborative advantage there must be “…a well-functioning interface to and between each of the member organizations within which individuals can represent and lead their organization in the collaboration” [9]. The UK Cabinet Office [11] claims that modern technology can provide a ‘glue’ between government organisations and other organisations, allowing work to be passed quickly and smoothly between stakeholders, and providing opportunities for new ways of working. 

A group support system (GSS)  is “…a collection of collaboration tools that can be used to create effective, efficient, and predictable patterns of collaboration among individuals working toward a common goal” [25]. By this definition, a GSS can be technology-driven or model-driven; the former is aimed at providing meeting support, and the latter provides a problem consultation service [21]. These categories are somewhat limiting in light of Kock’s [26] definition of e-collaboration as  “…collaboration using electronic technologies among different individuals to accomplish a common task”.  A “common task” might not be one that is traditionally tackled at meetings. In theory, a problem-solving model could be used as the basis of the design of a technology-driven GSS. Given these, the remainder of this paper uses the term GSS to mean an electronic collaboration system to facilitate individuals working in groups. A summary of the characteristics of such a GSS can be found in Figure 1.
	1. Used to create or share information and objects-of-work amongst users.
2. Maintains group memory. 

3. Allows parallel input.
4. Provides structure to group activities.

5. Highly visible: group members can monitor and remain aware of the collaboration. 

6. Supports deliberation processes. 

7. Open-ended: a collection of rules and procedures to guide collective decision-making and resolve conflicts.  

8. Translucent repository and functionality: provides a common information space. 

9. Creates simple views of the work situation. 

10. Requires direct keyboard entry from group members. 


Figure 1. GSS Characteristics


A GSS can help individuals that are unfamiliar with group work practices to find information items [6]. It could provide different user interfaces to display information, dependent upon the types of items the user is seeking and their level of experience. For example, the MOG leader may benefit from viewing the configuration of the application to gain an overview of the collaboration as a whole, but this view may overwhelm a member unaccustomed to MOG working. It is important not to over-simplify views of the work situation [18], as decision-making based on an oversimplified view may lead to turbulence.

Bjorn and Ngwenyama [18] argue that translucence has a large role to play in a GSS and define it as “...the triangularity of visibility, awareness and accountability”. It guides stakeholders in shaping their interpretation of events, which in turn informs their actions. Email does not support translucence because it does not provide a common space for collaborative objects-of-work. These objects remain invisible to some members and mutual accountability is decreased. A GSS can support translucence through the inclusion of design features to make objects-of-work visible to all members, where they can be openly monitored and interpreted. 


The functionality of a GSS can constrain its users positively and negatively [18]. A system that limits the input each member has on a process may assist in managing group politics; it can prevent one organisation from ‘taking over’ the process and steering it in a way that satisfies their organisational or individual goals. Yet over constraining user behaviour may prevent the collaboration from adapting to meet changing needs. No constraints should affect how the system is used in an organisational context [18]. Ranade and Hudson [10] advocate a “loose-tight” configuration to allow groups to find their own ways of working within a framework of mutually agreed values and standards. Where a GSS may excel is in maintaining equality of membership, supporting the group’s organisational design, and supporting member involvement [9]. 

A GSS can provide means for asynchronous and synchronous computer-mediated communication (CMC). The use of CMC to replace face-to-face (FTF) communication has been criticised on the grounds that it provides lower levels of media richness. Richness describes the ability of a medium to convey a range of cues to communicate information and to clarify ambiguity and uncertainty between the actors [27]. By this definition, FTF communication is the richest medium because it conveys many cues simultaneously and facilitates rapid feedback [28]. Yet low richness does not necessarily reduce the effectiveness of medium to relay information. Richness is an emergent property of the medium within its organisational context [29] and effectiveness depends on the match between the medium and the task requirements [27].

GSS software may not be as popular as other software, such as spreadsheet solutions, because of the difficulties in setup. During setup there must be an  “...adaptation of common repositories [that] requires negotiations constructing shared meaning related to the objects and structures of the technology” [18]. A generic GSS, such as Microsoft SharePoint, may require a great deal of initial input from members before it can be used actively. To minimise set-up costs and encourage use, the designer of a GSS for local government organisations must find “…a good balance of knowledge distribution, interpretation of norms, and collaboration to perform a specific administrative process” [6].

5. Discussion

The application of technology alone cannot solve all the problems described in this paper (see Figure 2 for a summary). However many of these problems can be managed in part through the shared interface of a GSS. When creating a GSS for local council-led MOGs, a designer needs to be aware that: 

· Participation and results are affected by technology choices and configuration.
· Complex problems should not be oversimplified. 

· Members need to be able to choose the interface they prefer.
· Users may be constrained by the functionality. 
· Great care is needed to manage the politics.
A GSS that has high set up costs is unlikely to be adopted by governmental organisations. The ‘one-size fits all’ of existing systems may be insufficient. A GSS for public sector MOGs should be tailored to accommodate members and issues peculiar to them in order to reduce the costs of initial configuration. 

A GSS for the public sector could assist groups in creating and maintaining an organisational design of a MOG. It could model the structure of the partnership, contain guidelines for membership and outline articulation tasks. This information could be inputted into the system before it is deployed, as many mandated council-led MOGs may have tasks in common. Nonetheless, each MOG should be able to edit and expand these aspects as they see fit.
	Partnership management

· Lack of shared interface

· Lack of organisational design

· Lack of awareness of articulation work

· Inadequate communication between members

· Under- or over-estimation of group objectives

· Group goals conflict with organisational goals

Member management

· Geographically dispersed

· Differing availability levels 

· Differing levels of organisational authority 

· Lack of shared history 

Information management

· Inaccurate representation of complex issues

· Inconsistent levels of information access 

· Lack of a forum for deliberation


Figure 2. Summary of Problems and Issues

Relying on FTF meetings to conduct partnership business may reduce the possibility of collaborative success. A lack of adequate and constant communication between members can hamper trust development [16]. It is highly unlikely that all MOG members will be based in the same building and the availability of members may differ greatly. This can make arranging FTF meetings difficult and they may be infrequent [18]. In addition, some members may be unable to agree to a proposed course of action during a FTF meeting if they lack organisational authority to do so [4]. A GSS with CMC capabilities can help to overcome these difficulties. Synchronous CMC may reduce the pressure to arrange FTF meetings. Asynchronous CMC may be used to give members the opportunity to seek authority to agree to a course of action. Providing tools that could increase communication whilst maintaining translucence will help to foster interpersonal and institutional trust. 

A GSS could further help to establish trust through the storage and dissemination of information about participating organisations and group members, such as:

· Goals and objectives

· Accomplishments
· Funding sources

· Professional affiliations

· Participation in other projects and partnerships 

The GSS could not ‘invent’ a shared history for members; however sharing the information above will allow members to learn something about their partners in advance, preparing the ground for deeper interaction at FTF meetings. Although a GSS alone could not reconcile the different contexts of members, making goals explicit will help members recognise where threatened organisation episodes may occur, which may make such conflicts easier to manage. 

It may be possible for the system to retrieve organisational information automatically from websites. If this is not possible, then a member will be required to input this manually along with their personal information. Performing these actions will demonstrate their commitment to the group. An unwillingness to comply will be visible to other members. Outside the scope of a GSS, members could decide if a lack of cooperation is due to low commitment to the MOG or other reasons. It would be beneficial for members to be able to identify as soon as possible an organisation that is not fully committed to the group, so they can decide whether to take action to prevent conflicts and inertia.

Collaborative inertia can result from an under- or over-estimation of group goals. It will be down to members to define these. A GSS can provide goal definition guidelines and a means for recording goal rationale, thus making goal refit easier.

An inaccurate representation of complex issues can also lead to inertia and conflict. A non-electronic GSS can provide guidelines for representing complex situations, but other media must be used to capture the developed model. An electronic GSS could provide a visual representation of a complex situation that can be stored, disseminated and edited easily.


Some members may have limited resources to undertake articulation work. A GSS could provide all members with shared administrative tools accessed via the internet. This will reduce, at least in a small way, any power asymmetries between members.

A result of power asymmetry is that members have differing levels of access to information. A GSS can provide a space for storing and disseminating data in cases where this is due to a lack of an adequate dissemination medium (and not to information being purposely withheld). Appropriate access levels for each member could be set by the MOG leader, following negotiation with members. 
6. Conclusion
Governmental organisations have a civic obligation to address inter-dependent social problems. Collaborative working is advantageous in the public sector because the solutions to such problems will span jurisdictional, organisational, functional, and professional boundaries. Collaborations allow participating organisations to share the expertise, risks, and resources. Such multi-organisational groups (MOGS) involve a range of governmental, private business and not-for-profit organisations. They can face a range of difficulties and conflicts relating to partnership, membership and information issues, which must be resolved internally.

Mandated MOGs led by local authorities are hierarchical to some extent and require organisational design to maintain relationships, rules, and procedures. The organisational design of a MOG should take into account the elements needed for success. These include   assurance, interpersonal trust and institutional trust. A lack of trust between members or organisations can lead to collaboration failure. 


Member contexts vary. Members have different levels of authority, and some members may be more familiar with or have more resources for participation than others. Members must work together to establish the right range of group goals to have a chance of success. MOG decision models must be based on consensus.

A group support system (GSS) specifically for MOGs led by local councils could help to overcome some of the difficulties inherent in MOGs. Most notably, it could assist groups in creating an organisational design and provide a shared space for storing and manipulating objects of work. Trust could be increased through the dissemination of information about organisations and members. It could assist in goal setting in providing goal definition guidelines and recording goal rationale. Computer-mediated communication (CMC) facilities could increase member interaction whilst maintaining translucence.

There are items with which a GSS cannot assist. For example, the power asymmetries that weaken institutional trust can only be fully mitigated by powerful organisations transferring some of their power to others.

Future work will include interviewing individuals that have participated in UK local council-lead MOGs to gain first-hand insights into the difficulties they have had. The results of these interviews will be used to specify a technical solution.
Acknowledgement: Dr Andrew Adams. 
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