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Abstract: Institutional contexts influence structures and processes of any organizational system.
Most of the research on cross-sector partnerships (CSSPs) has focused on their internal performance,
methods, and effectiveness; however, the institutional contexts that allow or inhibit their develop-
ment have been limitedly assessed. Many local CSSPs address sustainability issues, and this research
explores Barcelona + Sustainable’s and Bristol Green Capital Partnership’s institutional contexts
at the local, national, and international levels. Interviews were conducted with the leaders of the
partnerships and responses were assessed using Scott’s (1995) institutional pillars. Findings show the
cultural-cognitive and normative institutional elements of context as the most relevant for local sus-
tainability CSSPs, with regulatory elements not existing at the national level nor cultural-cognitive at
the international scale. More importantly, results highlight trust, diversity, communication channels,
sense of place, changing perceptions, and coopetition as key learnings to be considered for other
partnerships in their design. Finally, with cultural-cognitive and normative elements speaking of the
power of local features, it is these partnerships the ones influencing others beyond their scopes of
action, with the potential of leading sustainability even further. However, associated activities and
resources to provide stability and meaning to sustainability partnerships must be satisfied for that
to happen.

Keywords: institutional contexts; cross-sector partnerships; sustainability; partner organizations;
institutional pillars

1. Introduction

Sustainability is a grand challenge [1] that requires the involvement of organizations
from all sectors [2]. Implementing cross-sector social partnerships (CSSPs) is one way
to address sustainability challenges [2], collaborative initiatives that require the active
participation of different partners for their success [3,4]. However, although CSSPs focused
on sustainability at the local level have increased in numbers [5], the contexts under which
they are implemented have been limitedly understood.

Contexts are key in the development and success of organizations [6], with institutional
contexts as crucial elements in the development and attainment of organizational goals [7].
From a contingency perspective, organizations must tailor their structures conforming to
the challenges they face to succeed [8] because these set the conditions for organizations
to operate [6]. However, contexts are not only environmental, but interactions between
external and internal variables influence organizations [9]. Furthermore, institutional
contexts, such as socio-cultural, economic, and political variables, influence structures and
processes of any organizational system [10]. However, while most of the research on CSSPs
has been directed to their internal performance, methods, and effectiveness [11,12], or the
partners’ institutional logics [13] or strategic approaches [5,14,15], the institutional contexts
that allow or inhibit the development of CSSPs have not been largely assessed.

Partnerships are not independent initiatives, but they coexist with others in a deter-
mined place and time with which they share a common context formed by regulations,
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rules, norms and a shared history that influence their development. While the importance of
favourable institutional contexts is recognized as a factor of successful collaboration [3,16],
unfavourable contexts could inhibit the success of partnerships. These settings in which
CSSPs are designed and implemented, where they develop and succeed or fail, have been
poorly studied [17], as well as how CSSPs and institutional contexts relate to each other [18].
This exploratory research aims to contribute to filling in that gap through the study of large
CSSPs that engage many diverse partner organizations, which are crucial for addressing
sustainability goals [19], but have still been limitedly studied [20,21].

Many cities address sustainability issues through partnerships [22,23], and this re-
search studies two large CSSPs: Barcelona + Sostenible (B + S) (Name in Spanish. Sostenible
= Sustainable in English), and the Bristol Green Capital Partnership (BGCP). Both partner-
ships have worked for more than fifteen years with around one thousand organizations
from across sectors in addressing topics such as poverty, water, climate, and employment.
Barcelona aims to be more equitable, prosperous, and self-sufficient [24], and Bristol’s
goal is to be a thriving low-carbon city; with a circular economy; with food that is good
for its people, places, and the planet; and a nature-rich city where everyone can travel
sustainably [25]. B + S works through a strategic plan led by the municipality renewed
every ten years, with a clear action plan with indicators and goals [24]. BGCP aims to
achieve its goals towards 2050 through collaborative projects supporting its vision and
mission, a process that is managed by a community interest company with a board of
directors formed by organizations from all sectors [25,26].

While national institutional contexts are fundamental in the enhancement of strong
institutions [27-29], local institutional contexts where B + S and BGCP are focused on
have not been deeply studied. This research explores the local, national and international
institutional contexts that enable and inhibit the development of B + S and BGCP to
understand the settings under which these sustainability partnerships flourish. To achieve
this purpose, an institutional approach has been taken using the three pillars of institutions
proposed by Scott [30] and the partnerships’ leaders interviewed.

This paper is structured as follows. First, the understanding of contexts, institutional
contexts and cross-sector partnerships are set. Then, methods are presented including the
case studies, measures and data collection and analysis, being followed by results and a
discussion section.

2. Literature
2.1. Context

Sustainability is about change and innovation for addressing society’s most pressing
challenges [31], with context as an active component [6] influencing organizations [7,9].
Context has been studied through different approaches. The phenomenological approach
argues that context is a complex phenomenon socially constructed, unquantifiable, and not
easily assessed, which needs to be understood through the assessment of power relations
among actors [6]. The psychological perspective sees context as a mental concept created
by humans to which organizations adapt [32], while the positivist approach sees it as a
reality that can be observed and measured, which possesses determined features with
which organizations interact and which set their boundaries of action [6,33].

While implementing change, organizations must deal with inner and outer contexts.
Inner contexts refer to the structure, culture, history and political variables that shape
organizations; while outer contexts are about the social, economic, political and competi-
tive environments under which organizations operate [6]. Under this rationale, context
refers to the important role that place plays in the interactions between organizations and
institutional factors [7], an institutional context that strengthens and preserves organi-
zational features [10]. As an example, ethical consumption practices and discourses are
embedded in places [34], with contextual factors as keys to understanding social, economic
and developmental complexities [35].
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Institutional Context

Institutional context is defined as a set of rules and practices that affect and frame
social processes [34], a shared system of ideas that preserves a determined condition [36].
Institutional contexts refer to the settings of established and shared rules and conditions
under which organizations operate [37], which set the boundaries and conditions of inter-
action between organizations and the environment.

Institutional logics are characterised by “formal and informal rules of actions, interac-
tions, and interpretations that guide, constrain, and are shaped by action” as organizations
function in their respective social systems [33]. While the term ‘institutional thickness’
refers to a strong institutional manifestation, with high level of interactions and cultural
norms and values shared among actors [37], “institutional voids’ is about the lack of func-
tioning institutions [35] that would provide the support that organizations need to operate
and interact with other contextual actors [27].

Institutional theory has been largely used to address sustainability and CSR-related
topics in connection to institutional contexts [18,28,38-40], and for studying social partner-
ships [13,17,33]. Based on the logic that institutional contexts influence the way organiza-
tions operate [16,28], the three pillars of institutions proposed by Scott [30] have been used
to understand institutional pressures [28,40,41] and are the framework used in this research.
According to Scott [30] “Institutions comprise regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive
elements that . .. provide stability and meaning to social life”, highlighting them as “vital”
ingredients of institutions. The regulative pillar is about coercive processes that set rules,
monitor performance, and sanction activities to influence behaviour [30,42]. The normative
pillar comprises normative rules introducing a “prescriptive, evaluative, and obligatory
dimension into social life”, including values, norms, and roles [30,42]. Values refer to
what is preferred or desirable; norms to how things should be done, giving legitimacy
to valued ends; and roles to goals and activities assigned to particular individuals [30].
Additionally, the cultural-cognitive pillar includes symbols and “symbolic processes ...
that work to construct social reality, to define the nature and properties of social actors and
social actions” [30].

Scholars studying institutional factors and their relationships to different stakeholders
identify the state as a central element of national institutional contexts [34,38,43]. National
institutional contexts play a key role in the enhancement of local “institutional thickness’ [37]
through its political, financial, educational and cultural systems [27,28], driving sustainabil-
ity reporting [18], influencing how effective corporate governance structures are in adopting
sustainability [40], and stakeholder engagement practices [44]. Furthermore, institutional
factors are crucial in the development of partnerships [45,46] with macro and micro national
factors conditioning the decision to start a CSSP and configure it according to a determined
purpose [33,47]. Table 1 shows some of the main institutional factors organised according to
Scott’s institutional pillars, recognising that they form a continuum from strict regulations
to unconscious behaviours [30], which can interact and overlap with each other [10,28].

Table 1. Institutional factors according to the three pillars of institutional structures.

Institutional Pillars [30] Institutional Factors

The state [29,34,38,48]

The government/Political system

[10,18,27,28,34,35,38-40,43,48-50]

The market/economic and financial environment
Regulatory [10,27,38-40,43,44,48-50]

Law, regulations, and policies [10,18,28,38—40,44,49]

Judicial system [10,18,28,38-40,44,49]

Social institutions [18,27,38,43,49]

International regulations/pressures [28,44]
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Table 1. Cont.

Institutional Pillars [30] Institutional Factors

Accreditations [6]
Informal rules: conventions, norms of behaviour, codes of
conduct, expectations, social norms, values, beliefs
[3,7,10,28,34,35,38,40,44,48-50]
Peer pressure: industry norms, institutionalised norms,
professional networks [28,38—-40,43,44,49]

Normative International organisations [44]
Civil society: consumer groups, communities, constituency
groups, society in general, etc. [27,28,39,40,43,44,49]
The press [10,44]
Educational systems [40,50]
Labour systems and trade unions [39,50]
Governments [28]

Culture [7,9,10,18,28,34,38,40,43,50,51]

History [9,10,34,50]

Relationships, networks [9,38]

Geographical location [34,43]
Cultural-cognitive Religion [18,35]

Language [43]

Social institutions [18,28,34,43]

Symbols: words, signs, and gestures [28,40]

Customs [18,35,38]

2.2. Cross-Sector Partnerships

Partnerships are institutional arrangements responding to changes happening in their
respective contexts that contribute to shaping societal governance [52]. They have been
defined as “collective strategies” focused on a common vision with explicit agreements
among partners [53]. This logic denotes a “pluralistic approach” involving diverse stake-
holders who collaborate with their resources to attend to societal problems representing an
option to “state-centric” endeavours led by governments [54].

With societal relationships becoming more dynamic and society facing growing uncer-
tainty, social-focused partnerships have blossomed worldwide [19,55], seeing them as a
way to meet and accomplish socio-environmental goals [2,56]. Considering that sustain-
ability issues such as water scarcity, energy efficiency or unemployment are grand and
complex challenges to be tackled by any organization alone [56,57], it is imperative to
involve actors from all sectors in partnerships to achieve sustainability [2,56]. CSSPs are an
alternative for companies to meet their socio-environmentally responsible conducts, cut
down their environmental footprint and boost their image; for not-for-profits to be more
competent and accountable, adopting tasks that public organizations are not realising; and
for governments to arrange more aid, whilst enhancing transparency [55,56].

Since CSSPs focus on societal issues, they place partners in the public realm, demand-
ing their active engagement by committing their means to the preparation, organization,
assessment and development of activities identified as required for the realization of part-
nerships [4]. CSSPs stand “in the midrange of how organizations work on public problems”,
in between organizations barely interacting with others and those that have blended into
new bodies that seek to create public value not created by solo partners [57].

Four types of CSSPs exist. Some are led by governments in collaboration with compa-
nies and not-for-profits; others are formed by businesses and the public sector, or between
companies and civil society organizations, and others are between the public sector and
civil society organizations [54,56]. Some involve many and diverse partners from the
private, public, and civil society sectors, and others are small with up to three partners
from different sectors [58].
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2.3. Sustainable Communities

The concept of sustainable development became highly relevant after the United
Nations World Commission on Environment and Development’s report from 1987 “Our
Common Future”, which proposed a new form of development that integrates economic
development, social equity, and environmental degradation [59,60]. Then, as a way to
lead the implementation of sustainable development at the local level, the UN launched
Local Agenda 21 (LA21) in 1992, urging local governments to enter “into a dialogue with
[their] citizens, local organizations and private enterprises” [61]. LA21 is “a participatory,
multi-sectoral process to achieve the goals of [the global] Agenda 21 at the local level
through the preparation and implementation of a long-term, strategic action plan that
addresses priority local sustainable development concerns” [62].

Since then, thousands of communities have adopted strategic sustainability plans of
some kind all over the world [22,23], taking different forms based on their goals, needs,
and priorities [23]. However, as authorities are not capable of achieving sustainability
alone [4,57], these are being designed and implemented in partnership with many actors
from across sectors as key players in the path to local sustainability [2,56]. Strategic
community sustainability plans include collective sustainability visions [63,64], plans of
action, targets, indicators and deadlines to which partner organizations commit. In general,
community sustainability plans focus on social, economic, and environmental issues,
including unemployment, economic development, quality of education [4,56], health care,
poverty alleviation, environmental issues [56], climate change, corruption, organized
crime [2], waste, air, energy, land use, transportation, and housing [65]. As seen later in
this article, the selected partnerships for this study have detailed sustainability plans.

Following this rationale, several perspectives around sustainable cities and commu-
nities have emerged worldwide. For example, the concept of creative cities refers to how
culture would help in the creation of new urban images, making cities more attractive to
capital and workers [66], arguing that the knowledge economy requires creative cities ca-
pable of combining concentration, diversity, instability and a positive image [67]. Although
creative cities is a concept that has been associated to the development of cities for years,
current research shows a growing interest in connecting it to the creative class and culture,
and on understanding creative clusters and networks [68].

Another related concept is that of smart cities, which approaches cities through a
technological lens where digital technologies merge with traditional infrastructure in
a coordinated and integrated manner [69]. However, this was how smart cities were
understood in the 1990s [70]. Nowadays, a smart city is much more than just the application
of technology to cities. It is about advanced cities that connect people, information, and
their services using technology to create greener, competitive, and innovative cities with a
good quality of life [71]. Smart cities aim to create more habitable urban centres [72], where
investments in people and infrastructure would enhance economic growth thanks to a
sustainable management of natural resources and participatory governance [73]. Smart
cities are also known as intelligent or digital cities [70]. One of the differences between smart
and sustainable cities is the emphasis of the former in economic and social dimensions
over environmental aspects [74].

At the end, despite their differences, it can be argued that all of these approaches aim
to achieve sustainable cities, as proposed by LA21. A sustainable city is one that achieves
“a balance between the development of the urban areas and protection of the environment
with an eye to equity in income, employment, shelter, basic services, social infrastructure
and transportation” [75] whose “conditions of production do not destroy over time the
conditions of its reproduction” [76]. As a result, the success or failure of a community in
achieving sustainable development will be subject to “continuously adjusting to meet its
social and economic needs while preserving the environment’s ability to support it” [77].
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3. Methods and Results

For purposes of this exploratory study, a constructivist approach has been considered
relying as much as possible on the participants’ views of the studied phenomena, using
questions allowing interviewees to construct meanings and the researcher to make sense
of it [78]. Following this worldview, methods have been designed and implemented to
achieve the purpose of this article.

3.1. Case Studies

Under the constructive view, this article uses qualitative case studies as a bounded sys-
tem with a clear purpose [79,80] that is characterized by its relationships with context [79].
In particular, this research focuses on the specific cases presented by CSSPs that aim to
contribute to the sustainability of cities [80], basing its analysis on the observations of key
stakeholders [79].

Following the literature, this research uses the institutional pillars proposed by
Scott [30] as a theoretical framework, moulding the research questions that gave shape to
the interviews [79,80]. However, an inductive approach was developed when interviewing
by openly presenting questions so they were not restricted by Scott’s pillars [81,82]. Then,
during the analysis of the interviews, these were assessed according to the framework, but
room was left for potential categories to come up from the findings.

With respect to sampling, a long process led to the purposive selection of B + S
and the BGCP. Purposeful sampling is one of the steps of research design proposed by
Merriam (1998) that together with conducting a literature review, constructing a theoretical
framework, identifying the research problem, and designing research questions are key in
qualitative research [83]. As a widely used technique in qualitative research for identifying
and selecting cases that provides rich information with limited resources [84], B + S and
BGCP and their leaders were identified and invited to participate based on their knowledge
and experience with the phenomenon of interest [85], availability, willingness to participate,
and on their capacities to communicate properly [86].

Previous research conducted by the author and colleagues around CSSPs started with
a list a more than 100 international partnerships implementing sustainability plans in
diverse cities from which a subset of those having many partners from across sectors was
identified. Large partnerships have still not been studied enough [5,20], they continue
increasing in numbers [19,22] and have been recognized as key for achieving sustainability
goals [21,87]. Then, the selected large CSSPs were classified according to their plan time
horizon as we wanted to study long-term partnerships so the interested variables could be
properly assessed [15], which is also appropriate to study institutional contexts. Then, we
aimed for CSSPs affecting between one and two million people from developed countries
as that would relate to the partnership size, the diversity of their sustainability challenges
and having more budget to address them [88]. These figures refer to the geographic area of
impact of the partnerships, which go beyond the boundaries of the respective cities. Finally,
four CSSPs were studied [5,15,21] and from there B + S and BGCP were selected for this
exploratory research as the ones best suited to contribute to this study (Table 2).

Table 2. Selected cross-sector partnerships.

Total Private Public . . . Current Population Some
CSSP Partners Sector Sector Civil Society Timeframe (Millions) Recognitions
B+S 1200 448 396 356 2002-2020 1.6 [89] [90-92]
BGCP 950 523 48 380 2003-2050 1.1 [93] [94-96]

3.1.1. Barcelona + Sostenible (B + S)

Barcelona has focused on sustainability topics at least since 1995, when it signed
the Aalborg Charter [24], formally starting its commitment to adopt its Local Agenda 21
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(LA21) by implementing long-term sustainability programs [97]. Then, and after prolonged
discussions and consultations with representatives from all sectors [98], Barcelona drafted
its LA21 in 1998 [99]. Barcelona’s LA21 was led by The Municipal Council for the Environ-
ment and Sustainability, whose functions were to “formulate proposals, build consensus
and take responsibility for results” [98]. That first stage led to working groups on thirteen
sustainability topics, with the aim of diagnosing and developing action proposals and mon-
itoring indicators [98]. These results were presented to the citizens in 2000 for consultation
and brought back to the council for action [98]. Thereafter, lines of actions were established
for the decade 2002-2012 under “The People’s Commitment towards Sustainability” [100].
That initial commitment helped to the achievement of 100% of wastewater being treated,
the consumption of water was reduced, and the use of solar energy grew dramatically [24].
This first public commitment was revised and renewed in 2012 and documented under
the “Public Commitment towards Sustainability 2012-2022” with new goals and lines of
action [99], based on the principles of shared responsibility and citizen participation [100].
This current pledge focuses on biodiversity; public spaces and mobility; environmental
quality and health; efficiency, productivity, and zero emissions; rational use of resources;
good governance and social responsibility; well-being; progress and development; edu-
cation and citizen action; and resilience and planetary responsibility [24]. Each focus is
developed through ten areas of action including the development of green corridors, the
improvement of water quality, reduction of food waste to zero, encouragement of healthy
lifestyles, and the eradication of poverty [24].

Barcelona has a population of more than 1.5 million people, which has decreased 7%
since 1981, 80% are over 25 years old, with one-third having a university degree [101].
Its main economic areas are services; commerce and repairs; education, health and social
services; ITC; and hospitality [102]. Barcelona’s GDP reaches €31,000 per capita [103], with
an unemployment rate of 9.4% [104] and 9.2% of poverty [105]. Barcelona is one of the most
attractive cities for international (7th) and R&D investment (4th) [106], the leading European
city for FDI strategy, sixth in connectivity [107] and one of the cities driving most capital
invested in tech in Europe [108]. Barcelona is among the safest cities in the world [109]
and a leader in water savings [102]. The Sustainable Cities Index places Barcelona in
the 28th position, 22nd in environmental sustainability, 24th in social sustainability, and
47th in economic sustainability [110]. Barcelona is one of the 100 Resilient Cities and C40
Cities [111,112] (Figures pre-COVID).

The current pledge of B + S is the guideline for Barcelona, engaging more than
1100 organizations from all sectors (37% from the private sector, 61% from the civil society,
and 2% from the public sector) partnering to accomplish their proposed objectives [113].
While several goals have been achieved by Barcelona, the city still has challenges to advance
its current conditions towards climate change adaptation improving its energy balance,
reducing pollution levels, re-naturalizing the city and conserving biodiversity, reducing
waste and increasing recycling, and decreasing private motor vehicles [114].

3.1.2. Bristol Green Capital Partnership (BGCP)
The City of Bristol is among the greenest of the United Kingdom [96], and the BGCP

is “ ... [one of] the largest partnership of its kind in the world” [115], with more than
1000 partner organizations from across sectors (59% from the private sector, 36% from
the civil society, and 5% from the public sector) working towards the achievement of its
goals [26].

In the year 2000, local organizations gathered intending to transform Bristol towards a
sustainable state, a process that led to the development of its Community Strategy, setting
out a common vision to become “a green capital in Europe—creating sustainable communi-
ties and improving the quality of life” [115]. In 2007, Bristol Green Capital Partnership was
founded to achieve the vision inviting organizations to make Bristol a “low-carbon city
with a high quality of life” through partnering with cross-sector organizations [115]. The
partnership started under the leadership of the Environment Agency and the Bristol City
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Council, local businesses and NGOs, the University of Bristol, and then more organizations
followed [115].

Bristol signed the Covenant of Mayors in 2009 committing to reduce energy consump-
tion by 30% and CO, emissions by 40% by 2020, and 80% by 2050 (baseline 2005) [96].
BGCP has developed several projects over the years, including transport, energy efficiency
and renewable energy plans, dropping its carbon emissions consistently since 2005, with a
growing economy and good air quality [96]. Initiatives such as these led Bristol to become
the 2015 European Green Capital [94].

Since 2014, the partnership is being managed by a Community Interest Company (CIC)
with a small staff team and governed by a board of independent and elected directors [115].
As of 2019, BGCP is financially supported by eleven members, including the Bristol City
Council, which makes the largest financial contribution to the running costs. Currently and
under the vision of an Environmentally Sustainable Bristol, the partnership focuses on five
topics: energy, food, nature, resources, and transport, with specific goals, visions, links to
the SDGs, and key areas for action towards 2050 [25].

Bristol has a population of more than 460,000 people [116], with an annual growth
rate of 1.1% [117]; however, partnership members such as Low Carbon South West CIC and
the University of Bath are from beyond the limits of the city, so the partnership impacts
a population of over one million people [93]. Bristol has more children than retirees, and
16% of the population belongs to a minority ethnic group [116]. Bristol’s economy is strong
with a GVA growth of 2.4% between 2016 and 2019 and a forecast growth in GVA /head of
1.5% for the period 2020-2023 [118], with the second-largest number of start-ups among
British core cities [119], an employment rate of 79% [117], and an average income per capita
of £28,000 [119]. However, inequality is still a challenge [120]. Almost 20% of children
live in low-income families, with 11% of households experiencing fuel poverty, more than
40,000 people are food insecure, almost 8% of 16-17 year olds are either not studying,
being trained, or working [119], and 4% of population under working age has no formal
qualifications [117]. Bristol is the 9th city with the most number of patents in the UK [117],
it is the most artistic city and a UNESCO creative city of film, with around 20,000 jobs in
creative and digital industries [119].

Bristol is a low-carbon hub of industry, with commitments to clean transport and
energy [121]. Bristol emits about 10 kg of NO, /people and 1.2 kilos of PM2.5 per capita, the
former mainly from the transport industry and the latter from domestic, commercial and
institutional fuel combustion [117]. The city council has dropped its emissions from direct
operations by more than 76% since 2005, aiming to reach net-zero carbon by 2025, CO,
emissions have decreased a third and per capita emissions by almost half [119]. In 2019,
46% of household waste was reused, recycled and composted with 86% of people stating
to be concerned about climate change [119]. According to the Sustainable Cities Mobility
Index, Bristol ranks 43rd, 63rd in the people sub-index, 21st in the planet sub-index, and
47th in the profit sub-index [122]. Bristol is part of the 100 Resilient Cities program [111]

3.2. Measures

A questionnaire was designed and focused on the partnerships’ institutional contexts
at three levels: local, national, and international. This selection is based on what the
literature indicates about diverse contexts [7,28,34] and the diversity of organizations
partnering for local sustainability [5]. Local level refers to the city and community where
the sustainability foci of the partnerships are on, national level is about the country or state
which the cities or communities are part of, and international level means the international
agenda potentially influencing the partnerships. Since the researcher has developed an
academic relationship with the partnerships over the last years, he is capable of identifying
those who would provide quality information through effective interviews [79,80].

Six questions formed the questionnaire. The first asked about the local institutional
conditions of context allowing the development of the partnerships; the second referred to
the national elements of institutional context; and the third to the international elements
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as supported by the literature and partnerships’ diversity. Then, and with the aim of
contributing not only to identifying elements of institutional context, but also to make the
most out of the ones helping partnerships and manage those playing against, two more
questions were designed. The fourth question asked which institutional elements at all
levels are the main enablers for the development of the partnerships, and the fifth focused
on the elements that need to be revised to enhance the development of the partnerships.
Although CSSPs focused on local sustainability have increased in numbers [19] and are
recognized as crucial to achieve sustainability [21], they are certainly not perfect [123-125]
and their impact remains an open question. Hence, these questions aim to contribute to
the improvement of sustainability partnerships by highlighting the elements of context
that should be positively considered as well as identifying those that may need to be
managed properly so that they do not negatively affect the development of partnerships.
Finally, a sixth question asked about learnings that can be shared from the experience of
the partnerships at the different institutional contexts with the purpose of contributing to
the development of other sustainability partnerships.

The interviewees were the main leaders of the partnerships, both with great expe-
rience and knowledge on their respective CSSPs and contexts. The leader of B + S has
been working at the Municipality of Barcelona for over 12 years always connected to the
department where the partnership is based on and leading B + S for most of that time. The
leader of the BGCP joined the partnership almost three years ago and worked in other
organizations for the sustainability of Bristol before, helping on her understanding of the
institutional contexts. While leading their respective partnerships, which involves not
only managing the partnerships’ operations, but also engaging partner organizations and
interacting with other key stakeholders from across sectors, they also participate in other
initiatives for the sustainable development of their cities.

Since Barcelona and Bristol use two different languages, a source-to-target protocol
for translating the questionnaire was used to ease potential translation bias [126]. The
questionnaire was designed in Spanish by the researcher and a colleague knowledgeable of
the topic, and then it was translated by both researchers into English, which is their working
language [127]. The translation process was based on an Ask-the-Same-Question model so
that the translation maintained the intended measurement properties [128]. The interviews
were conducted over Skype, one in Spanish in August 2019 and the other in English in
January 2020, lasting both one hour and twenty minutes on average. The interviews were
transcribed into their original languages and then qualitatively analysed using NVivo
by a third researcher with expertise in CSSPs whose mother tongue is Spanish and the
working language is English. The interviewees revised their interviews and returned them
with some minor adjustments validating the transcriptions. Then, a coding procedure
was implemented according to the defined institutional levels, consolidating, reducing
and interpreting what the interviewees had said, a process that resulted in a matrix that
included the questions versus the partnerships. Finally, the findings from the cases were
compared and commonalities and differences were determined.

3.3. Data Analysis
3.3.1. Case 1: Barcelona + Sostenible

e Local institutional context

As part of the local institutional context, the leader of B + S refers to the existence of
norms of participation that work as a positive framework to develop initiatives between
the different partners, highlighting that these norms have been in place for a long time and
are regularly updated. These norms work for the partnership, with a particular focus on
the operationalisation of the municipal council and the partner organizations. The norms
are part of a regulatory framework led by politicians through policies.

Related to sustainability, the commitment of Barcelona to LA21 and the existence of
norms of participation allowed the creation of the Municipal Council for Environment
and Sustainability with specific and regulated mechanisms. The norms and the committee



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9497

10 of 21

allow the existence of clear and transparent frameworks of participation, with political
representatives as visible faces of the council with several participatory processes that are
also regulated through norms.

Another aspect of the local institutional context is the municipal administration and
the municipal government, which support the partner organizations contributing to a solid
partnership leading to the empowerment of the partners.

According to the interviewee, regulations, norms of participation, the initial commit-
ments assumed by the city in 1995, and the increasing involvement of the partners have
influenced the development of the institutional context and the dynamics of the partnership,
as well as the willingness of the partners to contribute to the city’s sustainability.

e National institutional context

At the national level, Barcelona is the capital of the autonomous province of Catalonia
in Spain and the city in the province with the most resources. Barcelona is the sustainability
leader in Catalonia collaborating with other municipalities in the province and the neigh-
bouring Basque Country. No national policies have had any impact on the development of
local policies in Barcelona.

e International institutional context

At the international level, two main issues are highlighted that are based on two dis-
tinct and distant moments: the decision made by the city Mayor in 1995 to sign the Aalborg
Charter and how this was crucial to adopt European commitments around sustainability
and LA21, and the importance of the SDGs as a relevant framework for partner organi-
zations. The United Nations Global Compact has also contributed to the development of
initiatives in the private sector as a social responsibility framework.

e  Main institutional enablers

When asked about the main institutional elements of context enabling the devel-
opment of the partnership, the leader of B + S mentioned willingness in general, and
political willingness in particular, which translate into adopting concrete actions. Open
participation of citizens was identified by the leader as another main enabler, especially
the political willingness to listen to the citizens and incorporate their concerns into the
political agenda. Norms of participation were also mentioned as relevant, which relate
to permanent consultation processes as a way to collect feedback from citizens beyond
election periods. Although it was not directly asked of the interviewees, these elements
seem to be highly related to local and somehow national institutional contexts.

e  Main institutional elements that need to be revised

All kinds of resources were the main elements mentioned by the leader of B + S,
particularly financial resources and time to relate and engage with partner organizations.
Other elements mentioned include the need to improve sustainability norms, change to
municipal bylaws, budgets, the implementation of subsidies, and significant changes to
sustainability policies that should include economic, social and environmental challenges.
Larger teams to develop the initiatives and support the partners, and larger investments to
be able to implement the proposed policies were also highlighted. As an example provided
by the interviewee, research conducted on a circular economy project shows that while
most of the budget was focused on managing resources, a very limited team was dedicated
to strategy and the creation of a circular economy culture. Furthermore, they argued that
resources are needed not only to manage projects, but also to have time to reflect and decide
how to make significant changes to the local culture. Similar to the identified institutional
enablers, these elements seem to be identified at the local and national scale, which could
be explained based on the role of the interviewees and of the partnerships.

e Learnings and relationships

According to the leader of B + S, some of the learning experiences speak to the
importance of working shoulder to shoulder with the partners and trust-building, which



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9497

11 of 21

result in a successful experience, allowing to keep a trustful building relationship with and
among partners. Another dimension clearly mentioned was the need for honesty and clear
rules of operation to keep trust bonds among partners, making explicit differences and
grey zones.

Another learning experience highlighted by the leader of B + S is the value of diversity
within the partnerships, which is related to the organizations involved, the people working
in the partnership, and the implemented strategies. According to the interviewee, diversity
helps different stakeholders to get engaged since they feel represented in the partnership,
which enriches the process and creativity increasing the chances of success. The leader
argues that a key is being aware of the existing diversity and manage it properly. In this
same context, the interviewee mentioned appropriate communication means within part-
ners, between and among similar partners such as enterprises talking to other enterprises
are crucial, so messages can be clearly understood and reliable partners met. Therefore,
while diversity is an asset for creative processes, when concrete initiatives are implemented,
according to the leader of B + S, it is recommended to work with similar ones whom
partners can understand better and whose approaches they validate.

3.3.2. Case 2: Bristol Green Capital Partnership

e Local institutional context

The institutional context of BGCP is based on “a sense of place”, which speaks to Bris-
tol’s citizens who are characterised by individuality and flair and thinking differently, who
describe Bristol as “vibrant, diverse and friendly” [129]. These particular features are due
to the social and cultural characteristics of Bristol, which refer to challenging environmental
degradation, social inequality and justice. This is reflected in the actions implemented by
organizations that align their programs with environmental principles creating a good
foundation for the partnership’s work. Particularly, the partnership’s work is enabled by
proactive organizations, including the Bristol City Council and many businesses based in
Bristol, reflecting the city’s culture in being led by ethical, environmental and sustainability
principles. This culture—at times collaborative and at others willing to challenge—creates
a good foundation for the partnership.

The local institutional context is based on voluntary initiatives and not on regulations.
These voluntary activities are reflected in recommendations, such as the document “Our
Future”, which is the collective sustainability vision of the partnership for the city, and
“Going for Gold” that supports the coordination of activities around food systems and
individuals, as well as organizations and food businesses that want to make a shift. BGCP’s
approach is to amplify, enable, and share learnings from proactive steps taken by the
members that benefit environmental sustainability and equality.

Another local institutional element mentioned is how the partnership works together,
a “movement” that is changing the city, so the benefits of being in the partnership are not
transactional, instead, it is a commitment from organizations across sectors that want to be
part of a change benefitting all members. According to the leader of BGCP, this movement
is enhanced thanks to the engagement of active individuals who engage their organizations
and others from different sectors in the changing process.

There is a strong membership structure with almost a thousand members from all
sectors who are engaged in different capacities, and 11 supporting members that financially
contribute to the partnership. This structure makes the partnership very accessible, with
collaborations happening across sectors involving a combination of leadership and the
ability to influence their own operations and show commitment towards creating the
conditions for sustainability to flourish in the city.

e National institutional context

At the national level, there have not been policies nor regulations influencing the
partnership. BGCP is ahead in goals at the national level, so they would not have a major
impact on Bristol. For example, Bristol aims to be carbon neutral by 2030, and the country is
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planning to achieve that goal by 2050, so the national targets have not necessarily supported
progress, since Bristol is approaching environmental issues more urgently than the national
authority. However, the national dialogue has been rapidly shifting since the BBC, a key
media outlet in the UK, has started covering climate change impact stories more regularly,
contributing to understanding the climate challenges that Bristol and the UK are facing.
Furthermore, the BBC and key figures such as Sir David Attenborough are very close to
people’s national identity, influencing the national perspective on the issues the partnership
is addressing.

At the regional scale, BGCP collaborates sharing information with other neighbouring
authorities such as North Somerset Council and Bath and Northeast Somerset, trying to
link its work with what is happening at the West of England Combined Authority. There
has not been any sharing of resources nor funding joint initiatives.

e International institutional context

At the international level, the SDGs are the framework that helps to address sustain-
ability, setting an educational agenda for partner organizations.

e  Main institutional enablers

According to the leader of BGCP, public opinion affects business contacts and regula-
tions, enabling political leadership and advocacy. What deeply has enabled the develop-
ment of the partnership is that Bristol was recognised with the European Green Capital
Award in 2015, which contributed to Bristol’s identity as a sustainability leader, argues
the interviewee. According to the leader of BGCP, the European award brought learnings
and criticisms of approaches to environmental issues and awareness of the partnership.
While this main institutional enabler comes from an international context, its effect was felt
locally influencing local actors.

e  Main institutional elements to be revised

Something that needs to be addressed, argues the interviewee, is part of the history of
Bristol, and it is embedded in its social structure. The interviewee explains what they refer
to as follows

Bristol ... has a history ... very much built on the slave trade, and we still have social
divisions in the city, social inequalities . .. And one thing that was criticized about the
European Green Capital year was that it wasn’t as reflective of all of Bristol’s communities
as it could have been. And that plays into the age-old concern that . .. and the perceptions
around environmental sustainability being a white middle-class pursuit for people with
leisure time and money to spare . ..

As stated by the leader of BGCP, the priority of BGCP is on environmental equality
and the partnership tries to change people’s perceptions since people in all parts of Bristol
and regardless of ethnic backgrounds are worried about the impacts of climate change.
Bristol must credit the work developed by different communities towards environmental
sustainability, stated the interviewee. To address this issue, the partnership has started by
changing the composition of its board making it more diverse reflecting the demographics
of Bristol, and its planning to implement this approach through its activities. Although not
asked directly to the interviewee, these elements are identified at the local scale.

e  Learnings and relationships

According to the leader of BGCP, some of the learning experiences are around taking
advantage and being aware of the strongly rooted sense of place and civil memory existing
in Bristol, the history of the city, and how it has led to where it is now. While these are
beneficial for the partnership, they also bring challenges to be addressed, highlighted
the interviewee.

A main challenge is to change perceptions in demonstrating that sustainability is
relevant to all people in Bristol, stated the leader of BGCP. This leads to helping commu-
nities to build resiliency to face the challenges that will come with climate change and
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potential regulations. Moreover, as Bristol is a leader in sustainability, according to the
interviewee, they have pushed the boundaries in other communities, using the term coope-
tition to explain the dynamic that exists between leading cities, encouraging each other to
adopt more challenging targets and test innovative policies, with outcomes beneficial for
all communities.

4. Summary of Results

Results are organised according to the questions and the three levels of institutional
context, the enabling elements, those that require a review, and the learnings.

4.1. Local Institutional Context

B + S identifies norms as a framework to develop formal collaborative initiatives that
are sustainability-focused (normative elements), the willingness of partners and politicians
to engage and commit to the partnership, and Barcelona’s history (cultural-cognitive el-
ements), which speak to its commitment to sustainability since 1995. BGCP highlights
the relevance of the social and cultural characteristics of Bristol, which relate to the com-
munity’s memory and sense of place, one of Agnew’s [130] fundamental aspects of place
(cultural-cognitive elements). These local features affect the existence of voluntary ini-
tiatives to contribute to the city and collaborative commitments across sectors with key
individual actors (normative elements), all forming part of the local institutional context of
Bristol. Additionally, B + S refers to their environment council, as a regulatory institution of
formal control implemented to lead the partnership’s actions, and BGCP draws attention to
the importance of its structure formed by actors from across sectors (regulatory elements).

4.2. National Institutional Context

Among the features of national institutional context identified by B + S are thatitis a
national leader that collaborates with other cities towards sustainability (cultural-cognitive
and normative elements). Regulatory elements were not identified, since there are no national
policies nor regulations contributing to the development of B + S. Similarly, in the UK. there
are no regulations nor policies impacting the development of BGCP. Bristol is also a leader that
shares information with its peers throughout the southwest of England (cultural-cognitive
and normative elements). At the national level, the media plays a normative role.

4.3. International Institutional Context

Regulatory and normative elements are the ones highlighted as part of the interna-
tional institutional contexts of both partnerships. In particular, they recognise the United
Nations as the international organization leading the sustainability agenda through pres-
sure and informal rules [30], which are represented through the SDGs, and the Global
Compact guidelines for business in Barcelona.

Table 3 presents a summary of the findings around Scott’s institutional pillars at the
three studied levels. Table 4 shows the main institutional enablers and elements that need
to be revised as stated by the leaders of B + S and BGCP, and Table 5 the learnings shared
by the interviewees.

Table 3. Scott’s institutional pillars to institutional contexts” levels.

Cultural-Cognitive Normative Regulatory

Partners” willingness to
engage and commit; the

Regulations and

Norms of behaviour, codes >,
policies, governance

Local OO, of conduct, and partners’ f
cities” history, culture, ., . mechanisms and
. and society’s expectations. .
customs, and informal rules. partnerships structure.
;F:letlf:;liicfl:isigt):;s’ Norms of behaviour, codes
National - : of conduct, and partners’ Not identified
Collaborations with other ., .
oy and society’s expectations.
communities.
International Not identified The Aalborg Charter, The Aalborg Charter,

SDGs, Global Compact. SDGs, Global Compact.
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Table 4. Institutional enablers and elements to be revised.

Main Institutional Enablers

Main Institutional Elements That Need to
Be Revised

o  Willingness in general and particularly
political willingness towards adopting
concrete actions

e Open participation of citizens and
political willingness to listen to citizens
and incorporate their concerns

e  Norms of participation and permanent
consultations processes

e  Public opinion that affects business
contacts, regulations, political leadership
and advocacy

e International recognition (awards)

) Resources in general and financial
resources in particular and time for the
partnerships to relate and engage with
partners. Larger teams and investments

° Improvement of sustainability norms,
bylaws, budgets, subsidies and economic,
social and environmental policies

e  Addressing history and how it is
embedded in social structure

° Inclusion of all, crediting the work
developed by many across
the community

Table 5. Main learnings.

B+S BGCP

e  Trust e  Sense of place

e Diversity e  Changing perceptions
e  Communication o  Co-opetition

5. Discussion and Further Research

Favourable institutional contexts are key factors in the success of partnerships [3],
with institutions comprising “regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements that,
together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social
life” [30].

As seen from the results, the cultural-cognitive, normative and regulatory pillars
support the local institutional contexts of the selected sustainability partnerships, with
regulatory elements not identified at the national level nor cultural-cognitive at the in-
ternational scale. The relevance of all the pillars at the local level certainly is expected
considering the partnerships’ local foci. Somehow, the partnerships’ focus on the sustain-
ability of their cities creates a closed system where all the institutional elements converge,
which from a practical perspective seems to be favourable as all the identified sustainability
challenges are somehow geographically bounded and under a single system, with impor-
tant exceptions to highlight such as the impact of climate change. This is certainly reflected
in the sustainability plans designed and under implementation by the partnerships and
their partners, which are the base under which sustainable cities are strategically designed.
From a theoretical perspective, this shows that Scott’s pillars framework can be applied to
assess closed systems and determine the role that they play in their development.

However, cultural-cognitive and normative pillars are identified as the main insti-
tutional features at the local level for both partnerships. This speaks first to the sense of
place, which is reflected in the public pressure and expectations from society with respect
to the aims of the partnerships. Secondly, it refers to the voluntary condition of joining
partnerships for local sustainability, a commitment based on local traditions and expecta-
tions where national regulations do not necessarily have a role to play. Furthermore, some
of the identified learnings (e.g., trust, communication, sense of place, and coopetition) also
relate to the partners” commitment and the successful development of the partnerships,
highlighting them as key features. Interestingly, 90% of the partners have been members
of the studied partnerships for more than one year (57% between one and five years, 20%
between five and ten, and 13% for more than 10 years). This commitment can be inter-
preted as a medium to long term approach towards the sustainability of their communities,
which for business partners is long considering that sustainability is usually not part of
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their core strategies and medium for partner organizations from the civil society that in
general would have a closer relationship to sustainability. Partnerships are an opportunity
for businesses to address public expectations, not-for-profits to be more efficient, and for
organizations from the public sector to improve transparency [55,56]. Their commitments
to local sustainability partnerships also refer to these.

With respect to local regulatory elements of context, it is important to highlight that
although in these cases they play some role, the leaders of the partnerships highlighted that
they always need to be revised particularly policies concerning the local environmental,
and social and economic issues. Furthermore, regulatory elements may not happen in
other jurisdictions where municipal authorities have a more limited power debilitating the
potential engagement of partners in local sustainability partnerships and the success of the
partnerships. Furthermore and beyond the logic of power dynamics, this also relates to the
limitations of implementing macro sustainability strategies or guidelines at the micro-level,
a failure that was seen with the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals [131]
and that could certainly happen with the SDGs if local features such as cultural values
are not considered in their implementation. This needs to be further explored. On the
other hand, the lack of regulations at the national level playing a role in local sustainability
partnerships shows a structural limitation, but also an opportunity. The limitation is that
national authorities have not yet thought of sustainability with a local approach, which may
translate into losing control over communities, but giving local authorities the chance of
designing their sustainability strategies with a local flavour, with higher chances of success.
As seen from the cultural-cognitive elements of context, Barcelona and Bristol have a very
unique identity, so the local implementation of sustainability strategies designed at the
national level would most likely not only be badly received, but also poorly implemented
considering their particular local features. This is another dimension to be further assessed
in the context of communities and countries more homogeneous.

Cultural-cognitive elements are the main enablers for both partnerships, highlighting
the willingness of partners to act, the open participation of citizens in political decision-
making, a public opinion enabling political leadership and advocacy, and recognitions that
create awareness, expectations, and a sense of pride. Barcelona draws attention to working
shoulder to shoulder with its partners, the relevance of trust-building and honesty, and the
diversity of organizations and people who form B + S as part of their customs, culture and
history. Similarly, BGCP highlights the sense of place, civic memory, their history, building
community resilience, and the existing coopetition with other communities as key elements
of its cultural-cognitive pillar. The partnerships also highlight norms of participation as
relevant, informal rules, with clear norms of participation and expectations as elements of
their normative pillars [30]. While these features exist, others are required to be revised
to contribute to the development of the partnerships. B + S demands more resources of
all kinds, i.e., financial, larger teams, time to engage with partners, and culture-changers,
identifying also the need for policies to be implemented as institutional features at all levels
(regulations—regulatory pillar, and informal rules—normative pillar). Interestingly, BGCP
highlights the impact that the history of Bristol has on the partnership, particularly, its social
structure founded on the slave trade, its social divisions, inequalities, and that sustainability
is seen as an issue for the rich (customs, culture, and history—cultural—cognitive pillar),
and the need to reduce inequalities and work towards integration and diversity (norms of
behaviour, codes of conduct, and expectations—normative pillar). The capacity to push
the boundaries of other communities and to communicate effectively among peers are also
significant elements, representing the roles that leadership and communication structures
play as normative and regulatory elements, respectively.

At the international level, it is not a surprise that cultural-cognitive elements are not
present since these partnerships are locally focused; however, institutional logics based
on globalization and the consideration of two communities inserted in the developed
European realm would have suggested that the international sustainability agenda was
taking a strong stance in these communities. Despite the purpose of the European Union
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of creating a common market of which the U.K. was part of since 1973 and Spain is since
1986 [132], the concept of a common Europe that is more about unity than identity [133]
is also not represented in these partnerships. Similarly, the SDGs were expected to play a
role as the most important agreement ever achieved among governments [134] with actors
from diverse sectors engaged in their attainment, especially considering that these are
European cities with huge international exposure. More than an issue for these cities, this
result shows the poor sustainability approach of international organizations towards local
sustainability. Conversely, it is interesting to see B + S and BGCP as isolated initiatives
within their own countries where national (or international) features do not play significant
roles in their development, something unexpected considering the crucial role of national
institutional contexts in the construction of ‘institutional thickness’ [27,37]. It is these
partnerships the ones influencing other communities on the development of sustainability
initiatives. Perhaps in time, we will see their leadership role contributing to stronger
national institutional contexts.

The institutional pillars proposed by Scott [30] help to classify the elements that allow
the development of sustainability partnerships, although the approach does not differenti-
ate the weight they could potentially have on their development. This exploratory research
has gone one-step further identifying cultural-cognitive and normative elements as the
main factors for local sustainability partnerships. Regulatory elements are certainly also
relevant, but it seems that local features related to the history, ways of being, and expecta-
tions of society are much more important for sustainability partnerships. The engagement
of organizations in them is based on trust and their long term commitments supported
by public pressure on the one hand, but also by their own expectations as members of
a community with sustainability needs that they all want to address collaboratively for
their own good, highlighting the relevance of sense of place. This exploratory research
shows that local culture and norms are strong features influencing the development of
sustainability partnerships and the engagement of their partners.

From this analysis, an interesting difference can be seen between Scott’s cultural-
cognitive and normative elements, and regulatory elements of context. The first two are
locally embraced and subject to local particularities related to people, history, expectations
and ways of being, all unique, naturally evolving in time and somehow commonly agreed,
understood or locally accepted. Conversely, regulatory elements in this context are usually
vertically imposed, sometimes brought in as successful experiences from other places, even
designed by others without any connection to the locality. This disconnection seems to
create a challenge for Scott’s pillars as they do not connect to a place in a similar manner.
From a contingency perspective, sustainability partnerships would adapt to the conditions
presented by their contexts in order to develop and succeed, which makes sense as these
are locally focused and the most relevant pillars are locally bounded. However, their
contingency approaches also leave opportunities out of reach such as considering the
framework proposed by the SDGs or other international initiatives such as the United
National Global Compact or sustainability reporting for corporations, or the Covenant
of Mayors as useful perspectives to consider to address their local challenges. These
initiatives can be translated into regulatory elements with a local flavour expanding the
approach proposed by Scott through his pillars and enhancing the chances of achieving
local sustainable development.

The achievement of sustainable development at a local level is a certain and necessary
challenge to consider. This article aims to contribute with a better understanding of
the institutional contexts under which local sustainability partnerships are implemented
and the roles they play towards sustainable cities. I hope that the findings and analysis
presented here help other sustainability initiatives to successfully deal with institutional
contexts so that their sustainability goals can be achieved.
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6. Conclusions

This research studies the partnerships” institutional contexts through Scott’s [30] pillars
at different levels, highlighting as well the need for associated activities and resources
to provide stability and meaning to sustainability partnerships. B + S and BGCP were
selected as successful partnerships because of their membership size, time partnering and
sustainability progress, features explained mainly thanks to the cultural-cognitive and
normative elements. Particularly relevant features from the inner contexts include political
engagement, partners’ commitment and willingness to contribute to the sustainability of
their communities, as well as a sense of pride and the existence of informal rules from
the outer contexts [6]. However, despite their relative success, the partnerships recognise
that the existing institutional elements are not enough and more is needed for them to
keep progressing. While some cultural-cognitive and normative elements are required
to be revised, such as their historical constraints and burdens, as well as their norms of
behaviour and informal rules, resources of different types and regulations and policies
are also demanded. This research aims to contribute to the implementation of cross-sector
sustainability initiatives through the identification of key institutional features at different
scales thanks to the experience of two large and successful sustainability partnerships.
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