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Objective: This study aimed to develop a model for improving boundary spanning in Iraqi
economic cooperatives and to explain the structural and hierarchical relationships among its key
determinants.

Methodology: The study was applied in purpose and exploratory and multi-stage in design. In the
qualitative stage, 23 managers, board members, consultants, and experienced employees from Iraqi
economic cooperatives were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding
with MAXQDA software. After identifying the final constructs, their relationships were examined
through Interpretive Structural Modeling and MICMAC analysis. The same 23 experts evaluated
the direct influence of each construct on the others using a scale from 0 to 3. Driving power,
dependence power, cluster position, and hierarchical levels were then determined from the resulting
influence matrix.

Findings: The analysis identified 11 constructs: boundary-spanning leadership, interorganizational
trust, knowledge sharing, information technology capacity, structural flexibility,
interorganizational networking, interorganizational coordination, boundary employee capability,
interorganizational learning, collaborative innovation, and boundary-spanning effectiveness.
Boundary-spanning leadership had the highest driving power at 26 and a dependence score of 8,
making it the principal driving factor. Boundary-spanning effectiveness had the lowest driving
power at 5 and the highest dependence at 26, indicating its outcome-oriented role. Boundary-
spanning leadership, information technology capacity, structural flexibility, and boundary
employee capability were classified as independent variables; trust, knowledge sharing,
networking, and coordination as linkage variables; and learning, collaborative innovation, and
boundary-spanning effectiveness as dependent variables. The final model consisted of seven
hierarchical levels.

Conclusion: Improving boundary spanning in Iragi economic cooperatives is a systemic and
hierarchical process that begins with leadership and organizational capacities, develops through
trust, knowledge exchange, networking, and coordination, and ultimately enhances
interorganizational learning, collaborative innovation, and boundary-spanning effectiveness.

Keywords: Boundary Spanning, Boundary-Spanning Leadership, Economic Cooperatives,
Interpretive Structural Modeling, MICMAC, Iraq
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In contemporary economic and organizational environments, firms and cooperative organizations
increasingly depend on networks of external actors, including suppliers, customers, governmental
agencies, financial institutions, professional associations, partner organizations, and other stakeholders.
Organizational success therefore depends not only on internal resources and capabilities but also on the
ability to establish, manage, and sustain productive relationships across formal organizational boundaries.
Within this context, boundary spanning has emerged as an important organizational capability through
which individuals, units, and organizations connect internal systems with external environments, transfer
information and knowledge, coordinate interorganizational activities, and bridge differences in interests,
expertise, and institutional logics. Boundary-spanning elements are particularly important because they
operate at the interface between organizational domains and facilitate the movement of information,
resources, expectations, and opportunities across those domains (Sahadev et al., 2015). Accordingly,
boundary spanning should not be understood merely as a communication behavior but rather as a
multidimensional capability involving relational, managerial, structural, technological, and knowledge-
based mechanisms.

The importance of boundary spanning becomes more pronounced in complex, uncertain, and
highly interdependent environments. Organizational boundaries are necessary for defining roles,
authority, and responsibility; however, overly rigid boundaries can also restrict information flows, slow
coordination, and reduce access to external resources. Boundary spanners address this problem by acting
as intermediaries, translators, coordinators, and relationship builders between groups and organizations.
In global organizations, boundary spanning has been identified as a central mechanism for connecting
geographically, culturally, structurally, and cognitively dispersed actors and for facilitating coordination
across organizational units (Schotter et al., 2017). This function is especially relevant for economic
cooperatives because their effectiveness depends on simultaneous interaction with internal members and
a broad set of external stakeholders.

Knowledge exchange constitutes one of the central functions of boundary spanning. Knowledge
is often dispersed across individuals, organizations, and networks, and its effective transfer requires actors
who are capable of identifying, translating, and integrating information from different sources. Boundary
spanners can therefore support organizational learning by linking external knowledge with internal
decision-making. Research has shown that knowledge sharing by boundary spanners can contribute to
innovation success, particularly in turbulent environments where organizations need rapid access to new
information and perspectives (Keszey, 2018). In addition, leader boundary-spanning behavior can influence
employees’ willingness to share knowledge and can shape the conditions under which organizational
learning occurs (Kim & Kim, 2023). These findings suggest that boundary spanning and knowledge sharing
are mutually reinforcing processes.

Boundary spanning also has strong implications for innovation. Organizations that search beyond
their existing boundaries can gain access to new technologies, ideas, markets, and problem-solving
approaches. Boundary-spanning search has been associated with green innovation, particularly when
organizations possess the capability to orchestrate and combine resources effectively (Wang et al., 2020).



Similarly, research has indicated that green entrepreneurial orientation, boundary-spanning search, and
sustainable performance are interconnected, with environmental dynamism influencing these relationships
(Ye et al., 2022). At the employee level, boundary-spanning behavior may also promote innovation by
facilitating the generation of creative ideas and by increasing exposure to diverse sources of knowledge
(Zhang & Li, 2020). These relationships underline the strategic value of boundary spanning for
organizations that need to adapt, innovate, and remain competitive.

Boundary-spanning capabilities are equally important in interorganizational relationships. Prior
studies have shown that such capabilities can encourage supplier investment and deepen collaboration by
reducing uncertainty and increasing the perceived value of continued interaction (Zhang et al., 2015). In
post-acquisition integration processes, boundary spanners can also help build relational bridges between
organizational groups, support trust formation, and facilitate integration across previously separate units
(Colman & Rouzies, 2019). These findings emphasize the relational dimension of boundary spanning and
suggest that trust and coordination are critical mechanisms through which boundary-spanning activities
are translated into organizational outcomes.

The effectiveness of boundary spanners depends not only on individual skills but also on
organizational support and structural conditions. Boundary-spanning roles are often characterized by
ambiguity, competing expectations, and limited formal authority. Research in interorganizational
collaboration has demonstrated that boundary spanners may experience role stress, uncertainty, and
coordination challenges when organizational structures do not provide adequate support (Kousgaard et al.,
2015). Conversely, organizational support and role autonomy can reduce role stress and strengthen the
effectiveness of boundary spanners in public-private collaboration (Satheesh et al., 2024). Leadership is
therefore important in creating an enabling environment for boundary-spanning behavior. Boundary-
spanning leadership has been described as a necessary capability for managers operating in complex multi-
stakeholder settings (Nazarzadeh Zare & Ghoraishi Khorasgani, 2022), and it can also contribute to creative
performance by shaping psychological conditions that support collaboration and innovation (Seoin, 2018).

Other studies have highlighted the role of boundary spanners in value creation, particularly in
knowledge-intensive organizations and collaborative settings. In science-based small and medium-sized
enterprises, boundary spanners create value by establishing and maintaining external ties that provide
access to resources, expertise, and opportunities (Pattinson & Dawson, 2024). In supply chain research,
boundary spanning has also been associated with collaborative competencies, reflexivity, and improved
coordination across organizational and disciplinary boundaries (Beaulieu et al., 2024). Moreover, enduring
collaboration between actors with different knowledge systems requires boundary spanners who can build
trust, translate perspectives, and preserve relationships over time (Hatch et al., 2023). Technological
platforms, boundary objects, and shared tools can further support these functions by creating common
reference points for collaboration and engagement (Nair & Tandon, 2015). Similar brokerage and
intermediation functions can be observed in digital labor markets, where actors connect participants,
coordinate exchanges, and support interaction across institutional boundaries (Soriano & Cabalquinto,
2019). During periods of policy change and transition, boundary spanning can also take on an interpretive
function by helping actors make sense of changing expectations and institutional meanings (Zingale &
Higl, 2020).
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Despite the growing literature on boundary spanning, much of the existing evidence has focused
on multinational corporations, universities, supply chains, healthcare settings, science-based enterprises,
and public-private partnerships. Less attention has been given to economic cooperatives, particularly in
institutionally complex environments such as lIraq. Economic cooperatives are distinct because their
effectiveness depends on balancing internal member interests with external relationships involving
markets, regulators, suppliers, financial institutions, and other organizations. Consequently, understanding
which factors drive boundary spanning, which factors operate as intermediary mechanisms, and which
outcomes emerge from the system is important for both theory and practice. Therefore, the present study
aimed to develop a model for improving boundary spanning in Iragi economic cooperatives by identifying
its major constructs and explaining the structural and hierarchical relationships among them.

Methods and Materials

The study was applied in purpose and exploratory and multi-stage in design. In the first stage, the
main constructs influencing boundary spanning were identified through qualitative inquiry based on semi-
structured in-depth interviews. In the second stage, the relationships among the identified constructs were
structured using Interpretive Structural Modeling and MICMAC analysis. This design made it possible to
combine the depth of qualitative data with a systematic analysis of the driving power and dependence of
the identified factors.

The study population consisted of managers, board members, consultants, and experienced
employees working in Iragi economic cooperatives. Twenty-three participants were selected through
purposive and theoretical sampling. Eligibility criteria included managerial, executive, or advisory
experience in cooperatives, familiarity with interorganizational interactions, knowledge of relationships
with external stakeholders, and the ability to provide detailed information about boundary-spanning
processes. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved and additional interviews no
longer generated new concepts or meaningful relationships.

The main qualitative data collection instrument was a semi-structured interview guide. The
interviews focused on experiences related to external organizational interactions, communication barriers,
coordination mechanisms, knowledge exchange, technology, trust, leadership, networking, and the
outcomes of collaboration. Interviews were recorded with participant consent and transcribed in full. Data
collection and analysis proceeded simultaneously so that emerging conceptual gaps could guide
subsequent interviews and sampling decisions.

Qualitative analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding,
meaning units were identified and labeled. During axial coding, similar concepts were grouped into
subcategories and major categories, and the relationships among conditions, mechanisms, and
consequences were examined. During selective coding, the categories were integrated around the central
logic of improving boundary spanning through coordination, knowledge, and trust. MAXQDA was used
for coding, data organization, retrieval, and category management. Trustworthiness was enhanced through
participant review, constant comparison with raw data, coding audits, expert review of construct
definitions, and documentation of analytical decisions.

After the qualitative stage, 11 final constructs were retained. A pairwise relationship questionnaire
was then administered to the same 23 experts. Each expert evaluated the direct effect of every construct
on the others using a four-point scale ranging from 0 to 3, where 0 represented no direct effect, 1 a weak



effect, 2 a moderate effect, and 3 a strong effect. Expert judgments were aggregated to construct the direct
influence matrix. Driving power was calculated as the row total for each construct, while dependence
power was calculated as the column total. Based on these values, constructs were classified into
independent, linkage, dependent, and autonomous clusters, and the hierarchical structure of the model was
determined.

Findings

The participants included 12 men and 11 women. In terms of age, three participants were aged 25-
30 years, five were 30-35 years, six were 35-40 years, four were 40-45 years, three were 45-50 years, and
two were 50-55 years. Regarding education, 10 participants held bachelor’s degrees, eight held master’s
degrees, and five held doctoral degrees. In terms of organizational role, five were chief executive officers,
five were board members, five were consultants, and eight were experienced employees.

Qualitative analysis yielded 192 initial codes that were ultimately organized into 11 major
constructs: boundary-spanning leadership, interorganizational trust, knowledge sharing, information
technology capacity, structural flexibility, interorganizational networking, interorganizational
coordination, boundary employee capability, interorganizational learning, collaborative innovation, and
boundary-spanning effectiveness. Interorganizational coordination had the highest number of references,
with 91 mentions, followed by boundary-spanning leadership with 87, knowledge sharing with 84, and
interorganizational networking with 82. Collaborative innovation and interorganizational learning had
fewer references but emerged as important developmental outcomes of the system.

The direct influence matrix showed that boundary-spanning leadership exerted strong effects on
interorganizational trust, knowledge sharing, structural flexibility, interorganizational networking,
interorganizational coordination, and boundary employee capability. It also exerted moderate effects on
information technology capacity, interorganizational learning, collaborative innovation, and boundary-
spanning effectiveness. Interorganizational trust strongly influenced knowledge sharing, networking,
coordination, and boundary-spanning effectiveness. Knowledge sharing strongly affected coordination,
learning, collaborative innovation, and effectiveness. Structural flexibility showed particularly strong
effects on networking, coordination, and employee capability, while networking and coordination
demonstrated strong direct effects on innovation and final effectiveness.

MICMAC analysis showed that boundary-spanning leadership had the highest driving power, with
a score of 26, and relatively low dependence, with a score of 8. Knowledge sharing and interorganizational
coordination each had a driving power of 22, while structural flexibility had a driving power of 21.
Boundary-spanning effectiveness had the lowest driving power, 5, and the highest dependence, 26,
indicating that it functioned primarily as an outcome variable. Interorganizational coordination also
showed very high dependence, with a value of 26, while networking and collaborative innovation each
had dependence values of 23.

Four constructs were classified as independent variables: boundary-spanning leadership,
information technology capacity, structural flexibility, and boundary employee capability.
Interorganizational trust, knowledge sharing, networking, and coordination were classified as linkage
variables. Interorganizational learning, collaborative innovation, and boundary-spanning effectiveness
were classified as dependent variables. No autonomous constructs were identified, indicating that all 11
constructs were meaningfully connected to the main system.
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The Interpretive Structural Modeling analysis produced a seven-level hierarchical model.
Boundary-spanning leadership occupied the deepest foundational level. Structural flexibility was
positioned at the next level, followed by information technology capacity and boundary employee
capability. Interorganizational trust and knowledge sharing formed the subsequent relational and
knowledge-based level. Networking and coordination occupied the next level as implementation
mechanisms. Interorganizational learning and collaborative innovation represented intermediate
developmental outcomes, while boundary-spanning effectiveness occupied the highest level as the final
outcome of the model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that boundary spanning in Iragi economic cooperatives is best understood as
a systemic capability rather than a single managerial practice or individual behavior. The final model
shows that effective boundary spanning emerges through a sequential and interdependent process.
Leadership, structural flexibility, technology, and employee capability create the foundational conditions
for effective external interaction. These conditions then shape trust and knowledge exchange, which in
turn strengthen networking and interorganizational coordination. Once these relational mechanisms are
established, organizations are more capable of learning across organizational boundaries and generating
collaborative innovation, ultimately resulting in stronger boundary-spanning effectiveness.

Boundary-spanning leadership was the most influential driving factor in the model. This suggests
that leadership is the primary starting point for improving interorganizational relationships in
cooperatives. Leaders who encourage external collaboration, support knowledge exchange, reduce
administrative constraints, and authorize employees to engage with external actors can activate the broader
boundary-spanning system. Without such leadership, technological infrastructure or formal networks may
remain underused.

Structural flexibility and information technology capacity were also foundational factors. Flexible
structures allow faster decision-making, reduce bureaucratic barriers, and make it easier for boundary
employees to respond to external opportunities and challenges. Information technology, meanwhile,
provides the operational infrastructure needed for information exchange, coordination, and sustained
communication with external actors. These two factors appear to create an enabling environment in which
employees can perform boundary-spanning roles more effectively.

The results also highlight the importance of employee capability. Boundary employees require
communication, negotiation, conflict-management, problem-solving, and relationship-management skills.
Their effectiveness depends on both competence and organizational authorization. This means that
boundary spanning should be treated as a professional capability that can be developed through
recruitment, training, mentoring, and role design.

Trust and knowledge sharing functioned as linkage variables, meaning that they were both
influenced by foundational factors and capable of influencing downstream outcomes. This is theoretically
important because it shows that trust and knowledge exchange are not merely outcomes of collaboration;
they are also active mechanisms through which collaboration becomes productive. When cooperatives
establish trust with external actors, information flows more freely, coordination costs decrease, and
willingness to engage in joint activities increases.



Networking and coordination were also positioned as linkage mechanisms. Networking expands
access to resources, partners, and opportunities, while coordination ensures that those relationships are
organized around clear roles, compatible expectations, and shared actions. The findings therefore suggest
that networking without coordination may generate connections without producing meaningful results,
whereas coordination without strong networks may limit access to new opportunities.

Interorganizational learning and collaborative innovation emerged as dependent constructs. This
indicates that these outcomes are unlikely to develop sustainably unless the underlying relational and
structural conditions are already present. Learning across organizational boundaries depends on trust,
knowledge sharing, and repeated interaction, while collaborative innovation requires a sufficiently mature
network of relationships and coordination mechanisms. Finally, boundary-spanning effectiveness was the
most dependent construct in the entire model, confirming that it represents the cumulative result of the
functioning of the overall system.

Overall, the study provides a structured model for improving boundary spanning in Iragi economic
cooperatives. The findings suggest that interventions should begin with high-driving factors rather than
with downstream outcomes. Strengthening leadership, increasing structural flexibility, improving digital
infrastructure, and developing boundary employee competencies can create the conditions for trust,
knowledge exchange, networking, and coordination. These mechanisms can then promote
interorganizational learning and collaborative innovation and ultimately improve boundary-spanning
effectiveness. The model therefore offers a coherent framework for understanding how Iragi economic
cooperatives can strengthen their capacity to interact with external actors, access resources and
knowledge, and improve organizational adaptability and performance.
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