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Why Intersectional Governance Matters
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The most visible challenges of this century— pandemics, climate change, 
privacy, security, authoritarianism, social unrest— are giving rise to unprec-
edented cooperation across sectors of society. Governments, international 
bodies such as the United Nations, private nonprofits, nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs), and for- profit companies are exploring new ways to work 
together on complicated problems.1 What will it take to meet these challenges? 
This chapter identifies factors that make intersectional governance effective 
and draws out implications for leaders who seek to address both domestic and 
global challenges.

The term “intersectional governance” is used for the management of part-
nerships and cooperation between organizations in different sectors of society, 
such as collaborations between government agencies, international organiza-
tions, private for- profit firms, and nonprofit firms. These cross- sector collab-
orations are increasingly common.2 Public- private partnerships, for example, 
have become part of nearly every conversation about the world’s most impor-
tant policy issues, including climate change, immigration, military strategy, 
privacy, and pandemic relief.3 Yet we know little about how cross- sector collab-
orations are organized, managed, and governed. 

Cooperation across sectors takes a range of forms, from outsourcing, mul-
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tistakeholder governance, and informal emergency aid to more complex joint 
ventures, alliances, and formal partnerships. In recent years, theoretical and 
practitioner interest has shifted from long- term PPPs governed by formal 
contracts to a broader set of formal and informal collaborative agreements.4 
Which forms of collaboration are best suited for addressing policy problems? 
How are outcomes affected by governance? What are the practices that assign 
rights and responsibilities, determine how performance is evaluated and in-
centivized, and spell out the procedures for changing the rules? While prior 
literature characterizes cross- sectoral collaborations according to the nature 
of the project goal or the types of goods and services provided,5 our intersec-
tional governance approach emphasizes the rules for how decisions are made 
and conf licts are resolved as the keys to answering these questions.6 

Governance of any kind is difficult. We identify the unique challenges orga-
nizations face when collaborating across sectors. Making a single organization 
run efficiently and effectively requires extensive capabilities. Private- sector 
companies make money and later go bankrupt; public agencies are credited 
with solving problems only to fail during the next crisis. Governing partner-
ships between similar organizations (intrasectional governance) is even more 
difficult. And governing collaborations across sectors— where partners have 
different objectives, practices, cultures, standards, and criteria for success— 
seems like an insurmountable challenge. But some cross- sector collaborations 
appear to work well. Why?

By examining the range of strategies, structures, and outcomes involved in 
intersectional governance, both successful and unsuccessful, we point to the 
concerns that arise when organizations from different sectors pursue collabo-
ration and suggest strategies for more successful outcomes. The analysis leads 
us to insights about why and how innovations in intersectional governance 
lead to the breakthroughs envisioned by their advocates. We focus on three 
dimensions for characterizing the intersectional governance challenges in col-
laboration: 1) goal congruence among all parties; 2) alignment of complemen-
tary resources; and 3) measurement of outcomes. We discuss implementation 
challenges, ref lecting the deliberations partners engage in as they seek to de-
velop and improve their work together. Our discussion is informed both by 
scholarly work on this topic7 and by the experience of the organizations that 
have been pioneers in the effort.
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Theory: Dimensionalizing Intersectional Governance

Governance is the set of formal and informal practices through which an orga-
nization sets goals, assigns responsibilities, establishes systems, and assesses 
outcomes of organizational action.8 Governance is a broad concept that applies 
to many organizations and relationships: private for- profit firms organized as 
proprietorships, partnerships, or limited liability companies; private nonprofit 
firms; and government agencies. For example, in a proprietorship, the owner 
has all the decision rights, evaluates her own performance, and can hire or fire 
employees, contract with partners, expand or dissolve the firm, and take simi-
lar actions without consulting outside parties. In a partnership or corporation, 
these ownership rights are shared. In the public sector, organizations tend to 
delegate large amounts of decision authority to workers, external partners, 
and community members.9 Earlier work on governance in each sector demon-
strates that arrangements must be sufficiently f lexible to respond to both exter-
nal shocks (environmental, social, political, technological) and the emergence 
of new capabilities.10

Relationships among organizations can be governed as informal, ad hoc 
partnerships or as ongoing, formal collaborations. Rules and procedures can 
be stated explicitly or be implicit, coordination can be looser or tighter, and so 
on. A long stream of research in the field of strategic management emphasizes 
the importance of aligning the governance arrangement of the partnership 
with the governance arrangements of the participating organizations. A range 
of theories from economics (agency theory, transaction cost theory, property 
rights theory), sociology (institutional theory, network theory), and public 
management/administration (collaborative governance) point to the following 
key dimensions of partnership success: goal congruence between the parties, 
resource alignment, and the ability to measure outcomes.11 

GOAL CONGRUENCE
Public, nonprofit, and private organizations in various sectors have different 
goals.12 For example, public- sector organizations typically pursue such aims 
as the creation of public infrastructure, management of public goods, expan-
sion of governmental agencies, and even the re- election of political leaders. 
Nonprofits may seek to alleviate the suffering of vulnerable people, achieve po-
litical voice, promote ideas, and inf luence private- sector activity. In contrast, 
the goals of private- sector organizations may appear more prosaic (for exam-
ple, growth, market share, stability, and, ultimately, profitability and financial 
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value) but can also be multidimensional, including commercial and social as-
pects. Of course, the strategies used to accomplish those goals can be com-
plex and may vary widely. Moreover, subgroups within private organizations 
often disagree on proximate goals and how to balance the interests of different 
stakeholders.13 Still, the more congruent the goals, the lower the likelihood of 
conf lict and governance problems. 

Achieving goal congruence to support the effective governance of orga-
nizations operating in multiple sectors is at least as complex— usually more 
complex— than governance among organizations within a single sector. Con-
sider outsourcing, a common form of public- private interaction. Public agen-
cies often engage private partners, such as when the Defense Department 
procures fighter jets from a private contractor or a municipality hires a private 
garbage collector. Such arrangements are designed to achieve a measurable, 
reasonable goal at a lower cost. Even in these arrangements, things can get 
complicated, because private and public interests typically diverge. For exam-
ple, shares of a private prison corporation may be owned by a judge with the 
power to convict and commit prisoners into the corporation’s care for private 
benefit. More subtly, the availability of low- cost service provision can affect 
what and how many services the government provides, which can generate 
“public bads” rather than public goods.14, 15

By contrast, successful goal congruence was seen in the African Compre-
hensive HIV/AIDS Partnerships (ACHAP), a partnership between the govern-
ment of Botswana, Merck, and the Gates Foundation.16 The parties set specific, 
measurable health goals over an initial five- year period. Success in achieving 
those goals led to its extension for an additional four years, after which con-
trol over critical resources was transferred, as planned, to the government of 
Botswana. Because the parties shared the same philanthropic objectives— 
for Merck, social responsibility improves public engagement and, ultimately, 
profitability— there were few conf licts over program design and execution. 

Goal congruence also may shift over time as the result of circumstances 
external to the partnership, such as when a public emergency drives public or-
ganizations to turn toward private corporations for access to critical capabili-
ties during the emergency. During war, for example, the strength of a nation’s 
military may depend on the character and quality of the industrial firms with 
the capacity to deliver crucial vehicles, equipment, supplies, information tech-
nology, and other essential materials.17 The commitment of corporations to 
public goals may not be fully achievable despite the public importance of the 
alignment. Anita Chandra’s chapter in this volume18 shows how disagreement 
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about objectives among different types of organizations and actors have ham-
pered cross- sector collaboration in the public health response to COVID- 19. 

RESOURCE ALIGNMENT
Organizations in different sectors typically have access to different types of 
resources. Large, multinational corporations that are publicly owned and 
widely traded often have capabilities of global scale and relevance that may 
be crucial to the public good of the nations in which they are headquartered. 
For example, during World War II, automobile manufacturers retooled to sup-
port military action. Small, private corporations with community identity may 
have the resources to marshal local responses, which may be valuable to local 
governments, charities, schools, hospitals, and other organizations. This oc-
curred during the COVID- 19 pandemic, for example, as hotels worked with 
city governments to house healthcare workers and COVID- positive citizens 
in quarantine. 

Governments at all levels operate with mandates and on platforms that may 
be valuable for disseminating information and for directing citizens to certain 
nongovernmental partners. Consider how the post– 9/11 requirement to travel 
through airports with all liquids in a quart- sized bag affected demand for bag-
gies, or how the COVID- 19 pandemic affected demand for sanitizers, ventila-
tors, masks, and vaccines. Collaboration between governments and the World 
Health Organization (WHO), an international agency, also was central to the 
COVID- 19 response. By sharing information about disease prevalence and re-
search initiatives with the WHO, many governments became aligned with the 
scientific approach advocated by the agency. 

Of course, the capacity to regulate, adjudicate, and legislate are unique re-
sources of public- sector organizations that also may affect their willingness to 
take on certain activities that could favor some private- sector organizations. 
Nongovernmental organizations may have moral legitimacy and agency that 
constitute valuable resources to partners in other sectors. The Gates Foun-
dation played a crucial mediating role in ACHAP by providing expertise and 
capabilities in health sector development to support interaction between the 
Botswana government and Merck. 

Cross- sector collaborations are most likely to succeed when partners 
bring to the table resources that are complementary, but not so idiosyncratic 
to prevent effective governance. The resource- based view of the firm19 shows 
how organizations create value by assembling complementary resources into 
unique bundles, and the same reasoning applies to collaborations between or-
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ganizations.20 At the same time, resources and resource bundles that are high 
in “asset specificity”— that is, resources that create mutual dependence— can 
lead to bargaining and contracting problems.21 After one party makes idiosyn-
cratic, relationship- specific investments, the other party may try to renegotiate 
the terms to capture more of the shared value for itself. Oliver Williamson’s 
study22 of cable TV in Oakland, California, provides a classic example. The 
city awarded a cable franchise to the lowest bidder. Construction proceeded 
more slowly than expected, fewer customers signed up than anticipated, and 
costs escalated. The franchisee attempted to renegotiate the contract ex post, 
knowing that the city was unlikely to abandon the half- finished project. The 
same phenomenon is common in military procurement and in other settings. 

This suggests that resource asymmetry has an inverse U- shaped effect on 
the performance of cross- sector collaborations. Resources must be sufficiently 
complementary to solve the problem at hand, while not being so different as 
to give rise to contracting problems. One example of a successful collabora-
tion involving moderate levels of asymmetry was the reliance by the Common-
wealth of Massachusetts on an airplane provided by the New England Patriots, 
a privately- owned sports franchise, to transport essential medical equipment 
from China during the COVID- 19 pandemic through a partnership that also 
involved the government of Alaska and other private- sector actors. To make 
the trip, the plane had to be fitted with specialized equipment to support in-
tercontinental travel— an expense born by the private owners of the plane out 
of commitment to the jurisdiction as a community, through the team, and 
through family interdependencies at Massachusetts hospitals. Enough com-
monalities between the parties arose to overcome the contracting problems. 
The heroic effort required to accomplish this was celebrated by the govern-
ment in the media. 

When partners depend on each other’s idiosyncratic resources, challenges 
arise in the absence of formal contracts or informal trust. Poor communication 
can lead partners to withhold crucial resources when they are most relevant to 
the partner. Questions about ownership and control often impede the consum-
mate commitment of partners to joint effort. One of the most common exam-
ples of this kind of failure occurs when actors in one sector— either public or 
private— mire the partnership in administrative procedures that block those 
from other sectors from accessing critical resources. For instance, the Mag-
dalena River Project in Colombia failed before construction even began from 
planning problems that could not be overcome.
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PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT
For- profit firms typically have measurable goals: accounting profit, sales 
growth, stock price, and so on. This allows for performance comparison across 
firms and over time and permits a substantial amount of delegation, as divi-
sions, departments, and employees can be evaluated on their contribution to 
the financial bottom line.23 Nonprofit and public organizations are in a more 
difficult position, as their goals— poverty alleviation, public safety, environ-
mental protection, ideological change, and the like— are not always measur-
able. Time horizons also can differ, both in private settings and public settings, 
as the timeframe relevant to the achievement of specific operational outcomes 
may ref lect different organizational and individual goals. Government officials 
may have impact only for the period prior to a forthcoming election, for exam-
ple. By contrast, companies may be incentivized to meet short- term financial 
performance targets. Hospitals may seek to save lives within hours. Schools 
may seek to educate children over periods of years. Successful collaboration 
among organizations across these sectors requires agreement on how success 
or failure of performance will be measured on timeframes relevant to each 
partner.

Moreover, successful collaboration typically requires intermediate mile-
stones that can serve as benchmarks for assessing progress and encourage 
buy- in among participants. One of the most common challenges is the need 
for adjustments to ref lect unplanned contingencies, such as changes in the en-
vironment or problems of internal productivity. Measurement systems must be 
f lexible enough to accommodate both the needs of partners and the shocks that 
arise. Successful measurement requires thoughtful leadership that is renewed 
regularly over the course of the partnership. Where uncertainties are large and 
adjustments difficult, the governance costs of cross- sectoral collaboration may 
exceed the benefits of pooling resources and capabilities, and single- sector ap-
proaches may be more effective.24 

Lessons for Policy and Practice

Our framework for dimensionalizing cross- sector collaborations suggests that 
intersectional governance is difficult, and that the right governance struc-
ture can help. Applying the framework rests on several principles. First, the 
challenges of achieving goal congruence, resource alignment, and effective 
measurement across organizations tend to unfold successively and iteratively 
over time. Anticipating future challenges and preparing for them in advance 
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is an essential component of effective intersectional governance. Critical to 
this process is a comprehensive stakeholder assessment in which collaborators 
learn about the specific challenges that constrain peers across the table during 
negotiations over agreements. By building f lexibility in areas that may be 
impor tant to partners but is not costly to your organization, you invest in the 
partnership in ways that may not be fully revealed until after implementation 
occurs. Moreover, the collaborators must have the f lexibility to renegotiate and 
adapt governance arrangements in response to unforeseeable shocks that arise 
over time. Healthy collaborations have the capacity to admit new members, 
allow old members to rotate out, and reconsider distributional arrangements 
that may emerge as untenable, unfair, or unsustainable.

Second, customary processes for communicating and coordinating differ 
across sectors, which may make implementation of an intersectional gover-
nance agreement differ from others in which an organization has engaged. 
Even language may differ. Successful collaborations across sectoral boundar-
ies are built on enough slack to deal with these differences. Each party must 
accept the legitimacy of the other’s methods, processes, and culture. Investing 
and reinvesting in the core skills of effective teamwork across organizational 
boundaries is essential to maintain f lexibility for responding to organizational 
demands that may be unfamiliar or seem nonsensical to some team members. 

Third, cross- sector collaborations, successful or not, can change the col-
laborators, which means that old governance arrangements may no longer 
be effective. Government officials, working with private partners, may be in-
spired to make their agencies operate “more like a business.” Corporate man-
agers may decide that public funds are more reliable than fickle customers as 
a source of revenue, leading to increased lobbying or rent- seeking. Conversely, 
organizations may decide they want to be less like their partners. In either 
case, governance arrangements may need to adapt to ref lect changed partner 
characteristics. 

A related issue is that, as collaborators co- create new capabilities, the orig-
inal goals may change— the familiar problem of mission drift. If collaboration 
makes service delivery more efficient, the result may be increased slack. Care 
must be taken to ensure that, if the slack results in new or expanded goals, these 
goals are consistent with the public interest.25 
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Conclusion

Successful cross- sector collaboration requires effective governance, and inter-
sectional governance is not easy. Goal congruence, resource alignment, and 
effective measurement are critical, but even they do not guarantee success. The 
challenges just discussed raise the bar for every participant on whether entry 
into an intersectional governance arrangement creates enough value to make 
overcoming the implementation challenges worthwhile. The nature of the col-
laboration necessary to achieve progress on grand challenges, such as climate 
change, for example, must be deconstructed into phases in which goals can be 
articulated, relevant resources identified, and measurement benchmarks estab-
lished, but this is not enough. Collaborators also must be able to implement the 
collaboration on terms that are robust for each participating organization over 
time. Anticipating roadblocks is just half the challenge; the other half is in an-
ticipating that some developments may occur that no stakeholders anticipated 
in advance. Building the capabilities and commitment to weather these storms 
is integral to successful partnership.

Moreover, as parties work together, they often develop new capabilities 
and resources that are valuable to all, but which can also lead to conf lict over 
goals, strategies, and how benefits are shared.26 Joint capabilities often create 
lock- in, which may engender trust27 and encourage investment in relationship- 
specific assets28 but can pose additional governance challenges. For example, 
in the health sector, hospitals that welcomed the construction of specialized 
clinics by donors (often incorporated as NGOs) may subsequently confront 
the prospect of the closure of those clinics on which communities rely after the 
donor’s funding expires. Addressing the governance over emergent resources 
and capabilities is a crucial facet of sustainability that distinguishes successful 
from unsuccessful intersectoral partnerships.
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