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Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this paper is to discuss the roles and competencies of boundary spanners in the
context of collaboration. It aims to examine the problematic nature of these roles, and to consider the
communalities between different types of boundary spanner. It then seeks to interrogate the extent to
then seeks which managing in collaboration is different from managing in single organizations, and to
question whether it should be undertaken by a dedicated cadre of actors or mainstreamed into all
professional, leadership and management practice.

Design/methodology/approach – This is an exploratory paper that draws both on a critical
review of the literature and contemporary research by the author.

Findings – The paper suggests that there are different types of boundary spanner pursuing different
roles, but argues that there is a considerable degree of communality between them and the
competencies required to undertake them especially in relation to reticulism, communication,
co-ordination and entrepreneurial skill. Boundary spanners face considerable challenges in dealing
with tensions and ambiguities arising from complexity, multiple accountabilities and governance
forms. The question of whether managing in collaboration is different to managing in hierarchies
remains contested.

Practical implications – The paper has direct implications for the training and development of
boundary spanners either as dedicated actors or as an integral part of professional, managerial and
leadership roles.

Originality/value – The value of this paper lies in its focus on the role of agency within
collaboration, its identification of different types of boundary spanner, and its critical analysis of the
competencies and challenges they face in contemporary public management.

Keywords Boundary spanner, Collaboration, Competencies, Leaders, Management roles,
Public sector organizations

Paper type General review

Introduction
The imperative for people and organizations to work collaboratively across
professional, organizational and sectoral boundaries is an established feature of
contemporary UK public policy. This is driven by a fragmentation in public service
delivery, a blurring of boundaries between different sectors (Stoker, 1998), the need for
more coherence across different levels of governance as a result of decentralization and
devolution (Peters, 1998), the requirements of citizen-centred and user-focused models
of service design, and the preponderance of “wicked” issues (Rittel and Webber, 1973)
whose management cannot be resolved by single agencies acting autonomously
(Pollitt, 2003; Kooiman, 2000). The result has been a gradual deepening and widening
of collaborative arrangements across UK public policy, manifested in a variety of
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forms and processes such as strategic alliances, networks, joint ventures, coalitions
and partnerships as well as other forms of joint working, co-ordination, integration and
collaboration (Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002).

Unprecedented cuts in public services following the election of the coalition
government in 2010 may provide an additional stimulus for greater collaborative
activity within the context of a re-configuration and re-engineering of public services.
Some early innovations include the creation of “super-councils” through the
deployment of shared services and joint operations; joint appointments particularly
at senior level between local public bodies especially in health and local government;
the use of “community budgets” and area budgeting; outsourcing of services, and
increased commissioning from the private and third sectors. However, financial
strictures may equally inhibit collaborative ventures, particularly against a
background of academic and empirical research which suggests that there are costs
to this form of working (Alter and Hage, 1993; Glasby and Lester, 2004); it does not
necessarily lead to more efficient and effective outcomes (Glasby and Dickinson, 2008),
and as Ling (2000, p. 82) reflects: “partnership is seen, generally as a ‘good thing’
although very little empirical work has been done to justify either the claim that
policies in the past failed because of a lack of partnership or that new partnership
arrangements have demonstrably improved outcomes”.

Nevertheless, levels of co-operative and collaborative arrangements between people
and agencies are likely to persist in the future. These involve a form of governance and
management that is arguably materially different from managing in traditional
hierarchies and markets (Agranoff and McGuire, 2001; Agranoff, 2007). Here, goals and
motivations are unclear, changing and ambiguous; power relationships are diffuse,
divided and contested; accountabilities are multiple and blurred; people from different
agencies and sectors are imbued with different values and cultures; and, different
forms of performance management and scrutiny make it difficult to judge collaborative
success. A body of literature (Mattessich and Monsey, 1994; Lasker et al., 2001;
Cameron and Lart, 2003; Dowling et al., 2004; Glasby and Dickinson, 2008) reflects the
problematic nature of collaboration, and highlights a diverse range of factors that
determine its shape and progress. These consist of both structural factors such as,
social, economic and environmental context, institutional and organizational
configurations, cultural and collaborative capital, resource, accountability and
planning frameworks, and agential factors relating to leadership, management,
professionalism and personal capabilities. However, the interplay, direction and force
of these factors is contested and underpinned by the traditional structure-agency
debate (Hay, 1995). Although advocates from either side adopt firm positions, others
take a more pragmatic view, arguing that collaborative relationships involve an
interplay of forces at different levels (Marchington and Vincent, 2004), and that while
actors may manufacture outcomes, the parameters of their capacity to act in terms of
barriers and opportunities is set by the structured context within which they operate
(Williams and Sullivan, 2009).

Whilst broadly supporting the view of a complex and interrelated relationship
between structure and agency, this paper focuses on agency through an exploration of
the work of boundary spanners who are the individual actors engaged in boundary
spanning activities, processes and tasks. Leifer and Delbecq (1976) suggest a range of
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descriptors for actors working in collaborative environments, with Challis et al. (1988)
favouring the term “reticulist”. In this paper, boundary spanners are considered to be
individuals who have a dedicated job role or responsibility to work in collaborative
environments such as, partnership co-ordinators, crime and community safety officers,
anti-poverty co-ordinators and health promotion managers who co-ordinate, facilitate
and service the processes of collaboration between a diverse set of interests and
agencies. These boundary spanning posts occur at different levels in the organizational
hierarchy – at a senior level with posts combining health and social care, at a middle
management level for example in relation to partnership co-ordination, and at the
frontline with responsibility for special cross-cutting programmes. Funding for these
posts varies but can include, joint funding arrangements and special, often
time-limited, funding relating to specific government initiatives. This paper opens
with an examination of the roles of these boundary spanners and the competencies
required to be effective in this context. However, because of the complex and
interrelated policy issues faced by public service agencies, an increasing proportion of
the jobs of many practitioners, managers and leaders involve cross boundary working
as an integral part of their job functions. These are referred to by O’Leary and
Bingham (2009) as “collaborative public managers”. These actors can therefore be
considered another class of boundary spanner, and their roles and attendant
competencies are the subject of exploration in this paper. The discussion considers the
extent to which boundary spanning roles and competencies are similar to, or different
from, those used to manage in traditional public organizations; whether there are
material differences between dedicated boundary spanners and a wider cadre of
leaders, managers and practitioners involved in designing and delivering modern
public services; and whether there is a case for considering the majority of public
servants as boundary spanners now?

The role of boundary spanners
Organizational theorists have long recognised the need for boundary spanners –
“lynchpins”, “brokers” and “gatekeepers” – to manage the interface between
organizations and their environments (Katz and Kahn, 1966). This is achieved
primarily through an information-processing or transmitter role involving filtering and
facilitation, and an external representation or gatekeeping function which includes
resource acquisition and securing political or social legitimacy (Adams, 1976).
Through these roles, boundary spanners can be influential because of their access to
information and control over its dissemination, and to their enhanced status from
engaging with external stakeholders (Aldrich, 1979; Tushman and Scanlon, 1981).
Also, their role is important to the success of their organizations as a catalyst for
innovation and structural change (Aldrich and Herker, 1977). However, this
conceptualisation of boundary spanners fails to reflect the realities of contemporary
inter-organizational and multi-sector environments where motivations do not centre
only on managing the interface between an organization and its environment, but
actively involves forms of collaboration with outside agencies and interests. This is
evidenced in an explosion in the growth of partnerships to tackle complex issues in all
areas of public policy, including crime and community safety, health and social care,
children and young people, anti-poverty, economic regeneration and local strategic
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partnerships. Associated with these partnerships are the dedicated officers or
boundary spanners who are appointed to manage in this network form of governance
– a context that has a different rationale and set of rules from hierarchical and market
forms. Although, as will be discussed later, problems occur because boundary
spanners do not manage exclusively in this form, and need to appreciate the demands
of mixed modes of governance, the critical questions to be resolved at the outset are
what these roles involve, and what skills, abilities and knowledge are necessary to
undertake them effectively?

Boundary spanning roles and competencies
The question as to what makes people effective at their job roles is highly contested
with a considerable debate focussing around the use and understanding of different
terms such as skills, abilities, traits, aptitudes and capabilities (Hirsh and Bevan, 1988;
Brunas-Wagstaff, 1998). One way of circumventing the need to make distinctions
between these lies in the notion of competence, but this again attracts different
interpretations, methodologies and frameworks (Boyatzis, 1982; Woodruffe, 1992;
Smith and Robertson, 1992). However, a competency approach offers a useful schema
for assessing job performance (Hirsh and Strebler, 1994) and, for the purposes of this
paper is understood to mean that, in order to undertake job roles, actors need
competencies to equip them to discharge their roles effectively. These may a
combination of both technical and human skills, knowledge of particular areas of
expertise and accumulated experience. Actors also possess personal attributes that,
although not competencies as such, influence the manner in which competencies are
undertaken in practice.

Although there is a significant literature on boundary spanners in the private sector
– the alliance managers and staff – (Bamford et al., 2003; Yoshino and Rangan, 1995;
Child et al., 2005) and to a lesser extent in the context of Public Private Partnerships
(Noble and Jones, 2006; Jones and Noble, 2008), comprehensive insights into their
function in predominantly public sector contexts are rare. One exception to this is the
research of Williams (2002, 2012) who, faced with relevant literature that was both
fragmented and inter-disciplinary, undertook an interrogation to surface the dominant
roles and competencies associated with their delivery. These were subsequently the
focus of empirical research and refinement (Williams, 2005), and consisted of four
highly linked components referred to as reticulist, entrepreneur,
interpreter/communicator and co-ordinator - each being associated with a set of
competencies, with particular personal attributes exerting some influence.

The reticulist role forefronts the importance of understanding and managing
relationships and interdependencies through a range of competencies including,
inter-personal in relation to developing and maintaining network links (Friend et al.,
1974); cognitive to understand complexity and the linkages between interests,
professions, organizations and other factors (Webb, 1991; Hosking and Morley, 1991);
strategic and tactical (Kickert et al., 1997; LGMB, 1997); managerial in order to operate
within networks (Alter and Hage, 1993; Snow and Thomas, 1993); and, political to
manage relationships between differential sources of power (Degeling, 1995) using
diplomacy, influencing and promoting consensus seeking behaviour (Rhodes, 1999).
Boundary spanners occupy a pivotal and powerful role as intermediaries able to filter,
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direct, subvert, dilute and channel the nature and flow of information spanning
multiple communication boundaries (Ebers, 1997; Tushman, 1977). The
entrepreneurial component of the boundary spanner’s role focuses on the importance
of developing new solutions to complex problems evidencing creativity, opportunism
and innovation (Leadbeater and Goss, 1998; Challis et al., 1988). This job is not just a
technical one relating to ideas and resources, but a personal and political one (Oborn
et al., 2011) involving building coalitions and brokering deals amongst disparate
interests (Bryson and Crosby, 2005; Roberts and King, 1996). It is a catalytic role to
ensure the effective coupling of problems, policies and politics (Kingdon, 2003;
Mintrom, 2000) involving problem solving, whole-system thinking, communication,
risk taking and managing meanings (DeLeon, 1996; Cobb and Elder, 1981).

The boundary spanner as interpreter and communicator involves an appreciation of
the different cultures, motivations, gazes and practices of a wide range of professionals,
organisations and sectors populating collaborative environments. They liaise, gate
keep and collaborate with individuals representing different and sometimes changing
interests. This role needs a firm foundation in an individual’s ability to foster and
sustain effective inter-personal relationships mediated through trust (Webb, 1991;
Hudson, 2004), and a proven ability in communication, listening, empathy, negotiation,
consensus building and conflict resolution (Wilson and Charleton, 1997; Hornby, 1993;
Engel, 1994). The heart of the role involves understanding and valuing difference
(Trevillion, 1991), helping to articulate the frames of many different actors, and
interpreting those frames in the context of collective action. The collaborative process
needs co-ordination, planning and servicing, and these are a time consuming but
important parts of the job. Boundary spanners can claim to embrace specialized areas
of knowledge, expertise and experience. Key knowledge areas relate particularly to the
context within which they operate – roles, responsibilities, motivations, cultures and
accountability frameworks; to the ability to understand interdependence and
relationships; and, from inter-organizational and inter-sectoral experience acquired
through working in different types of organization, policy areas, sectors and teams.
The question of whether an effective boundary spanner is somehow influenced by
particular personality traits is a contested one. However, there are many examples of
helpful personal attributes cited in the literature including being extrovert, honest,
respectful, trusting, open, sociable, diplomatic and persistent (Fairtlough, 1994;
Beresford and Trevillion, 1995; DeLeon, 1996). Importantly, although the different
elements of the boundary spanning role have been unpicked in order to explore them in
some depth, they must also be re-assembled because the wide range of collaborative
challenges invariably involves the roles and associated competencies being used in
concert, albeit in different permutations.

Leaders, managers and practitioners as boundary spanners
In addition to a dedicated cadre of boundary spanners discussed above, a compelling
case can be made for claiming that boundary spanning activities and functions are also
undertaken by actors at all levels – these include leaders such as chief executives and
directors, managers and heads of service, and also some frontline staff engaged in
service delivery, working with staff from other agencies. Systemic changes in
contemporary policy arenas created by increased diversity, fragmentation, dispersed
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power, the growth of networks, the permeability of structures and processes,
interdependency, the popularity of user and citizen-centred models of service planning
and delivery, and the inherent nature of complex issues has stimulated new forms of
public management and governance (Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004). Managing in
collaboration is now as common as managing single organizations, but this is
dependent upon the cultivation of new roles and capacities because leaders, managers
and many practitioners work across boundaries – professional, sectoral and
organizational – to achieve their aims as an integral part of their mainstream job role
(O’Leary and Bingham, 2009). What do we know about these roles and the skills
required to undertake them? Are they similar or different between different types of
staff, and how do they compare with the profile of boundary spanners outlined earlier?

Frontline professionals as boundary spanners
The work of Lipsky (1980) foregrounds the challenges and dilemmas of frontline
professionals – the so-called “street-level bureaucrats” delivering services at the
interface between agencies and service users. Here, the ambiguities and tensions
stemming from the imperatives of bureaucratic working and the pressing needs of
citizens demand the kind of boundary spanning competencies discussed above. In
particular, frontline professionals have to deal with fellow professionals from other
agencies who are delivering services to the same clients. Forms of discretionary
behaviour often result in attempts to reduce duplication and overlap. Petchey et al.
(2007) have recently extended the notion of “street-level bureaucrat” to one of
“street-level policy entrepreneurs” to emphasize their proactive and facilitative role in
developing local cancer care innovations. They characterise these actors as having a
strong community orientation, being champions, having inter-organizational and
cross-sectoral knowledge and experience, an ability to network, being flexible and
proactive in terms of influencing and lobbying.

Likewise, Rugkasa et al. (2007) in the context of partnerships tacking fuel poverty
emphasize the “downward” spanning focus of some boundary spanners and their
engagement with citizens and communities. They suggest that much of the work of the
boundary spanners working at this level has much in common with community
development practice, but the tasks, traits and skills, and strategies resonate
considerably with those outlined above. As might be expected from the context, this
type of boundary spanner is particularly interested in delivery and policy
implementation.

Managers as boundary spanners
The literature on network management and policy network approaches (Kickert et al.,
1997; Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Goldsmith and Eggers, 2004; Agranoff, 2007)
captures much of what is required of boundary spanning public managers, implying
that this constitutes a style of management that is different from that in classical
organizations based on intra-organizational principles. The functions and activities of
network management, include; structuring, intervening, activating and facilitating in
networks; promoting interaction between network actors; and, building consensus and
joint problem solving, using skills such as managing complexity, negotiation and
mediation, tactical and strategic appreciation and reticulist competence. Jackson and
Stainsby (2000) add diplomacy, managing knowledge and communication, mediating
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dialogues, sense making, brokerage and political entrepreneurship to this list of the
network management skills. Goldsmith and Eggers (2004, p. 165) consider that:
“managing a network model also requires attitudes and behaviours not commonly
developed as part of the typical public manager’s experience” demanding “a
combination of tacit knowledge and strong bridge-building and boundary-spanning
skills”. These skill sets closely resemble those of the dedicated boundary spanners, but
perhaps a key difference is that public managers have more power by virtue of their
organizational status and formal control over resources.

The problematic nature of network management is reflected in references to
different types of network governance (Provan and Kenis, 2008); the complexity of the
challenges faced by different sources of uncertainty – substantive, strategic and
institutional (Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004) and particular tensions inherent in this form
of working including efficiency versus inclusiveness. The suggestion by Provan and
Kenis (2008) is that different competencies are relevant to different types of
governance. For example, more co-ordination skills are necessary to deal with highly
interdependent situations, whereas conflict resolution, communication and lobbying
are important in situations where one agency takes the lead role on behalf of others.
O’Toole’s (2009) view that public managers face particular challenges at the
implementation stage of the policy process necessitating the need to re-enforce
common purpose, build trusting relationships and develop new infrastructures of
communication, again underlines the need for a contingency approach to the selection
and use of particular competencies in different contexts and circumstances.

Leaders as boundary spanners
It is commonplace for formal leaders in most public organizations to be heavily
involved in intra and inter-sectoral collaboration. However, understanding what
constitutes leadership for collaboration, and whether and how this differs from
leadership in single organizations is largely under-researched. The traditional
leadership literature is diverse, inter-disciplinary and highly contested (Grint, 2005;
Parry and Bryman, 2006) offering a range of approaches and explanations, including
“great man” theories based on individual traits; contingency models that reflect
responses to different situations; and transformational approaches that stress
“managing meaning”. However, these models are unlikely to be relevant to the
particular demands of a collaborative environment because of their over-emphasis on a
single “heroic” leader; their excessive focus on actors at the top of organizations
assuming that leadership is enacted by them in a downwards and hierarchical fashion;
their clear demarcation between “leaders” and “followers”; and finally, their neglect of
informal leadership processes.

Models of shared, distributed and dispersed leadership (Pearce and Conger, 2003;
Gronn, 2002) arguably provide a better fit with collaboration because of the diffusion of
leadership functions amongst both formal and informal leaders. This reflects the
realities of collaboration where actors are the subject of different and multiple
accountabilities; where knowledge and expertise are widely distributed; and where
multi-disciplinary and multi-organizational teams provide the focus for negotiating
and enacting shared purpose. However, in practice this approach is difficult to deliver
because formal leaders face the dilemma of balancing control through the use of
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hierarchical authority with the autonomy of dispersed power (Child and Heavens,
2003).

Other models, using terms such as, collaborative, connected, collective and complex,
have been developed to counter the limitations of traditional hierarchical approaches,
but importantly, these are not contextually unique and apply equally to both intra- and
inter-organizational settings (Lipman-Blumen, 1996; Allen et al., 1998; Denis et al.,
2001) These are anti-heroic, dispersed and predicated on a different set of skills and
principles to those associated with hierarchical alternatives.

Finally, a number of leadership approaches have emerged that are specifically
contextualized in multi-agency and cross sectoral collaborations (Luke, 1998; Linden,
2002; Kanter, 1997; Alexander et al., 2001; Chrislip and Larson, 1994), and these
highlight the roles, behaviours and desirable competencies for leaders as boundary
spanners. In these models, responsibility for the process of collaboration through
convenorship, and building a common collaborative culture based on interdependency,
shared purpose, reciprocity and trust is considered to be a paramount role. Integration,
cross boundary working and bridge building between multiple constituencies through
consensus seeking strategies around common purpose are equally important, as is the
ability to manage meanings for a range of diverse interests. The skills needed by
leaders to undertake collaborative leadership include, building and sustaining high
quality inter-personal relationships between a diverse set of stakeholders; fostering
trust; and managing complex, shifting and subtle power relationships. Promoting
effective, transparent and inclusive group working is an essential part of the job with
negotiation, mediation and conflict resolution skills in particular demand. The leader’s
role is catalytic and facilitative, and leadership activities are generally dispersed and
shared at different levels and between appropriate stakeholders. Underpinning these
roles and skills is the need for boundary spanning leaders to be what Kanter (1997)
refers to as “deep thinkers” to reflect the complexities of the job and the strategic
competence that is required to be successful. Again the question of the contribution of
personal traits is contested, but some researchers (Linden, 2002 and Luke, 1998), refer
to the importance of particular qualities and aspects of personality such as integrity,
passion and respect.

Faced with such a diverse and contested literature, it may be that Van Wart’s (2003)
notion of “multifaceted” leadership and Armistead et al.’s (2007) “multiple
perspectives” are the most appropriate representations of this phenomena, but the
body of material relating specifically to collaborative contexts does emphasize the
desirability of certain roles, behaviours and competencies summarized above for
leaders as boundary spanners.

Discussion
This paper argues that, in response to the growth of collaboration across the public
sector, boundary spanning activities have become an integral part of public
governance and management. In terms of agency, this has been manifested in the
creation of dedicated roles for boundary spanners, but in addition, actors at different
levels in the organizational hierarchy have also embraced boundary spanning
management in varying degrees as part of their mainstream job roles. Some important
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questions and implications arise from this analysis, particularly in relation to the
future design of collaboration, capacity building and training.

First, what degree of communality and contrast is there between the roles and
competencies of the different types of boundary spanners? Second, is boundary
spanning management significantly different from that of managing single
organizations? And lastly, is it helpful to apply the term “boundary spanner” to
such a broad selection of public servants, or do we need to reserve this description to a
dedicated cadre of actors? The danger of suggesting that most actors should be
boundary spanners now is twofold. One that it is conceptually too broad a definition to
expose any differentiation and nuances between different actors, and secondly that it
underestimate the role of traditional professional and functional areas based around
discrete bodies of knowledge and expertise, the management of which can be
undertaken separately. Boundary spanning is essentially about process,
interrelationships and connections between these areas of core competence and
centres of expertise – the substance and content of policy.

The role of the dedicated boundary spanner is an assembly of reticulist,
interpreter/communicator, co-ordinator and entrepreneurial components, each
associated with a particular mix of competencies, and these are also evident in the
practice of other actors who engage in boundary spanning management. The reticulist
element highlights the importance of working across boundaries, often informally, to
build support and understanding, with skills such as co-ordination, facilitation,
communication, negotiation and conflict resolution being highly prized. The ability to
forge effective and trusting inter-personal relationships with a diverse range of
stakeholders irrespective of the trappings of power is a critical ability of all boundary
spanners. Responsibility for building teams and groups is perhaps more of a
preoccupation with managers and leaders. Leaders have to take prime responsibility
for the process of collaboration, for convening the relevant interests around common
purpose, and for building collaborative cultures, which respect the contribution and
perspectives of multiple stakeholders.

All boundary spanners face the problem of dealing with different forms of
complexity; they must be strategists who understand interdependence, in other words,
an in-depth knowledge of the individuals and agencies that constitute a collaborative
domain – their roles, responsibilities, cultures, histories and purposes – and the jigsaw
of connections that tie, or potentially, tie them together to achieve some form of
collective purpose and synergy. The sources of such knowledge can be acquired
academically, but is more likely to be honed through cross sector experience,
networking and collaborative working. The skills necessary to appreciate areas of
connectivity and to convert this into the potential for policy and practice are analytical,
critical thinking and whole-systems thinking.

The assembly of multiple interests in collaboration with their differences in
purpose, values, frames, cultures, accountabilities and interpretations of what
constitutes “success”, all conspire to fill the working life of boundary spanners with
paradox, ambiguity and tension. Leaders and managers in particular have to juggle
working in hierarchical forms of governance with their direct accountabilities to single
agencies, with working in collaboration in a network form. O’Leary and Bingham
(2009) suggest that this generates a number of tensions and paradoxes, including
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working with autonomy and interdependence; being participative and authoritarian;
balancing advocacy and enquiry; and being able to manage conflict using effective
bargaining and negotiation skills. This assumes that the two modes of governance are
different, but a counterview is that managing within single agencies may also respond
to collaborative management, and simply switching between different modes may not
be entirely accurate. Agranoff (2007, p. 124) is not convinced of such a clear dichotomy
and suggests that: “management in the collaborarchy is thus simultaneously similar to
and different from management in hierarchical organizations”. Nevertheless, assuming
that managing in different contexts is materially different, the logic is that: “a different
type of practice and new capacities are needed” (Bingham et al., 2008, p. 274); “N-form
managers will require skills over and above those required to manage other more
traditional organization types” ( Jackson and Stainsby, 2000, p. 15); and a range of
appropriate skill sets have been generated by different researchers (Goldsmith and
Eggers, 2004; Bingham et al., 2008).

Further sources of tension occur as a result of the blurring of personal and
professional relationships, and managing without power. Whilst some professional
relationships can often spill over into more personal exchanges offering a greater
potential for collaboration, these can sometimes be fragile, dysfunctional, exhausting
and exclusive. They therefore require especially sensitive handing. In different ways,
boundary spanners manage without power. Dedicated boundary spanners often lack
the formal status of managers and leaders, and can be disconnected from their home
organizations because of their outward-looking focus, and although they might have
good connections to the top, they are less connected into internal networks and
mainstream management. In particular, where collaborative action is dependent upon
intra-organizational change, unless sufficient investment has been placed on securing
the commitment and understanding of mainstream managers and practitioners,
delivery issues can be problematic. Herein lies the dilemma of strategies based on
investing in a dedicated cadre of actors to manage boundary spanning activities, as
against mainstreaming policies that seek to embed them more broadly. The former
risks the perception that boundary spanning is the exclusive responsibility only of
dedicated actors which can be especially problematic when they leave their posts
taking with them their accumulated social capital and collaborative memory, and the
latter risks a lack of focus, diffusion of effort and dispersed accountabilities and
responsibilities.

In the case of boundary spanning managers and leaders, they acquire power by
virtue of their embedded formal position and status, and this enables them to control
the allocation of resources and policy decision making within their own organizations.
However, in collaboration where a number of autonomous organizations are
assembled, the use of sovereign power frequently is not possible, and an ability to
mobilize other sources of power through the manipulation of participants and agendas;
using the power of meaning to help frame and shape understandings and meanings;
and drawing on expertise and knowledge, credibility, control of information flows,
group support, and political connections and networks, is necessary to influence
outcomes.

Herranz (2008, p. 2) reflects that: “public managers face the quandary of being
expected to work more in networks where they have less authority, while at the same
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time increasingly being held more accountable for performance and improved
outcomes”. Boundary spanners are torn between often competing forms of
accountability particularly from their home organization and the collaboration, but
also from professional bodies and service users. Frontline professionals interfacing
with the recipients of service and engaged in longer term community development
processes are acutely aware of the need to trade-off different accountabilities to
maintain personal credibility. The dilemmas of multiple accountabilities can result in
problems of organizational identity and isolation with accusations of “maverick” or
“outsider” being foisted on some boundary spanners who are perceived to have an
excessively collaborative perspective.

There is a strong case for a more explicit recognition of the need to develop
education, training and development programmes to cultivate and support boundary
spanners through a range of strategies – professional, academic, experiential, capacity
building and communities of practice. Competency frameworks can be used within
professional and inter-professional education and training (Getha-Taylor, 2008; Morse,
2008; Department of Health, 2003); modules on collaborative working can be included
within postgraduate academic programmes; and, secondments, coaching, mentoring
and shadowing programmes can be used to enhance boundary spanning competencies
in practice.

Conclusion
Boundary spanning is an integral part of the current public policy paradigm and actors
involved in it can be referred to as “boundary spanners”. However, it is important to
recognize the different types of actor – dedicated, leaders, managers and frontline
professionals – and to appreciate the many different purposes of their roles.
Nevertheless, there is a considerable degree of communality between them and the
competencies that are required to undertake them effectively. Although contested,
managing within collaboration is different from managing in hierarchies, and there are
particular competencies that are either unique to collaboration or enhanced versions of
those relevant to intra-organizational settings (Morse, 2008; Posner, 2009). This is not
to argue that some will be relevant in hierarchies, but perhaps not to the same degree.
In answer to the question whether or not we all need to be boundary spanners, the
answer is probably no. Undoubtedly, there will be an increasingly number of public
servants who will be engaged either wholly or partly in forms of inter-organizational
and multi-sectoral collaboration going forward, and steps will need to be taken to
ensure that the appropriate training and development programmes are in place. But, it
is important not to assume that collaboration is a panacea and relevant to all forms of
public service planning and delivery. Many professional staff will continue to work
primarily within their particular areas of specialized knowledge, expertise and
profession, and their roles and competencies need to be differentiated.

Lastly, the current context for UK public services is one of severe financial restraint.
Some agencies may be tempted to respond by adopting a default position of
organizational self-interest, withdrawing their support for collaboration, including
axing dedicated boundary spanning posts. The rationale for this is to focus on
discharging those statutory duties that they are most accountable for, and not those
that might be perceived as optional. The implications of such strategies places an
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added emphasis on mainstreaming boundary competencies amongst practitioners,
managers and leaders, but also on boundary spanners convincing sceptical audiences
of the merits of maintaining a collaborative mindset to release the potential for
synergistic and innovative outcomes which are important in times of recession. Also,
threatening the collaborative infrastructure of personal and professional relationships
so painstakingly built up over time might be seen as extremely short-sighted and
counterproductive to co-operation in the future.
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