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Abstract
Partnership working has been examined extensively across several disciplines, contexts and landscapes. Ideally, when organisations develop relationships with other organisations they will aim to collaborate and acquire some form of advantage from their association. Employing a qualitative methodological inquiry this investigation sets out to explore the journey of a Voluntary Sector partnership in the United Kingdom (UK). A phenomenological approach was carried out to establish how individuals experience collaboration. In-depth interviews were systematically triangulated with data from a focus group and non-participant observations. The aim of this is to capture a cohesive interpretation of its meaning. A collective narrative evolved.
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Background 

Partnership working is a very popular managerial topic in theory and policy. It has been addressed by many disciplines in various landscapes and sectors. Being synonymous (Tait and Shah, 2007) and broadly conceptualised with other terms, which are frequently used interchangeably, it makes it rather difficult to define. Broadly speaking, it is an arrangement with two or more organisations. It is argued that something has to be achieved that could not have been attained by any of the organisations acting alone (Huxham and Vangen, 2005) developing effective synergies, added value and ‘collaborative advantage’ (Huxham and MacDonald, 1992; Huxham, 1993; Kanter, 1994). Voluntary organisations in the United Kingdom (UK) are under increasing pressure from local governments and funders to build partnerships. However collaboration is not something that is easily embraced or implemented. It generally takes time and willingness to do it. Organisations must now develop relationships with other providers in order to survive. 
Introduction

This paper briefly illustrates the philosophical and methodological rudiments that lie within this investigation. In doing so, it also explains the methods used to address the research question. As research varies significantly ultimately it will depend on what is being studied and how one goes about in studying it. The research methodology therefore becomes a guide by which a reader can identify ‘the procedural framework within which research is conducted’ (Remenyi et al., 1998). However a claim to making a scholarly contribution initially requires a review of relevant literatures, including those that go beyond disciplinary boundaries, and the methodologies associated with them. This work demonstrated three areas of consideration: 

1. The Context: Third Sector;
2. The Arrangement: Collaboration and Inter-organisational Relationships (IORs); and,
3. The Partnerships Journey and Story: The Collective Narrative
As it is not within the scope of this paper to discuss this literature one has to be aware that the evidence base using a phenomenological approach that is specific to those themes is limited. In spite of collaboration being a central feature in partnerships, there is not an agreed manner by which to approach this topic, leading to significant variations among theories and conceptions. A striking characteristic of research on IOR is the astonishing variety of disciplines, research paradigms, theoretical perspectives, and sectoral focuses within which it is being researched (Huxham and Vangen, 1998). Additionally, attempting to understand the temporal nature of the collaborative process is seldom simple or straight-forward. Given these dynamics a research question has been conceived by which this project is structured. 
Research question
What is the lived experience of collaboration between voluntary sector organisations working in partnership?

Research Framework
It is important to be aware of philosophical assumptions; world-views and researcher’s beliefs / attitudes as they are all interconnected and embedded in our thinking. They can help determine how researchers engage with, study and understand organisations, the people within them and their external environment. Basically, they consist of a stance toward the nature of reality (ontology), how the researcher knows what she/he knows (epistemology), the role of values in the research (axiology), the language of research (rhetoric), and the methods used in the process (methodology) (Creswell, 2003). Burrell and Morgan (1979) highlighted the role of philosophies in research in that it informs researchers about the complexities of organisational enquiry and raises awareness about the influence of research paradigms on knowledge construction. They suggest that researchers, implicitly and explicitly, approach their disciplines via different assumptions. This work has taken a phenomenological approach, in doing so, it provides a set of resources and criteria that have shaped the investigations design and evaluation. A summary of this work has been illustrated (see table 1.)

	Philosophy
	Phenomenological

	
Ontology 
	Relativist or social constructionist

	
Epistemology 
	Interpretive

	Methodology
	Qualitative 

	
Approach
	Inductive

	
Research Design
	Case study; cross-sectional 

	
Methods
	Primary: In-depth interviews
Secondary: Non-participant observations (meetings); focus group and secondary data


Table 1. Summary of Research Framework
Phenomenological Philosophy 

Phenomenology is a qualitative research method, that is, it attempts to probe the lived experiences of the individuals who are being investigated (Sanders, 1982). The term phenomenology is derived from two Greek words: ‘phainomenon’ (an ‘appearance’) and ‘logos’ (‘reason’ or ‘word’) ‘phainomenon’ (an ‘appearance’) and ‘logos’ (‘reason’ or ‘word’) (Pivcevic, 1970). The term phenomenology has been conceptualised as a philosophy, a research method and an overarching perspective from which all qualitative research is sourced (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). It is a mode of inquiry that has been used across social and human sciences. Examples include; psychological research, nursing studies, education and anthropology. It therefore has multi-disciplinary allegiances.
Phenomenological philosophy as undergone significant changes from its earliest form, these include: the development of transcendental phenomenology, hermeneutic phenomenology, existential phenomenology and forms of analysis. Work by Husserl (1970), the ‘father of phenomenology’, has strongly contributed to the field, other key scholars include: Sartre (1956), Heidegger (1962), and Merleau-Ponty (1962). Hammond et al., (1991) refer to phenomenology as the ‘description of things as one experiences them, or of one’s experiences of things’. It is concerned in the ways to ‘how’ individuals experience phenomena and the meanings that are ascribed or hidden in them. It is the search for "essences" of experiences or appearances (phenomena), to describe their underlying ‘reason’ (Pivcevic, 1970). The term phenomena derives from the Greek verb, which means to show oneself or to appear. Sanders (1982) simply puts it as the study of conscious phenomena: that is, an analysis of the way in which things or experiences show themselves. 
From a management perspective, organisations are ‘life-worlds’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), in which all processes or organising and knowing take place through experiential processes. However, Sanders (1982) notes phenomenological studies, as a research method, are noticeably infrequent in the research literature. Its absence stems from the very nature of phenomenology and its relative newness as a research methodology in management theory. A final difficulty inherent in using phenomenological approaches is related to methodological issues. The methodology and methods often varies according to the phenomena being researched and the thematic attention given them. Organisational researchers are urged to consider phenomenological analysis to study traditional research problems (Sanders, 1982). To use a phenomenological approach the researcher has to look beyond the details of the situation to understand the reality or perhaps a reality working behind them (Remenyi et al., 1998). 
Paradigms (Worldviews / Belief Systems)
Of the many models which have attempted to define paradigms in social and organisational theory, the one developed by Burrell and Morgan (1979) has been the most popular. Being an interpretive research project my position is dissimilar from those of the positivistic (scientific) tradition. For an interpretivist there is no objective social reality but instead there are multiple realities which to understand. This means realities will vary between different groups of people and in different social settings. Phenomenology assumes that the experience of any reality is possible only through interpretation (Prasad, 2005). To maintain an interpretive awareness means to acknowledge and explicitly deal with our subjectivity throughout the research process instead of overlooking it (Sandberg, 2005). It is also ‘time and context bound’ (Ohman, 2005) so it may mean jumping in and out of the social setting. It is possible to look at an investigators paradigm through his / her epistemological and ontological position:
Epistemology 
An interpretive position understands the subjective meaning of social action (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). The reality of the world becomes meaningful in terms of intentionality, consciousness and essential relationships. Consequently, interpretive methods, which are based on an approach of understanding will attempt to comprehend the subjective meanings of both actions and communications from the perspective of the particular actors (agents). This is often referred to as the principle of Verstehen (Weber, 1949) whereby understanding meaning and intentionality is emphasized over causal explanations (Prasad, 2005). It involves what Smith and Osborn (2008) refer to as a ‘two-stage interpretation process’ where participants make sense of their world and the researcher will assimilate their sense making process. To dispel so-called biases and prejudices this work will be reflective and mindful of ‘the process’ (see p.10) in which research is collected, analysed and documented.
Ontology 
Social constructionism is an idea that the social world, as we know it, is socially manufactured through human interaction and language. The phenomenological approach does not separate the subjects (individuals) of inquiry from their social and organisational context.  The goal of research, then, is to rely as much as possible on the participant’s views of the situation. Often meanings are negotiated socially, culturally and historically. In other words, they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through interaction with other people and organisations. To make sense (or interpret) those constructed meanings others have about the world (their reality) while attempting to bracket any presuppositions and prejudices would mean focusing distinctively on the individual and their interaction with others. It is argued thus that the partnerships reality is a co-constructed anomaly created by the dynamics of the group and their environment (i.e. external forces). 
Methodology

Over the years, interpretive inquiry has steadily affirmed its relevance to management and organisation studies by addressing questions that cannot adequately be answered by traditional experimental or survey methodologies and by enhancing our understanding of, among other things, the symbolic dimensions of organisational life (Prasad and Prasad, 2002).
This work is fundamentally interpretative or descriptive, drawing on ‘hermeneutics’ (Ricoeur, 1981). My decision to approach this investigation qualitatively was primarily guided by the nature of the study; the research question and what others have found. Being a qualitative methodology research is primarily concerned with ‘the meaning rather than the measurement of organisational phenomena’ (Daft, 1983). The procedure was therefore inductive. Given these considerations, the following sections will be more specific to the projects research design. As the phenomenon is transitional and turbulent, continuously shaping the reality of individuals, the research process has to be flexible and iterative. It is critical that the methodology adopted fulfils the aims and objectives of the project and that it is manageable.
The Research Strategy

As the kind of knowledge we produce through research will depend on what we set out to find (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005) the research strategy becomes a guide to the mechanisms and workings of a project. The choice of strategy will be designed to answer the research question in the best possible way. The resources available and the time to conduct the study will also affect decision-making. The emphasis given to different techniques and one’s approach would distinctively depend on: a researchers understanding of the topic, their ability to captivate these phenomena and how they go about in interpreting it as it was lived. 
As there are no other studies like this one that have explored the three areas of consideration mentioned on p.3 a single case-study design was appropriate. It will attempt to capture the complexity of a single case (Stake, 1999) by probing and analysing the subject matter intensively. It would initially involve an in-depth examination of the process within a specific timeframe. As it was a pilot project (partnership) it was based on a 12-month period. However a continuation period was looked into for further reflection. Yin (1994) describes case study research as an empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon within its real-life context. Data collection is typically extensive, drawing on multiple sources of information (Creswell, 2007). 

Research Methods

Over the years, interpretive inquiry has steadily affirmed its relevance to management and organisation studies. Phenomenological or interpretive research methods and procedures offer various techniques to collect and analyse data to understand the ambiguities in a complex phenomena. The development of theory that is grounded in the experiences of those living with and creating the phenomenon is especially vital to the continued development of organisation studies as a field (Van de Ven, 1989; Weick, 1995). A logically compelling analysis that identifies and describes key constructs, explaining the relationships among them, will contextualise the findings in a way that allows for future theory testing (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
In order to discover the essence of the phenomena an ethnographic approach in addition to in-depth interviews will be carried out. Interviews will be the primary method of data collection while non-participant observations and secondary data will develop a better understanding of the group’s interaction. The purpose of this is to extract as much detail as possible and verify whether their interpretation of events is what it seemed. Ultimately, this would produce a collective narrative (account) of their journey. Denscombe (1998) saw different methods can be used to collect data on the same thing. Each can look at the same thing from a different angle – from its own distinctive perspective [….] seeing things from a different perspective and the opportunity to collaborate findings can enhance the validity of the data. As research methods were conducted over two phases of the partnership, a data collection schedule was designed: 
	Phase 1
	Workshop
	Phase 2
	Ethnography
	Documents

	Semi-structured Interviews
	Focus group
	Semi-structured Interviews
	Non-participant observations 
(Meetings)
	Secondary data (Minutes of Meetings)


Collecting both primary and secondary sources aimed to produce a detailed (rich) account of the phenomenon. The subsequent analysis of these methods would be triangulated to improve the quality and validity of research findings. The procedure is essentially a process in which fieldwork, data collection, data analysis, and documentation may take place concurrently or at different points. 
The process

As this study is conducted over two phases there is a temporal overlap between them, which means the analysis of phase 1 will take place before phase 2 data collection can go ahead. Findings of phase 1 will initially provide knowledge to their organisational relationship which will help inform and probe phase 2. Being a phenomenological approach interviews will be transcribed as verbatim; the recording of transcripts will be as full / detailed as they can possibly be. As it is assumed that there are different stages in the partnerships journey these interviews and observations will be taken as close to the event as possible.  Within this process four phenomenological elements of contemplation are considered (Moustakas, 1994):

1. epoche – which requires researcher to set aside, or just be aware of, his / her assumptions, viewpoints or prejudices so that the data collected has not be tampered with by one’s awareness or belief systems about the subject and object under investigation;

2. phenomenological reduction – where the component parts of the experience are considered in search for meaning. During this stage the elements and essential structures of the phenomenon are uncovered, defined and analysed. Data can then be grouped into clusters and any irrelevant data can be removed leaving only the textual meanings and invariant constituents of the phenomenon;  

3. imaginative variation – where the structural components are sought; the search for the conditions and essences that make the experience what it is, and lastly;

4. synthesis – which involved intuitive-reflective integration of the composite textual and composite structural descriptions to develop a synthesis of conditions and qualities of the experience to pinpoint it meaning and the essence (Becker, 1992; Giorgi, 1997; Merriam, 1998; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 1990).

To date, the topic is a relatively under-researched phenomenon in management studies. Having this in-mind an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) will be employed. Smith and Osborn (2008) suggest that IPA is particularly useful if the area of investigation is under-researched or new. A phenomenologist would conduct a thematic analysis which helps to unravel the themes or “experiential structures of experience” (Van Manen, 1990). He maintains that themes can be isolated in three main ways. The holistic approach which asks what phrase captures the meaning of the text/data source; the selective approach which asks what is essential or revealed in the text/data source; and finally the detailed or line by line approach in which every sentence is examined to see what it reveals about the phenomenon.

Researchers Role

Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) suggest researchers should ‘bracket past knowledge about the experience [situation] to experience this instance of its occurrence freshly’. Therefore it is important in this study to be a ‘medium’ for participants (organisations) to express / channel their interpretation as directly as possible such that their experience reveals a narrative that may or may not be upheld by others. The question is why? To avoid the temptation of labelling the experience the first time it is read (Giorgi, 1970) a rigorous and iterative process of examination will take place. Following guidelines by Smith and Osborn (2008) it will involve each case (individual) to be looked at separately then an intensive and detailed reading of all transcripts. Any significant and potential meanings will be illustrated and later categorised to form a table of themes. This will develop a template which can be used to help direct subsequent analysis of transcripts.
Like Trotman (2006) my ambition in undertaking the research was essentially to enter the lifeworld of the research participants (Ashworth, 1999) through ‘a return to reflective intuition to describe and clarify experience as it is lived and constituted in consciousness’ (Ray, 1994). Employing methods that were complementary to explore a partnerships journey provides a descriptive form of data collection. This type of inquiry often requires rich knowledge that only qualitative methods can provide (Shah and Corley, 2006). My intention is to add further understanding to the field and discipline.
Conclusion

The point of this paper was to briefly discuss this projects philosophical and methodological approach in studying the process of collaboration between organisations. By looking at it phenomenologically it is possible to see how collaboration was lived and co-created. The analysis would develop a narrative that collectively describes what happened, which would mean piecing together data from different methods. As we all know sometimes what we say is not entirely like how something is perceived. Therefore it is worthwhile looking at the experience from different angles to provide a more valid understanding of events. The theoretical background to my study, the selected paradigm / world-view and the methodology all fit well together. However, it is still a relatively new approach by which to use in management studies, hence, caution must be taken in its application.
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