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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
Wicked problems such as poverty, nutrition, violence, and community health are international concerns 

that are complex, overwhelming and interconnected when stakeholders, often from different perspectives, 

are searching for a solution (Conklin, 2005; Kolko, n.d). Collaborative responses to address social issues 
such as domestic violence, poverty, and homelessness are used in Canada and throughout the world 

(Huxham & Vangen, 2003). Collaboration and partnerships between business, government and the not for 

profit (NFP) world may be critical to the long-term sustainability of the many competing NFPs in Canada 
and British Columbia (BC).  

The Shuswap Area Family Emergency (SAFE) Society is seeking information to assess and evaluate the 
potential for new short-term and long-term partnerships. One such partnership is a cooperative-run social 

enterprise which is a long term partnership between several other NFPs in the social service sector. The 

co-op was formed with the intent to share knowledge; share resources; and reduce duplication of services. 

The additional benefit of the formation of the co-op was the idea that the social enterprise would diversify 
funding sources that historically were reliant on government grants. 

This project identifies and assesses the benefits and risks of a new partnership and makes 
recommendations on how to integrate and nurture a partnership once a decision has been made. In 

addition, the project creates a leadership strategy that includes assessment tools and suggests academic 

best practice that can guide the SAFE Society when entering into new partnerships. This review aims to 
improve the SAFE Society’s understanding of how to identify, develop and maintain a successful 

community partnership. 

This report’s findings are the result of an extensive review of the literature on multi-sector partnerships.   
Information was gathered from academic journals, Google scholar databases, E-Libraries, reports, books 

and websites. These resources provided background information on collaborative partnerships between 

two or more agencies and/or institutions including multi-sector collaborative partnerships between NFPs, 
businesses and governments. 

Of the literature reviewed organizational capacity, competency and leadership commitment were key 
elements needed to create an environment that was flexible enough to handle the pressures associated 

with a partnership relationship. Effective partnerships require each individual partner to review and assess 

their current structure to ensure that they have the finances and staff to effectively commit. Knowing what 

strengths and weaknesses exist, internally and externally, prior to the partnership can create indicators that 
can be used to define competencies. Competencies, like flexibility, are needed when sitting at the 

partnership table because there is more than one way of looking at issues. Organizations can achieve a 

collaborative advantage by partnering; however, formal agreements, clear expectations and ongoing and 
open communication are required. A stable partnership shares power, risks, and celebrates successes. 

Successful partnerships, no matter who is involved, share key components that help lay the foundation 

needed to partner. These elements are linked to the vision, mission and goals of the partnership. 
Relationships, like marriages, need to be nurtured and cared for as they move through different stages or 

lifecycles. Without these concepts and frameworks, a partnership may be destined to fail.  

The literature review led to several important conclusions, including: 

 While the definition of partnerships varies no matter what discipline or area of study you are 

reviewing there are similarities that can be applied all sectors. 

 A common vision, mission and communication process are needed to engage stakeholders and 

clarify partnership expectations. 
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 Organizational capacity (time and resources), competency (knowledge and skills) and leadership 

style/ character are key criteria required for a successful partnership. 

 Integrity builds trust that helps nurture the relationship between partners.  

 Even a well developed relationship between partners may not achieve the expected outcomes or 

project goals because of internal or external challenges that impact stakeholders in unforseen 
ways. 

 There are numerous assessments, tool kits and checklists available online, in books and through 

consultant groups; however the majority of these are referencing partnerships between 

government, business and the not for profit sector. Additional information is needed for resources 
that assess and evaluate partnerships between not for profits and other not for profit partnerships. 

There are times when values and organizational culture clash. This is often the case when NFPs partner 

with government agencies or the private/business sectors. Values are commonly believed to guide 
behavior, thus, sharing common values supports the partnership process. Ultimately, partnerships have 

many risks and benefits all of which are dependent on who is involved and what motivations lie behind 

the partnership. Consistent and competent leadership throughout the partnership life cycle helps create 
formal structure and develops informal relationships that engage those involved, particularly when 

seeking to address complex social issues. This report provides strategy and makes recommendations that 

can help assist the SAFE Society board of directors and executive staff when seeking, assessing or 
evaluating partnership opportunities. 

 

 

 

  



5 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 2 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 3 

SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 7 

1.1 THE SHUSWAP AREA FAMILY EMERGENCY SOCIETY 8 
1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 10 
1.3 RESEARCH METHOD 11 

SECTION 2: BACKGROUND 12 

2.1 CURRENT TRENDS 12 
2.2 TYPES OF PARTNERSHIPS 12 
2.2.1 NOT FOR PROFIT AND GOVERNMENT 13 
2.2.2 NOT FOR PROFIT AND BUSINESS 14 
2.3 INTERNATIONAL, NATIONAL AND REGIONAL PARTNERSHIP CONTEXT 14 
2.3.1 INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT 14 
2.3.2 NOT FOR PROFIT IN CANADA 15 
2.3.3 NOT FOR PROFIT IN BRITISH COLUMBIA (BC) 15 
2.4 CONCLUSION 15 

SECTION 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 17 

3.1 DEFINING PARTNERSHIPS 17 
3.2 REASONS FOR PARTNERING 18 
3.2.1 BENEFITS TO PARTNERING 19 
3.3 CHALLENGES AND PITFALLS 20 

3.4 BUILDING CAPACITY TO PARTNER 22 

3.4.1 ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY 22 
3.5 HUMAN CAPACITY 23 
3.6 CONCLUSION 24 

SECTION 4: PARTNERSHIP BEST PRACTICES 25 

4.1 CRITERIA FOR SUCCESSFUL PARTNERSHIPS 25 
4.2 LEADERSHIP STRATEGY 25 
4.3 NURTURING RELATIONSHIPS 27 
4.3.1 TRUST 27 
4.4 CREATING STRUCTURE 29 
4.4.1 PARTNERSHIP FRAMEWORK 29 
4.5 NOT FOR PROFIT LIFECYCLE 33 
4.6 EVALUATING PARTNERSHIPS 35 
4.6.1 SUSTAINING AND REVIEWING PARTNERSHIP PRACTICE 35 

SECTION 5: RECOMMENDATIONS 37 

CONCLUSIONS 39 

REFERENCES 40 



6 
 

APPENDIX 1: PARTNERSHIP PRACTICE GUIDE 51 

 

 



7 
 

 SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Not for profit
1
 (NFP) organizations worldwide are faced with an increasingly challenging and complex 

environment (Bielefeld, 2012, p. 170; Evans & Grantham, 2011; Huxham & Vangen, 1996; Pearson, 

2013; Stott, 2007, p. 3). Despite increased demand for service, the social service sector faces 
unprecedented financial constraints (Enterprising Non-Profit (ENP), 2011, p. 2; Sinha, 2013, p. 61). 

Financial challenges are both internal and external. Externally, international, federal and provincial 

governments are restricting funding while continuing to download social service delivery away from 

mainstream public agencies and government-run authorities to the NFP sector (ENP, 2010, p. 4; Huxham 
& Vangen, 1996; Pearson, 2013; Vernis, Iglesias, Sanz, & Saz-Carranza, 2006). Competition for 

donations and funding coupled with the increased costs associated with delivering support services adds 

to the day to day stress and challenges that many organizational leaders face (Evans & Grantham, 2001, p. 
2). It has never been more important for the NFP sector to seek alternative ways to plan for and address 

financial and social pressures while simultaneously remaining true to organizational values, vision and 

mission. Internally, agencies such as the Shuswap Area Family Emergency Society (SAFE), have had to 

reallocate funds to contend with increased costs in staffing, benefits, food, utilities and changes to federal 
government audit regulations (SAFE Society Board of Directors, personal communication, 2012).  

Wicked problems
2
, such as unemployment, homelessness, poverty, domestic violence, youth violence, 

ethnic conflict, drug abuse and a host of other social issues are among the complex problems that many 

NFPs are trying to address (Government Nonprofit Initiative, 2010; Huxham & Vangen, 1996, p. 5). In 

addition to financial constraints, social issues almost always overlap with various sectors, making it 
difficult—if not impossible— for any single organization to fully address a given issue. This is why some 

community leaders may find the collaborative partnership model appealing (Huxham & Vangen, 1996, p. 

5; Wildridge, Childst, Cawthra & Madge, 2004).  

Government agencies and private sector actors often have to work collaboratively to support community 

health and wellness by looking at issues from a holistic perspective. Each group has expertise about 

various community issues—all of which is needed to understand the full picture. These different entities 
frequently find themselves interacting with one another to address social issues without a clear framework 

guiding the collaborative relationship in a way that achieves mutual goals (Huxham & Vangen, 1996, p. 

5). Individual sectors may share a similar mission and vision, but cross-sector interactions can be 
fragmented and inequitable, as well as lacking in direction, accountability and understanding (SAFE, 

2013; Shirley, personal knowledge, 2013
3
). Within the public, private and voluntary sectors

4
 the need for 

                                                   

1 The University of South Fraser (n. d.) defines NFPs as incorporated institutions such as voluntary, social, 

charitable, community, and philanthropic organizations that assist the government in providing services to citizens. 

For the purpose of this report, the term NFP refers to a registered charity governed by a board of directors adhering 

to the BC Society Act (Government of British Columbia, 2014b). 
2  A wicked problem is a form of cultural or social problem that is difficult to solve because of incomplete, 

contradictory, and changing requirements (Kolko, n.d.). 
3 The author has been employed with the SAFE Society since December of 1989 in several positions. She has been 

the Executive Director since 1996, and is supported by the SAFE Society board of directors in many partnership 

ventures in the Shuswap region and abroad. She brings expertise and hands-on experience in relation to community 
development, board development, governance, and human resource development that will be drawn upon 

throughout this project.  
4 The private sector is the sector of the economy that is run by citizens for profit. The public sector includes 

government-led agencies and often has elected officials. The NFP sector is a voluntary sector and is associated with 

charitable organizations (Quarter, Mook, Armstrong, 2009, p. 7). 
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partnerships, (often cross–sectoral
5
), is recognized as a vital component of organizational success 

(Wildridge et al., 2004, p. 3). The aim of using a partnership model is to bring likeminded organizations, 
government agencies, and/or the private sector together under the guiding principle that partnerships can 

increase organizational efficiencies and help create new ways to improve service delivery while 

maximizing the use of limited resources (Evans & Grantham, 2001, p. 2; Pearson, 2013). 

1.1 The Shuswap Area Family Emergency Society 

 
The SAFE Society is a grassroots NFP established in 1979 by volunteers concerned about women’s safety 

in the village of Salmon Arm (Shirley, personal knowledge, 2013). Despite limited financial resources, 

the agency sought to establish a women’s shelter. This goal was realized in 1980 (Women’s Shelter, 
1980). Currently, SAFE employs twenty-three people and operates a budget of close to 1 million dollars 

(SAFE, 2013).   

The SAFE Society offers services to the Shuswap/Columbia region—a region encompassing 506.34 

square kilometers which includes the City of Salmon Arm, the Columbia Shuswap Regional District, and 

the townships of Sicamous, Malakwa, Falkland, Northshore, Sorrento, and Blind Bay. The winter 
population is over 40 000 often doubling during the summer months (Government of Canada, 2011). This 

increase in population put additional pressure on services which already run over 100% capacity. The 

SAFE Society is one of approximately eighteen NFPs operating a social service organization within the 

region. Smaller organizations located outside of Salmon Arm city limits are often isolated. The SAFE 
Society has long recognized that there may be a collaborative advantage in working together with other 

regional social service agencies to support local clients, share knowledge and information, reduce 

duplication of services and decrease competition for limited funding resources. Working together could 
help reduce the isolation of smaller NFPs in the area and improve overall service delivery.  

Figure 1.  SAFE covers a large area in the Columbia Shuswap Regional District.   

 

(Government of Canada, 2011). 

                                                                                                                                                                    

 
5 Cross Sectoral or inter-organizational alliances refer to the inclusion of NFPs and the private sector in social 

service plans to more effectively respond to social problems (Peach as cited in Apolonio, 2008, p. 13).  
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SAFE offices are located in Salmon Arm, British Columbia (BC), and run the following programs: 

Transition House (TH), Stopping the Violence (STV), Children Who Witness Abuse (CWWA), Victim 

Services (VS), and outreach programs for victims of violence.
6
 SAFE relies heavily on government funds, 

deriving approximately eighty percent of its funding from provincial and regional government sources 

(SAFE, 2013). Each contract held by the SAFE Society has seen many staffing and funding changes since 

inception in 1979. There have been changes between Ministries with almost no increases in funding to 

match raising service costs (SAFE, 2013). For example, the TH contract has shifted between provincial 
bodies over the years, including the Ministry of Housing, the Ministry of Women’s Equality, the Ministry 

of Social Development and, most recently, been transferred to the BC Housing Corporation portfolio 

(SAFE, 2013).  

SAFE uses a Carver© governance model,
7
 whereby the board of directors supports the Executive Director 

in the operations of the Society (SAFE, 2013, p. 5). Currently the SAFE Society and its staff, have no 
formal assessment tools or policy to assist with choosing a community partner that may help the 

organization reduce social and economic pressures (Shirley, personal knowledge, 2013).  

Like many NFPs, the SAFE Society’s reliance on government funding leaves it vulnerable should there 
be cuts to core services. This vulnerability has staff and board of directors seeking a more effective and 

stable way of contending with the increased cost of service delivery expected in the 2014-2015 fiscal year 

(SAFE, 2013). SAFE Society leaders are feeling pressured to partner and seek information that will help 
assess, evaluate and define current and future short-term and long-term partnerships.

8
 For the purpose of 

this report, the term partnership implies that there are two or more organizations—(NFP, government 

and/or business) that make a commitment to voluntarily work together and ensure that each stakeholder 
develops a shared sense of purpose and vision to improve or enhance current service (Victorian Council 

of Social Services (VCOSS) n. d. [a], p. 1; Wildridge, et al., 2004, p. 4).   

Throughout the author’s time as Executive Director of SAFE, many opportunities to partner with other 
organizations locally and regionally have arisen and SAFE has entered into short-term and long-term 

partnerships with both the NFP and for profit sectors (Shirley, 2013, personal knowledge). These 

partnerships were established without a tangible selection, vetting and/or retention process; instead, they 
were based on informal relationships between Executive Directors, contractors and/or businesses. There 

was no framework or process to follow for partnering and this has made it difficult to replicate or re-

create these partnerships with other potential collaborators and/or funders. 

One such informal partnership is a joint venture between SAFE, Canadian Mental Health Association 

(CMHA), Eagle Valley Resource Society (EVRS), Shuswap Children’s Association (SCA), The Shuswap 

Family Resource Society (SFRS) and Downtown Activity Centre (DAC). The organizations formed a 

                                                   

6 Victims of power-based crimes refer to all victims of violence in relationships whether adult, youth or child, and 

victims of sexual assault, criminal harassment, child abuse, adult survivor of childhood abuse and child witnesses to 

family violence (Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General, 2007). Domestic violence can be classed as 

physical, psychological, spiritual, or financial abuse often experienced in an intimate partnership relationship 

(Domestic Abuse Intervention Program, n.d.). 
7 Carver (1990) created the Policy Governance Model© – a model that enables the board to prioritize issues by 
delegating managing control and allowing the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) to lead the organization. The board 

speaks with one voice to minimize misunderstandings and confusion for the CEO (Carver, 1990). 
8 It is often assumed that a partnership means each stakeholder holds equal power in the relationship. This, however, 

is not always the case in partnerships that are mandated or implemented by government initiatives (Peckham as cited 

in Wildridge et al., 2004).  
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cooperative
9
 that was initially based on informal relationships between Executive Directors of each 

organization (Shirley, 2013, personal knowledge). One goal was to create a social enterprise (SE)
10

 in 
hopes of increasing the use of technology, lowering administrative costs and accessing non-governmental 

revenue streams. The result was the creation of the Shuswap Community Resources Cooperative (SCRC). 

This type of partnership has been a learning experience for SAFE, with each partner bringing to the table 

their own governance model, ideologies and institutional culture (SAFE Board of Directors, personal 
communication, 2013). There would have been value in understanding the complexities of a multiple 

partner project prior to entering into this agreement, as the amount of financial and human resources 

required far exceeded the initial business plan that was presented to the SAFE Society board of directors 
in 2011 (Shirley, 2013, personal knowledge). 

1.2 Research Questions 
 

The central contention of this paper is that strategic partnerships may increase operational capacity for 
smaller organizations, businesses, foundations and cooperatives; however, this “interactive approach” 

requires strategic alignments with suitable partners to increase the long-term sustainability of 

relationships (Quarter, 2009, p. 7). In other words, if agencies share ideas and concerns, it is possible to 
more effectively provide service to communities despite diminishing resources (Pearson, 2013; Shirley, 

2013).  

Knowing who and what motivates collaborative partnerships can have a significant impact on 

organizational health. Partnering with someone who has different values, beliefs and business ethics may 

harm or destroy organizational credibility. The aim of this project is to fill the gap in current SAFE 

practices around partnering by providing an assessment tool and best practice recommendations to assist 
the SAFE Society board of directors in assessing the benefits and risks of partnering with other 

organizations. Put differently, it aims to improve the SAFE Society’s understanding of how to identify, 

develop and maintain a successful community partnership. The recommendations made by this project 
can be incorporated into a partnership “best practice guide” for the SAFE Society. The guide can then be 

shared with the NFPs who make up the Shuswap Community Resources Cooperative (SCRC) as well as 

the broader Columbia-Shuswap NFP community. 

With the above goal in mind, the project is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What is a partnership? 
2. How can organizations differentiate between a social service community collaboration 

and an ongoing partnership project such as the Shuswap Community Resources 

Cooperative? 
3. What criteria can be used to identify the benefits and risks, real or perceived, when an 

agency has been asked to partner? 

4. What best practices can the SAFE Society implement when entering into collaborative 
partnerships to ensure that board of directors and staff have done their due diligence to 

reduce risk while at the same time increasing the probability of partnership success? 

5. What assessment tools are available to assess and maintain collaborative partnerships? 

                                                   

9A cooperative is owned and democratically controlled by people who use the services of the cooperative 

association (Government of British Columbia, 2014a). 

10  Many SEs are businesses owned by NFPs that involve the sale of goods or services with the blended purposes of 

generating income and fulfilling a social mission (Social Enterprise of Canada, 2014). 
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1.3 Research Method 

 
The methodology for this project consisted of a critical review of current literature on multi-sector 
partnerships. Information was gathered from the following academic online sources: academic journals, 

Google scholar databases, E-Libraries, reports, books and websites. Many of the sources used were 

directly or indirectly linked to NFP partnerships. The literature provides information on collaborative 
partnerships between multiple agencies and/or institutions. Most of the literature focused on multi-sector 

partnerships between NFPs, businesses, governments and cooperatives. Internet searches were conducted 

using various combinations of key terms such as “partnerships,” “community collaborative partnerships,” 

“successful partnerships,” “partnership tools,” “public -private partnerships,” “collaboration,” 
“collaborative advantage,” “trust,”  “alliances” and “inter-organizational partnerships.” Information was 

requested from and permission was granted by Synergisq, a consultant company, to use the “Continuum 

of Joint Action”© framework—a key piece of information that will be used throughout the project to help 
define characteristics of a partnership (Synergisq, 2004; 2012; VCOSS, n.d., [a]., p.2).

11
 Databases 

searched included Google Scholar, JStor, Sage and Taylor and Francis Online.  

The literature on partnerships was evaluated for relevance and categorized into sections based on common 

themes or ideologies from authors in the NFP, business and government sectors. The research and 

information available on collaborative partnerships was broad, so the review focused almost exclusively 

on literature covering NFP partnerships. Nevertheless, Boydell (2007) contends that the NFP partnership 
literature is applicable to private and public sector partnerships as well. Initially, the review emphasized 

NFP collaborations in Canada, however, as the research progressed, a number of highly pertinent studies 

and reports from Australia, the United States and the United Kingdom emerged (e.g. Boydell, 2007; 
Childs, 2008; VCOSS, 2009). This literature is explored in greater detail in Section 3. The following 

section provides the reader some background and examples of past and present partnership from an 

international, regional and local perspective.  

  

                                                   

11 This framework, as well as its importance to this project, will be further elaborated on in Section 4. 
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SECTION 2: BACKGROUND 
 

In order to understand the reasons behind the shift toward a partnership approach to service delivery, the 

impact not for profit (NFP) organizations have when speaking about community wellness must be 

understood. Many NFPs have critical information about community service delivery that can be used to 

improve supports for community members. As such, it is often seen as a benefit to have NFPs at the table 
when discussing service delivery (Government Nonprofit Initiative (GNPI), 2010). Regional, national and 

international government bodies recognize that working with the NFP sector can help meet the challenges 

currently faced by NFP organizations, particularly when an agency relies on government for its core or 
operating funds (Stott, 2007, p. 3; Vernis et al., 2006, p. 12). A brief background will be presented that 

explains the scope of the NFP social service sector in Canada, British Columbia (BC) and the Shuswap 

region. This section argues that an integrated or partnership approach to social service delivery, while 
complex, may help address agency concerns. In addition, this section highlights recent trends and 

government strategies being implemented to address social concerns. 

2.1 Current Trends 
 

Over the past decade and beyond, business, government and NFPs shifted focus and created working 

groups that use a collaborative approach to solving community issues often under the umbrella term 

“partnership”(Peach, as cited in Apolonio, 2008; Stott, 2007). For example, federal and provincial 

governments are looking beyond traditional procurement structures to engage community members in 
collectively coming up with solutions to issues that are unique to each area (Canadian Council for Public-

Private Partnerships (PPP), 2012; Government Non-Profit Initiative (GPNI), 2009). Engaging the NFP 

sector is thought to improve service value and increase accountability. Typically, partnership strategies 
have involved shifting government responsibility for social services to frontline NFP social service 

agencies (Mintz, 1998, p. 10).  

Collaboration, working towards the same goal, has been a cornerstone of the Canadian government’s 

strategy for addressing a range of social issues such as domestic violence, mental health and community 

safety (Ending Violence Association (EVA), 2013; Victoria Council of Social Services (VCOSS), 2009). 

Government agencies are increasingly aware that partnering with service providing organizations 
increases regional and local knowledge, and helps people access a given service. Working together to 

meet the needs of a community is essential to effectively deliver service (Wildridge, Childst, Cawthra & 

Madge, 2004, p. 3). Within the public, private and NFP sectors, working beyond typical agency 
boundaries is recognized as a vital component of success (Wildridge et al., 2004 p. 3). 

2.2 Types of Partnerships 
 

As mentioned, NFP organizations face significant challenges and seek to improve support services with 
limited resources. To help promote financial stability and long term sustainable development, innovative 

partnership opportunities can be developed which include government and/or the business sector. This 

section identifies and examines partnerships between NFPs and government, and between NFPs and 
business. Partnerships that involve stakeholders from several different sectors may bring additional 

challenges to the relationship as there is often unequal access to political power and/or financial resources 

(Coulson, 2005, p. 161).  
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2.2.1 Not for Profit and Government 
 

The literature suggests that it is very advantageous for NFPs and government organizations to partner 

(Kalico Consulting (KC), 2012, p. 3; Mintz, 1998, p. 10). Traditionally, partnerships between government 
and NFPs have been largely based on contracting for a specific purpose or task. For example the Ministry 

of Justice had an annual grant program that agencies could apply for to help enhance community 

partnerships to end violence (Government of British Columbia, 2014d; Shirley, personal knowledge, 

2013). This partnership was funding based and the outcomes controlled by the limitations of the grant 
application. There is little flexibility or adjustments that stakeholders can make because the funds are 

restricted by the funding agreement. NFPs that depend on government funding often adapt their mandates 

to ensure continued funding (Gill, 2003; Miltenberger, 2013; Luksetich as cited in McKenzie, 2008). This 
power imbalance and lack of control on the part of NFPs suggests that this type of partnership is not a 

“true” partnership, as the relationship is mandated and tied to the financial well being of one of the 

stakeholders (Gill, 2003; Miltenberger, 2013).  

The partnership framework views partnering as a collaborative arrangement between government and the 

health, housing and/or community services sectors—one that is based on mutual respect and 

acknowledgement of the different and complementary roles and responsibilities that each partner brings 
to the table (VCOSS, 2009, p. 27). This acknowledgement can help improve service delivery and 

credibility, and influence and educate partners, staff and clients (VCOSS, 2009). 

The NFP sector is often highly effective at delivering a service that the government cannot deliver on its 

own (Miltenberger, 2013, p. 58). Miltenberger (2013) suggests that NFPs can act as champions of service 

delivery and can be innovators for new ideas that address both programmatic and system demands (p. 58). 
Leaders who have empathy and understand each stakeholder’s point of view will be able to build and 

develop a more solid partnership relationship (Gosling & Mintzberg, 2003; Miltenberger, 2013; Paetkau, 

2008, p. 17).  

Recent formal funding agreements between government and NFPs recognize that successful requests for 

proposals (RFP) often have some form of community partnership or collaboration for eligibility (Shirley, 

personal knowledge, 2014; Sinha, 2013, p. 62). The SAFE Society’s most recent RFP, for example, 
engaged partners from the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), Child Protection, Probation and 

Victims Services. This style of partnership crosses sector boundaries where each sector has unique 

governance rules and regulations. This type of lateral communication between agencies requires buy in 
and agreements that go beyond information sharing (Synergistiq, 2012; VCOSS, .n.d.[a]., p.2). There are 

concrete goals and deliverables with mutually agreed upon outcomes that help deal with a specific 

problem that each sector is facing and in this case it is community safety and family violence support 

(Boydell, 2007, p. 4).  

Specifically in BC, the Government Non Profit Initiative (GNPI) (2006) was launched to help build 

relationships between the NFP and government sectors. The GNPI made strategies between independent 
organizations to help strengthen relationships between all stakeholders. A handcrafted blanket was used 

as a symbol of commitment that visually linked together partnership ideologies, leadership criteria, 

structure, process and opportunity. The blanket became “a visual representation of what was needed to 
make the relationship most successful” (GNPI, 2006, p. 4). The blanket was carried around the province 

and used as a visual reminder to groups that people are always interconnected and often working toward 

the same goals (GNPI, 2006).  

While relationships between government and NFPs are often contractual, strategic relationships between 

NFPs and business continue to grow. There appears to be an increased number of opportunities for NFPs 

to get involved with corporate sponsors interested in social justice. These partnerships require as much if 
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not more analysis to ensure that the mission and vision align with the values and integrity of NFP 

partners. Mismatched partnerships can create difficulty for the NFP, business or government sector. The 
next sub-section takes a closer look at business-NFP partnerships. 

2.2.2 Not for Profit and Business  
 

Regional, national and international corporations and businesses are trying to create a collaborative 

advantage that links stakeholders and NFPs to the concept of social responsibility in the corporate world 
(Mintz, 1998). It is widely recognized that environmental, social, economic and technological problems 

cannot be addressed individually (International Potato Center (IPC), n. d., p. 1; Mintz, 1998; Gill, 2003; 

GNPI, 2010). Companies and corporations claiming to care about social justices can use a social issues 
campaign as leverage to attract new business or new partnerships with the hope to increase revenue. In 

1999 UN Secretary General Kofi Annan launched the Global Compact Program to engage and encourage 

businesses to help confront human rights, labour, environmental and anti-corruption concerns (Partnering 
Intelligence (PI), 2007, p. 1). Royal Lepage of Canada, a real-estate company, has a Shelter Foundation 

where each local office has community fundraisers that support this foundation (Shirley, personal 

knowledge, 2013; Royal Lepage, 2014). Suncor Energy has a charitable nonprofit foundation that assists 

communities on a regional and international level (McCleans, 2014; Suncor, 2014). Pepsico advertises its 
commitment to human, talent and environmental sustainability (Pepsico, 2014). NFP organizations are 

often the recipients of these funds which help meet the needs in communities at risk. The motivations for 

businesses to partner, however, are often different than the motivations for NFPs. While partnerships 
between NFPs and businesses provide invaluable opportunities and can increase knowledge-based 

resources, it can still be a risk to organizational reputation (PI, 2007, p. 1; Watson, n. d., p. 1). This can be 

particularly true when a business or corporation is under the scrutiny for their environmental or 

controversial practices such as the controversy over the extraction of oil in Alberta or the production 
Genetically Modified (GMO) crops (Suzuki Foundation, 2014). A partnership with a business can 

increase program relevance, political leverage, visibility and organizational capacity by diversifying 

funding sources away from government grants but there may be hidden results that have a negative 
impact on organizational credibility (Watson, n. d., p. 3-4).  

2.3 International, National and Regional Partnership Context 
 

The role NFPs play in society is complex and often very specific to the region in which they are located. 
Each NFP often has its own mission and vision that relates to support services that will help address 

issues of poverty, hunger, violence and homelessness (EVA, 2010). NFPs in Canada and particularly BC, 

play a critical role in shaping the health of our communities by bringing attention to social and 
environmental issues that might otherwise go unnoticed (GNPI, 2009; Shirley, personal knowledge, 

2014). The NFP social service sector is large and in each region plays a critical role in providing services 

to communities.  Often these services are provided in with government funding.  It becomes important for 

the leaders in NFP sector to understand the importance of multi sectoral partnerships.  

2.3.1 International Context 
 

The United Kingdom (UK) and Australia are widely recognized as leaders in community development, 

and, as such, have produced a number of practical strategies and guides to assist organizations wishing to 
partner, specifically in the area of NFP and government (Pearson, 2013, p. 24; VCOSS, 2009). The 

government of New South Wales (NSW) created a “working together agreement “ that has been signed 

and implemented that helps create a collaborative environment needed to partner with other NFP (NSW, 
n.d.). Similarly in 2000 the Government of Australia shifted focus to a more collaborative approach to 
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service delivery (Human Services Partnership Implementation Committee (HSPIC), 2009, p. 9; Victorian 

Council of Social Service (VCOSS), n.d.,[d]). With the assistance from Victorian Council of Social 
Service (VOCSS) the social service sector and the State Government Victoria worked toward reducing 

the competiveness between service providers by becoming more than just the funder (HSPIC, 2009). 

VCOSS and service providers engaged in talks that eventually led to the signing of a partnership 

agreement in 2005 that formalized the vision, values and goals of a shared approach to partnership 
development (HSPIC, 2009, p. 9). Ideally, working together creates a “collaborative advantage” that has 

endless possibilities for addressing a myriad of issues that negatively impact community health (Huxham 

& Vangen, 2005; Kanter, 1994; HSPIC, 2009, p. 9). . 

2.3.2 Not for Profit in Canada 
 

Canada faces a series of challenges in the way it sustains healthy and vibrant communities, particularly 

when it comes to competition for limited resources (Parker, 1999). The Canadian economy and Canadian 
society has changed, and government strategies for community health have shifted in recent years towards 

engaging local agencies and community members in solving local and regional problems (GNPI, 2009; 

Government of Manitoba, 2014, p. 1). This shift impacts Canada’s NFP sector—which is said to be the 

second largest in the world (Hall, 2005). According to Imagine Canada (2013), there are over 165 000 
NFP charities, with 54 percent run by volunteers. They employ over 2 million people. This sector 

represents $106 billion annually or 1.7 percent of national gross domestic product (GDP) (Imagine 

Canada, 2013). Charities and other community services organizations are struggling to restructure in the 
face of increased demands for service, shrinking resources and greater demands for accountability and 

transparency (Parker, 1999, p. 5). New partnerships between NFPs and government are on the rise in an 

effort to address these concerns (Parker, 1999). 

2.3.3 Not for Profit in British Columbia (BC) 
 

The shift to a more collaborative service delivery approach affects the NFPs in the province of BC. BC 

NFPs are very diverse in purpose, size and in the populations they serve. There are approximately 20 270 

NFP and voluntary organizations in BC, accounting for 13 percent of NFPs in Canada (Murray, 2006, p. 
vi). Of this 13 percent, approximately 9 percent provide social services (Murray, 2006, p. vi). With the 

provincial government downloading more social service responsibility onto individual communities, a 

formalized body GNPI (2009) was initiated in 2007 to help facilitate partnerships between the NFP sector 
and the BC government with the goal of building capacity that will address current and future social 

issues of such as homelessness, poverty and violence (GNPI, 2009). Many NFP recognized that these 

social issues cannot be dealt with alone, and working in partnership is a government trend that important 

(GNPI, 2009; Huxham & Vangen, 2004; Wildridge et al., 2004). The formalized body GNPI was able to 
facilitate partnership strategies between NFPs and government by focusing on the benefits of partnering 

and creating mutual strategies that support service delivery. 

2.4 Conclusion 

While NFPs play a vital role in the delivery of support service worldwide, they are grappling with 

significant changes in funding, accountability measures and technology. Entering into to strategic 
partnerships has proven to be an effective strategy for responding to some of these changes. NFPs can 

open doors and can create new opportunities for community support service by expanding their 

partnership network to include the government and business sectors. 

Using the literature on NFP partnerships, the next section defines, categorizes and breaks down the 
components needed to create a partnership framework. Advantages and disadvantages to partnering, and 
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motivations for partnering are organizationally unique; however, a careful analysis of the literature points 

to several common themes and criteria that are crucial for a successful partnership. Creating trust, and 
building on that trust relationship between each partner, helps develop a solid foundation on which a 

successful partnership can be built.  
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SECTION 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This section of the report explores the literature on multi-sector partnerships between NFPs, business 

and/or government agencies, which are motivated by mounting social and environmental pressures on 

social sector actors. There is a vast amount of relevant information that can be used to define partnerships, 

identify motivators, compare advantages and disadvantages of partnering, and categorize types of 
partnerships. Several common themes and characteristics emerge from the literature. These themes 

included have a shared vision or goal, shared power, stakeholder engagement, open and honest 

communication and trust.  In addition, formal policy and partnership guidelines help create structure that 
supports partnership efforts. 

The fact that there are multiple ways of defining partnerships can lead to confusion among stakeholders 
and/or partnering organizations. Thus, the first purpose of this section is to operationalize the term 

“partnership.” The next task is to explore the purpose of a partnership—including possible motivators to 

partner. The final section will look at the advantages to partnering, risks and disadvantages of a 

partnership relationship and how character and competence, individually and as an organization, impacts 
the ability to successfully partner. 

Despite the growing popularity of cross-sector partnerships between business, NFPs and government, 
there appear to be gaps in the literature particularly with regards to the impact and benefits of partnering 

(Serafin & Stibbe, 2008, p. 10). This is particularly true in the area of evaluations (Serafin & Stibbe, 

2008, p. 8). This suggests that more research needs to be done on successful long-term voluntary 
partnerships.  

In addition this section uses the literature to define different types of partnership relationships based on 

motivation/purpose, power-sharing and funding (Gill, 2003, p. 2). These categories include partnerships 
between government and NFPs, and business and NFPs. While each partnership is unique, partnerships 

require building and maintaining relationships regardless of who the stakeholders are.  

 

3.1 Defining Partnerships 
 

The term “partnership” is often used very generically across business, NFP and government sectors. For 
example, the City of Salmon Arm has financial or in kind arrangements that are called partnerships with 

the local museum, Trail Alliance and the Community Foundation (City of Salmon Arm, 2014). For each 

of these partnerships, the foundation of the relationship is typically a one way monetary transaction 
between the City of Salmon Arm and its partner (City of Salmon Arm, 2014; Shirley, personal 

knowledge, 2013). While this type of partnership may have a contractual agreement, the level of risk and 

decision-making authority is not the same for each partner. This creates an uneven balance between each 
stakeholder. 

Formal partnerships often have processes, policies and governance structures that are written in a 

legalized contract or signed memorandum of understanding (MOU) that lays the foundation for 
partnership practice (Victorian Council of Social Services (VCOSS) n. d[a]., p. 6). Informal partnerships 

are less structured, relying on individual relationships between each party (MacAusion, 2006, p. 160). In 

most definitions, whether formal or informal, partnerships have a common vision that requires ongoing 
support, communication and evaluation. 
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The term partnership implies two or more organizations, working across organizational boundaries, which 

make a commitment to a shared sense of purpose and agenda (Huxham & Vangen, 2005, p. 11; VCOSS, 
n. d. [a]., p. 1). The one key factor inherent in the term partnership is the concept of sharing. There are 

shared risks, benefits, goals, vision and leadership (VCOSS, n. d., [a]., p. 2). The common denominator in 

many definitions is the fact that partnerships are working relationships that share common objectives that 

help lay the foundation upon which to build a successful partnership (Human Services Partnership 
Implementation Committee (HSPIC), 2009, p. 12).  

Caplan and Jones (2002), Huxham and Vangen (2005), and Wildridge et al. (2004) all agree that an ideal 
partnership is grounded in common goals, and has the potential to increase agency capacity and service 

delivery. Partnerships can be short-term or long-term, and be project specific, business-oriented, socially 

focused, and/or financially driven.  

There are ongoing academic debates as to what constitutes a partnership, whether and how we can 

empirically assess the limitations and impacts of partnerships, and what conditions are conducive to 
success (Drost, 2012). Voluntary multi-stakeholder partnerships strive to achieve goals with the 

underlying assumption that pooling resources can generate results that could not be achieved on an 

individual basis (Drost, 2012, p. 2).  

These definitions of partnership can be used in any setting whether business, agriculture, NFP or 

government; however, for the purpose of this report, the term partnership implies that there are two or 

more organizations, NFP, government and/or business, that make a commitment to voluntarily work 
together towards a mutual goal (Stern & Green as cited in Boydell, 2007; Wildridge et al., 2004; VCOSS, 

n. d., [a]., p. 1).  

Once an organization can define partnership, the next step is to evaluate what motivates a partnership as 

well as the advantages and disadvantages of partnering. Do the advantages outweigh the disadvantages 

and is there equity and balance within the relationship? All these factors are important to consider prior to 

entering into a partnership agreement. 

3.2 Reasons for Partnering 

 
While there are many different reasons organizations move toward using a partnership model, there first 
needs to be a clear understanding, and common desire by each stakeholder to partner. There are a lot of 

time and resources required to make a partnership successful (Huxham & Vangen, 1996, 2004). This 

section attempts to answer the research question “Why Partner?”  

Entering into a partnership with another organization or entity may be an attractive way for an 

organization to proactively address unexpected changes in political, social and economic environments 
(Huxham & Vangen, 2004; Wildridge et al., 2004). For some NFPs, this may mean agency staff look to 

diversify funding and reduce reliance on government funding and grants (Pearson, 2013). As a result of 

unexpected economic pressures, a NFP may enter into a collaborative partnership role without properly 

assessing the suitability of the partner or clearly understanding the motivations to partner and assessing 
risks.  

The literature often divides motivations to partner into three categories: the external environment, the 
organizational environment and individual partners’ incentives and disincentives (International Potato 

Council (IPC), 2009, p. 53). The external environment consists of the elements outside of an 

organization’s control such as social and economic prosperity, election outcomes and government funding 
procedures (IPC, 2009). The organizational environment encompasses staff, governance and internal 
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policies. Finally individual leader incentives to partner are often linked to some kind of financial reward 

or benefit (Parker, 2009).  

Table 1– Possible incentives of motivation to enter into a partnership 

Drivers for Partnership    Response Options 

Government downsizing     Diversify funding 

Increased Demand for service     Refocus on mission and ends 

Accountability     Secure outcomes/impact 

Competition     Build image and capacity 

Sustainability     New markets for resources 

(Parker, 2009). 

Often drivers or motivators to partner stem from a desire to address social problems that are socially 

complex, cross-sectoral and require a collaborative response that creates solutions to the issue (Conklin, 
2005; Wildridge et al., 2004, p. 6). Rapid changes in economy start blurring of boundaries between 

government, the public sector, civil society organizations and the private sector, and decreased finance 

from government sources, can all motivate organizations to partner (Porter & Kramer, 2011, p. 7). While 

the motivation to partner may give an immediate solution that addresses the deficit or challenge, there are 
advantages and disadvantages that should be considered before moving forward. 

3.2.1 Benefits to Partnering 
 

Partnerships often bring people from diverse backgrounds and competing sectors to work on a common 
goal or issue (Conklin, 2005). There can be many advantages to partnering that engage and allow the 

group to think beyond traditional service delivery. There are measurable and non measureable benefits to 

a partnership. 

Partnerships can be developed around different organizational concepts, most of which include: purpose 

and mission, power sharing, or funding criteria that focus on the advantages associated with partnering 

(Gill, 2003). Each partner brings a unique skills set to the table. This will often result in more efficient use 
of resources and the development of new service models that sustain the partnership, both of which are 

measurable (VCOSS, n. d.,[d]). The group has the ability to use this “collective intelligence” to expand 

group knowledge and expertise which can increase resourcefulness and creativity as the partnership 
develops but there must be a process that shares understanding and requires commitment (Conklin, 2005, 

p. 2). Partnerships can increase knowledge, experience and resource capacity that helps deliver support 

services.  

It is difficult to identify some of the benefits of partnerships because they are often relationship-based and 

abstract (Boydell, 2007, p. 4). Often these abstract or “soft” advantages are difficult to communicate to 

boards, staff or outsiders—they are often linked to behavior or personal experience between groups or 
between individuals who are part of the group (Alexander & Winter, 2001, p. 165). Ongoing relationships 

between partners create an atmosphere that can support the growth of trust and mutual respect. Trust and 

respect within a partnership can enhance the partnership experience.  Strengthening group solidarity and 
effectiveness to accomplish tasks, while difficult to measure, is an advantage (Huxham & Vangen, 2003; 

Wildridge et al., 2004, p. 9). Benefits for each partnership are dependent on commitment, motivation and 
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goals. While partnering has many benefits, measureable or abstract, there are also challenges and pitfalls 

that will impact the partnership.  

3.3 Challenges and Pitfalls 

 
New and existing partnerships, whether it is a partnership between a NFP, government, business or 
cooperative, face many challenges and risks. Some are expected and others are not (Vernis et al., 2006). 

Kitzi as cited in ICP (2009) and Huxham & Vangen (2003) note that multi-organizational partnerships are 

extremely challenging, often consuming more time and money than originally thought. In addition to 

these challenges, each partner comes with their own unique ideas, governance structures and workplace 
practices that impact the creation and development of the partnership relationship (Coulson, 2005). Trust, 

leadership style, adequate resourcing and membership engagement are common themes throughout the 

literature when trying to anticipate the challenges that a partnership may face (VCOSS, n. d., [a]., p. 3). If 
these are not identified in advance, these differences can sabotage attempts to partner.  

Undertaking a risk assessment prior to entering into a collaborative partnership can help manage issues as 
they arise throughout the lifecycle of the project (Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), 

2011, p. 14). Partnerships can impact or change the financial, operational, reputational or environmental 

aspects of a partner in unexpected ways (CIDA, 2011; Xu & Morgan, 2012). Situations can change within 

or between organizations and this can increase the level of uncertainty felt by stakeholders. These 
changes, in turn, impact the relationship between each stakeholder and can impact the proposed goals and 

outcomes. While there are many factors that can affect an organization over the life time of the 

partnership, change in funding or change in leadership can impact an organization’s ability to continue to 
commit to the original vision and mission of the partnership. Unexpected changes such as loss of funding, 

can damage ongoing development of a partnership (Evans & Grantham, 2011, p. 1). Partnerships need 

balance, consistency and constant (re)evaluation in order to adapt to change (Serafin & Stibbe, 2008). 
Additional complications may arise if the political environmental creates pressures that partnering 

organizations cannot handle. The more formalized a partnership becomes, the more risk each player must 

accept (CIDA, 2011).    

Internal factors such as the replacement of the Executive Director (ED), board change over, and/or 

staffing struggles can all create additional stressors that require time and energy. They can reduce the time 

and energy an organization has to put toward the creation, development or evaluation of a partnership. In 
addition, external factors that may inhibit the nurturing of the partnership relationship include: economic 

pressures, public pressure to change, and government competition (PI, 2006). In order to survive, partners 

may have to rethink partnership agreements. Kantor as cited in Coulson (2005, p. 156) lists several ways a 
partnership might fail: 

 Shifts in strategy by one or more partner 

 Absence of common framework 

 Uneven levels of commitment 

 Imbalances in power (e.g. over resources or over information) 

 Imbalances in benefits 

 Conflicting loyalties 

 Under-management or poor leadership 

The Partnering Initiative (PI) (2006) sorts the main challenges faced in a working partnership into four 

distinct categories. The categories include: personal/professional challenges, challenges within partner 

organizations, challenges within the partnership and finally external challenges (PI, 2006, p. 4).  



21 
 

Professional challenges refer to ineffective leadership at the onset of a partnership (PI, 2006, p. 4). Lack 

of skills and competencies to create and maintain a partnership structure can lead to difficulties and 
personnel burnout. Challenges within the partner organization include: a lack of understanding about 

partnering and partnership potential, leadership shortcomings, low level of buy in, competing 

organizational priorities and an inability to communicate the benefits of partnering (PI, 2006, p. 4). In 

addition to the above challenges, time constraints, hidden agendas, lack of/ or low commitment, conflicts 
between people, limited partnership skills, flawed decisions-making processes and a lack of structure can 

all impede partnership development (PI, 2006, p. 4).  

No matter what the challenge is, change is constant and thus ongoing communication between partners is 

important for success (VCOSS, n.d., [ a]). An ongoing engagement or commitment from stakeholders, 

grounded in a common vision and mission, can help maintain a partnership in the face of multiple 
changes to leadership (VCOSS, n. d.,[ a]). NFPs must seek to balance the risks and benefits and embrace 

change. This can be done in part by building internal capacity to support a partnership model. For NFP to 

create capacity each must engage a leadership strategy that helps create a culture of acceptance that 

embraces new and innovative partnerships and ensures that the organization is stable enough to take on 
new partnership demands. Formal documents, policies and long-term contracts can help formalize the 

importance of the relationship. Without formalized agreements, the relationship can disintegrate very 

quickly and be lost forever (Miltenberger, 2013; VCOSS, n.d., [a]).  

Leadership competencies can help create an environment where collaboration is accepted and not feared.  

Ongoing communication, conflict resolution and relationship building create a formalized framework for 
partnering which, in turn, builds organizational capacity. Organizations that are seeking a partnership 

relationship with another organization must be in a position to effectively commit to a partnership project. 

While the following section defines the concept of organizational capacity, breaking down important 

components into six sections, capacity building requires the people and the organization to be involved 
(Vernis et al., p. 12).  

Table 2 – Comparison table of the advantages and disadvantages in a partnership 

 

Benefits Challenges & Risks 

Diverse thinking leads to better outcomes Financial risk 

Shared workload and resources Relational risk between all stakeholders 

Build member capacity and bargaining power Reputational risk within the community 

Psychological support Operational risks governance 

Increase credibility within community 
Perceived or real loss of power/control over 
organizational decisions 

Share risks Perceived or real loss of independence 

Allow for innovative service delivery Potential to fail  

Reach larger target group Personality conflict 

Interdependence Perceived or real loss of organizational identity 

Leverage knowledge and resources Mismatch in missions 

Increase organizational capacity Lack of resources or capacity 

Improve accountability and transparency Forced partnerships 

 

With the growing emphasis on collaboration between agencies and sectors, this creates a need for all 

partners to develop capacity for working across organizational and sector boundaries. Both individual and 

organizational capacity is required (Boydell, 2007, p. 6). 
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3.4 BUILDING CAPACITY TO PARTNER  
 

Organizational and individual capacity is an abstract term that encompasses a wide range of capabilities, 

knowledge and resources (Connolly & Lukas, n. d.). Capacity building requires direct engagement from 

people within and around the organization.  Both individual and organizational capacity building are 

important concepts but each are often developed separately with more emphasis being on the 
organizational capacity rather than the individual capacity development. To create balance, capacity 

development needs to happen within the organization and within the individuals who are associated with 

the partnership (Vernis et al, 2006). 

3.4.1 Organizational Capacity 
 

Organizational capacity criteria can be broken into six components to help evaluate and assess an 

organization’s ability to take on a partner. All six of these components are critical (Connolly & Lukas, n. 

d). Figure 3 summarizes the six organizational components that an organization can use to assess whether 
or not they have the finances, time and energy to effectively make the change (Connolly & Lukas, n. d). 

Since a NFP may be motivated to partner with the assumption that the partnership will help create or 

increase their capacity to offer better services having individual organizational capacity to partner may 
help strengthen collaborative relationships required to partner (Boydell, 2007, p. 3; Miltenberger, 2013; 

Vernis et al, 2006).  

When the six organizational components are broken down into sections, each section is connected back to 

a clear mission, vision and strategy (Connolly & Lukas, n.d). These help create a common understanding 

of organizational purpose (Connolly & Lukas, n.d). Boards and leaders who are engaged and create 

governance policies, both internal and external, that are ethical and openly support the purpose and vision, 
strengthens the sustainability of the organization (Connolly & Lukas, n. d). Many NFP organizations are 

limited to grants and/or core funding to operate support services. Diversification of financial sources 

outside of government increases capacity (Connolly & Lukas, n. d). Most NFP organizations deliver 
service to the community at large, while some are specialized in areas such as poverty, housing or 

domestic violence, but how the program is viewed by external stakeholders impacts the ability for an 

organization to build capacity, especially if there is a negative view. To create community support each 
must require outcomes that are high quality, match mission, and are well regarded by community 

members to strengthen the foundation required to build capacity. An organization that is respected and 

active in the community creates important connections that help support mission, vision and strategic plan 

(Connolly & Lukas, n. d). 

Figure 2 depicts a solid structure that is held together by the six capacity components necessary for a 

sustainable organization. Removing one of these components makes the structure unstable, unable to 
achieve mission and vision. 

Figure 2: Organizational Capacity Pyramid  
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(Connelly & Lukas, n. d). 

 

In different stages of organizational life, NFPs may be affected by many factors that inhibit or challenge 
their ability to create capacity. Loss of funding, changes in the political environment, and/or age or 

developmental stage of organization all can impact six criteria above that created the solid infrastructure 

that enables the organization to partner.   

With the growing emphasis on collaboration and partnerships between NFP agencies, government and the 

business sectors, Boydell (2007) emphasizes the need for potential NFP partners to develop capacities 

that will help support a working-together mindset (p. 6). Individuals linked to a partnership must have 
unique skills and attributes that enable them to work in a culture conducive to a partnership environment 

(Sullivan & Skelcher as cited in Boydell, 2007, p. 6). These unique skills include the ability to build and 

maintain the trust and integrity required in a partnership relationship. Organizations, and their leaders, 
must be willing to be flexible and willing to move the partnership process forward; however, there are 

often internal conflicts that are unpredictable and unexpected that impact capacity. 

3.5 Human Capacity 
 

The human factor can complicate or sabotage a partnership, especially when individuals are resistant to 

change, mandated to partner or not willing to engage in ongoing partnership building activities (Stott, 

2007). People often take change as a personal criticism of the way they have done things in the past 
(McArthur, 1993, p. 2018). People can create an environment that can be negative and be disruptive to the 

partnership process, becoming resistant out of fear or perceived loss of autonomy (Jaffee, 2008). Talking 

negatively inside and outside of the organization can hinder the development of a partnership. Staff needs 

and concerns must be taken into account as all too often top executives devote more time to screening 
potential partners in financial terms than managing the partnership in human terms, particularly during 

times of change (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010, p.3; Kanter, 1994, p. 96).  

While a partnership framework can help solve the social and environmental concerns of a community or 

agency, some may think that it is being used merely to fill resource gaps. For example, a relationship 

between a NFP and business to help fund social programs may be seen by some as the government not 
taking responsibility for social funding (Stott, 2007, p. 3). Often the term partnership is associated with 
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images of one or more people shaking hands or bringing together pieces of a puzzle to make a complete 

picture. These images often make the assumption that each player is on the same page, has the same goals 
and that everyone is on board with the concepts/criteria associated with partnering; however, this is not 

always the case.  

Change is often difficult and hard for people to embrace. Historically, changes within an organization or 

sector meant learning of new skills or modifying a simple system with an office or agency, however as 

more and more NFPs enter into partnerships, individuals within an organization are impacted at a deeper 

level, at times challenging their own belief or value systems (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010, 
p.3). Creating infrastructure within each agency that engages everyone in the partnership process, helps 

reduce resistance and increase success. Agencies that wish to partner must be willing to risk losing power 

and control over decisions and project outcomes, shifting from a “me to we” mindset (VCOSS, n. d.,[a]., 
p. 3).   

Organizational cultures between NFPs, governments and businesses differ greatly as there are many 
different and often competing perspectives on any given problem (Vernis et al., 2006, p.36). These 

differences can often jeopardize collaborations (Vernis et al., 2006, p. 36). Each sector has a unique 

knowledge base, set of values, and language, which can complicate understandings of a partnership model 

(Vernis et al., 2006, p. 36). A corporate culture has a different set of values and beliefs than a NFP 
culture. Each NFP has its own culture and values based on its area of expertise. With this in mind, it is 

important to “communicate and plan” throughout the partnership process to reduce misunderstanding 

(McArthur, 1993, p. 219).  

3.6 Conclusion 
 

Defining a partnership is often difficult and is dependent on the formal or informal relationships between 

stakeholders. Motivations to partner set the stage for partnership building. Motivations for partnering 
include: increasing organizational capacity, sharing limited resources and streamlining services. There are 

many advantages and disadvantages when entering into a partnership. Increasing capacity through a 

partnership venture requires all stakeholders—both internal and external—to embrace the partnership 
concept. The human factor can derail a partnership unless there is ongoing energy and communication 

that helps develop the relationship. Each partnership has unique motivators, purpose and processes; 

however, each partnership is relational relying on communication and commitment that helps build trust. 

The next section proposes best practices and guidelines to help partnerships succeed.   
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SECTION 4: PARTNERSHIP BEST PRACTICES  
 

This section of the report considers some of the partnership indicators and best practices that can be used 

when preparing to partner. There are many best practice guidelines in the NFP, business and government 

sectors that have been successful and commonly used. This section reviews criteria and key elements that 

lay the foundation for a successful partnership. Keys themes include: integrity, trust and leadership style. 
Each of these themes has then been broken down further to help the reader to prepare to partner. 

Communicating and engaging each stakeholder can create a synergy that promotes a higher level of 

human effort that can support the partnership process (Jaffee, 2008, p. 14). Conflicting culture and values 
within and between partnering organizations must be discussed prior to commencing relationship. 

 

4.1 Criteria for Successful Partnerships 

 
There are key criteria that lay the foundation upon which a successful partnership can be developed and 
maintained, however the most effective partnerships maybe partnerships that have the right people 

matched with the right organization, often who have had previous partnership experiences, which commit 

to a common goal (CIP, 2009, p.71). Each stakeholder or partner must play a role in the success of the 

partnership by creating infrastructures that support growth, development and change throughout the life of 
the partnership. Typically this is done under the direction of a leader who has competencies that support 

the partnership model. This can be done through leader style, governance structure and clear 

communication policies. These criteria are very similar to the organizational capacity components in 
section 3.5, but with a focus on cross sector partnerships. Often the breakdown of a partnership is 

associated with power struggles between organizational leaders. In addition, relationships can become 

strained when a leader is less than truthful, eroding the trust needed to make the partnership work 

(Melendez as cited in Vernis et al., 2006). A successful partnership requires formal structure that allows 
for the flexibility that adapts to change. In addition there are different elements that need to be considered 

dependent on the needs of the partnership (CIP, 2009). Each of these elements relate to success in multi-

organizational partnerships (CIP, 2009, p. 49-50). Much of the literature reviewed, regardless of sector or 
partnership outcome, emphasizes there are key criteria for successful partnership often links back to 

capacity, competence and the individual character of the person assigned to lead the partnership process.   

4.2 Leadership Strategy  
 

Since partnerships are driven by people, the relationship between leaders must be strong—building on 

mutual respect and trust (Paetkau, 2008, p. 20). Hence there are unique leadership qualities and character 

traits that need to be in place in order to partner.  

Organizations that are choosing to partner must carefully choose who will be representing the 

organization at the partnership table. Alexander, Comfort, Weiner and Bogie (2001) suggest that to have 
an effective partnership one must look at the style of the leader(s) within each organization. Doing the 

same things over and over without changing can limit the growth and development of the partnership 

(MacAusian, 2006, p. 160). Leaders who are tasked with creating and sustaining a partnership must be 

able to manage organizations, context, relationships and change (Gosling & Mintzberg, 2003, p. 56). 
Effective leaders self analyze, self reflect, collaborate and react or change direction that supports the 

partnership process (Gosling & Mintzberg, 2003, p. 63). Because a partnership involves stakeholders who 

have diverse perspectives, leadership style and conflicting motivations, leaders must be able embrace a 
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shared decision-making process as opposed to the traditional hierarchical process (Alexander et al., 

2001).  

Chosen leaders and boards must be cautious that they are not entering into a partnership for the wrong 

reasons. Board and executive staff must ensure that the partnership is congruent with the values, beliefs, 
mission and goals of their organization (Miltenberger, 2013). Leaders who are making decisions about 

potential partnerships must assess the legitimacy and qualifications of collaborative partners 

(Miltenberger, 2013, p. 67).  

Mintzberg and Gosling (2003) argue that effective leadership is about managing and building 

collaborative relationships. Using the “five managerial mind-sets” as a self-assessment tool, one can focus 

on the needs of a partnership from a holistic perspective (Mintzberg & Gosling, 2003, p. 56). This 
supports the view that effective partnerships are complex systems that require leaders to understand how 

each stakeholder works both independently and as a team in a partnership framework. A worldly mindset 

is about managing context, expanding, learning, growing and reflecting on experience from all aspects 
(Community Development (CD), 509, 2011). Sometimes a leader can get stuck in a mindset that limits his 

or her organization’s ability to successfully partner, thus stunting the opportunity for growth, change and 

adaptation (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2009a, p. 5; Dweck, 2006, p. 125).  

Group dynamics and membership are important (HSPIC, 2009, p. 5). Partnerships are more likely to be 

successful if there is consistency at both the organizational and individual level. A leader who has the 

correct mindset to partner greatly influences the direction of the partnership, shifting views and engaging 
others in the excitement of a new innovative way of thinking (HSPIC, 2009, p. 5). This cannot be done 

without thinking about the current organizational culture and how to communicate and plan for an 

integrated approach to service delivery. 

Historically, a partnership philosophy may not be ingrained in an organization’s culture or way of doing 

things. Successful partnerships are much more likely if leaders that are able to communicate the benefits 

and soft benefits of partnering to staff. Working across organizational boundaries is one of the most 
difficult activities that managers in any type of organization have to accomplish (Huxham and Vangen, 

2004). Many collaborative arrangements that begin with the best intentions and goodwill nevertheless 

turn out to be frustrating affairs, and it is not uncommon for them to dwindle away into non-existence 
(Huxham & Vangen, 1996). When this happens, the benefits are lost and a great deal of resources and 

effort are wasted (Huxham & Vangen, 1996). 

Leadership in a partnership requires dedication and commitment. Huxham & Vangen (2006) suggest that 

successful leaders require a balanced approach and must be able to be empathetic to the needs of the 

relationship while at the same time confident and skilled enough to give clear direction. This is a highly 

participatory and interactive approach that motivates, empowers and nurtures stakeholders whilst 
simultaneously paying attention to the specific details of the internal and external environment (Huxham 

& Vangen, 2006, p. 5). 

According to Huxham and Vangen (2006), a collaborative advantage is the synergy that can be achieved 

by integrating the resources and expertise of one organization with that of others (p. 3). This advantage 

can be used to enhance a leadership plan by creating structure that is easily communicated between 
stakeholders. Building collaborative advantage requires leaders to be aware and sensitive to political, 

cultural, organizational and human needs. Relationships are a “key business asset, and knowing how to 

nurture them is an essential managerial skill” (Kantor, 1994, p. 108). Relationship development, 

particularly in a collaborative setting, is often difficult and can become more fragmented, or split, making 
it difficult to move forward with a working partnership project (Conklin, 2005). Trust is often an 

underlying component that is required to develop and nurture a partnership relationship.  



27 
 

4.3 Nurturing Relationships 
 

Partnership identification, complex systems, risk, vulnerability and power imbalances can pose challenges 

for building and maintaining trust. Without ongoing communication, trust can be lost or never develop in 
the first place. A lack of trust can hinder the achievement of a collaborative advantage in a partnership 

(Vangen & Huxham, 2003, p. 22). Once trust has been established, it is extremely important that this 

level of trust be sustained given the fragility of the relationship (Vangen & Huxham, 2006). Vangen and 
Huxham (2003, 2006) for example, note that practitioners who wish to build and maintain a high degree 

of trust need to pay relentless attention to trust-building activities. Each partner has a responsibility to 

create a system that will help manage communication and potential power imbalances, and celebrate 
success (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). Successful partnerships recognize that a mutual effort, in spite of 

conflicting views, is required when partnering (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). There may be varying levels 

of commitment, but each partner must prepare to nurture the collaborative relationship in ways that 

support continuous change (Vangen & Huxham, 2003, p. 22; Huxham & Vangen, 2006, p. 5).   

Kantor (1994) defines the first stage as the courting and engagement stage. This stage is where a rapport 

is established between leaders. As the partnerships moves toward a formal collaboration, more concrete 
agreements are made and the life-long process of negotiation and day-to-day monotony sets in. Problems 

may surface as more and more people get involved. Some partners become less engaged as the day-to-day 

operations, like human resource management, overshadow the long-term vision of the project. 
Operational and cultural differences can emerge and create conflict. Kandor (1994) found that operational 

dissimilarities required time and a lot of communication between parties before they were resolved (p. 

105). Throughout the partnership, structures, processes and skills need to be integrated at the 

organizational, cultural and interpersonal levels (Kantor, 1994, p. 106). While each of these stages or 
criteria is important, trust between all stakeholders in the partnership is needed.  

4.3.1 Trust  
 

Trust is one of the critical components associated with the rise or fall of a partnership (Huxham & 
Vangen, 2003; Miltenberger, 2013; Wildridge et al., 2004). The partnership literature emphasizes the 

importance of trust to a partnership (HSPIC, 2009; Puusa & Tolvanen, 2006; Vangen & Huxham, 2003; 

Vernis et al., 2006). Trust in an organizational partnership is invisible and difficult to measure (Puusa & 

Tolvanen, 2006, p. 1). Researchers Huxham and Vangen (2003) believe that trust is developed after 
successful interactions, transparency, inclusiveness, compromise, and communication. Huxham and 

Vangen (2003) conclude that building trust requires stakeholders to invest time and carefully think about 

the purpose of the project, power differences and sharing success, and place checks on leaders who may 
wish to take over. Power struggles between individuals and organizations can contribute to mistrust and 

hamper the trust building process, thus it is vital for partnership success to have a conflict resolution 

strategy (Huxham & Vangen, 2003, p. 13). Trust, while abstract, can be expressed at an individual, 

organizational or system level described as the “social glue that can hold different kinds of organizational 
structures together” (Puusa & Tolvanen, 2006, p. 2; Atkinson & Butcher as cited in Puusa & Tolvanen, 

2006, p. 2). While there are different definitions and models when researching the concept of trust, 

underlying themes that create a trust environment include personal and professional integrity, skills and 
competencies that get a job done, open and honest communication, and reliability (Bielefeld, 2012; 

Covey, n.d, ; Puusa & Tolvanen, 2006, p. 2). These characteristics are linked to the belief that the other 

people or organizations “will not through words, actions or decisions – act opportunistically” in the 
partnership setting (Puusa & Tolvanen, 2006, p. 2). 

Huxham & Vangen’s (2003) trust building cycle depicts the process necessary for building trust (See 

Figure 4 below). Building trust among partners must be managed carefully, going through the cycle that 
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builds on successes. Successes help build partnership confidence. Confidence is often based on individual 

character traits and competence capabilities (Covey, n.d., paragraph 7). The development of trust and 
maintenance of a trust in a partnership can be done by looking at all the aspects of the collaborative 

process by engaging all stakeholders in a communication network (Huxham & Vangen, 2003, p. 24). 

Partners need to identify power imbalances, address conflicting views and communicate solutions 

throughout the project to reinforce trust (Huxham & Vangen, 2003, p. 24). Celebrating small 
achievements helps build a deeper level of trust and commitment to organizational goals (Huxham & 

Vangen, 2003, p. 24). If one organization agrees to do something and it gets accomplished, this increases 

the trust between each stakeholder. If an organization’s actions are incongruent with what is being said 
then trust between each stakeholder can be compromised.  

Figure 3 - The Cyclical Trust-Building Loop  

 

 

(Vangen & Huxham, 2003).  

Individuals and organizational integrity and motive to partner help build trust, as does the ability of an 

organization and its leaders to ensure that values and principles stated remain consistent with verbal 
expressions and actions of that organization (Bielefeld, 2012, p. 176-7). Saying one thing and doing 

another is subject to internal and external scrutiny of other stakeholders. These factors form the basis of 

nonprofit accountability and can be damaging to the partnership relationship (Bielefeld, 2012, p. 177). In 

addition to fostering trust, would-be partners need to ensure that a framework for guiding the partnership 
is in place. Many partnerships require a high degree of integration and formality that have written policy 

that is designed to meet the goals of the partnership (VCOSS, n.d.,[d]., p. 4). The next section looks at the 

formal structure that is needed in a multi sector partnership. 
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4.4 Creating Structure  
 

A formal governance framework or model is required in a collaborative partnership. As the levels of risk 

and commitment increase, the partnership plan becomes more detailed often in written agreements, 
policies, work plans and partnership expectations (VCOSS, n. d., [a]). Each formal partnership document 

will have its own unique language, goals, and outcomes, depending on the actors and motivations 

involved. A business partnering with a NFP, for example, will look different than a NFP partnering with 
another NFP. 

A memorandum of understanding (MOU) can be the document that legitimizes a partnership (Gowdell, 
2012; VCOSS, n. d., [a]). It clarifies roles, responsibilities, accountability, governance, membership and 

budget. All parties should sign this document. Most importantly, the MOU serves as a concrete document 

that links mission and purpose, and drives partnership success (VCOSS,n. d., [a]). This mission and 

purpose can be used to promote commitment and consistency as the partnership moves through the 
project lifecycle (Masters of Community Development (MACD) 512, Notes, 2011; VCOSS, n. d., [a]).  

Within this governance structure, day-to-day operations can be formalized by terms of reference (TOR) 
documents that guide operational arrangements between partners (VCOSS, n. d., [a]., p. 6). This 

document may include job descriptions, timelines, communication strategy, marketing strategy and 

priorities.  

The need for a formal governance structure to oversee operations of any partnerships is critical for 

sustainability and continuity (Human Service Partnership Implementation Committee (HSPIC), 2009, p. 

27). This structure defines roles and elaborates strategies to help resolve conflicts that may arise within or 
between organizations (HSPIC, 2009, p. 27). Ideally, a governance structure should establish: a common 

definition of partnership; TOR; a MOU; and a protocol for grievances and conflict. In addition, the 

governance structure must have shared vision; shared purpose and shared decision-making power to be 
effective (VCOSS, n.d., [a,b,c,d]). Understanding the governance structure and expectations associated 

with the collaborative partnership process can help organizations plan.  

4.4.1 Partnership Framework  
 

For an organization to be able to plan or strategize there first must be an understanding of what is required 

from each stakeholder. The Continuum of Joint Action/Joint Effort Framework© is a tool that is used to 

understand the different expectations that come in participatory group settings. The process of 

networking, cooperation, coordination, collaboration and partnership are each unique (VCOSS, n.d., [a]., 
p. 2).  

Organizations can use this framework to better understand the level of commitment required, relationship 
expectations and how to mitigate risk in collaborative partnerships. The continuum of joint effort is a 

framework that creates competencies and lists expectations that organizations can expect seeking multi 

sector partnerships. This framework helps users monitor the degree of intensity and commitment required 

when partnering. This links expected processes and tasks with the degree of commitment, risk and 
intensity. The closer one is to a strong partnership, the more formalized the process. The level of time 

commitment and risk increase as the collaborative effort moves up the scale. Using this continuum will 

help the client organization to define, within its own context, what characteristics exist in a partnership, 
and how these characteristics can be identified, evaluated and recreated from project to project. 

Figure 5 breaks the framework into catagories that allows the reader to identify the key characteristics of 
collaborative projects.  
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Figure 4 – Continuum  of Joint Effort Synergisq © 2012

 

(VCOSS, n.d.,[a]., p.2). 

The continuum of joint effort© identifies six different degrees of participatory consultation each with 

varying degrees of risk and commitment, with partnerships requiring the highest degree of risk and 

commitment from stakeholders (VCOSS, n.d., [a]., p. 2). The focus of this project is partnerships; 
however it is worth while to briefly explain how the continuum differentiates:  

1. Information sharing:  Information sharing is very informal. A group get together to share general 
knowledge. There is low commitment and minimal risk for the agency to participate. 

 

2. Networking: Networking is informal meetings often sharing a common interests. There is low 
risk and low commitment required from participants.  

 

3. Cooperation: Cooperation is more formal but continues to have low risk and low participant 

commitment. There maybe some structure in place to communicate process and manage conflict. 
 

4. Coordination: Coordination is a process where two or more organizations align to achieve the 

same goals. Typically coordination projects have a shared vision with a common outcome that 
will benefit clients. Each agency provides leadership both independently and as a team. In this 

form of joint effort, participants must be open and transparent. Communication, negotitation, 

planning, problem solving and conflict resolution are often part of a coordination effort. 
Stakeholders are expected to be engaged and actively participate creating structure with protocol 

and operating manuals to guide activities. Due to the increased level of risk inherent in 

coordination, actors must be flexible and open to differing opinions 
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5. Collaboration: Collaboration is a long-term relationship between two or more organizations that 

wish to improve service outcomes. This type of effort has a shared vision and mission, with a 
high level of both commitment and risk for participants. 

 

 

6. Partnering: Partnering  is defined as a long-term relationship between two or more organizations 
who share a vision and  purpose. This is the closest relationship short of a merger. Each 

organization is open and honest about all interactions. There is a formal framework. Throughout 

the partnership, each organization is open to learning from differences, addressing conflict and 
changing the partnership relationship as needed to achieve goals. Communication, negotiation, 

and strategic thinking are required to achieve a successful partnership. There are often new 

structures and systems that have formal agreements and MOUs put into place to guide and govern 
the partnership. 

 

Once the collaborative process has been defined, in the case a partnership, implementation and 

assessment by leaders helps build the foundation required to succesfully partner. Partnership success is 
dependent on the ability of each partner to balance partnership mission, goals and objectives. Character, 

competence and capacity, within the individual and the organization,must grow and develop relationships 

that can create solutions that achieve more than could be achieved working alone. Figure 6 shows criteria 
that are needed to partner with vision and commitment laying the foundation. 

   

Figure 5 – Finding a Partnership Balance 

 

 

 
 

 

Vision/Mission Commitment 
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Table 3. Summary of the literature which identifies important elements that help create a successful 

partnership  

 

 

1. Organizations that are partnering 

must seek leaders who are strong 

and committed, in both time and 
energy, to the partnership. 

2. Organization must ensure that they 

have the capacity, time and 
resources , required to partner. 

3. Organizations that are seeking or 

being asked to partner must ensure 
that they are selecting the right 

partners and that these partners can 

align with the individual 

organization’s vision and mission. 
4. Collectively the stakeholders 

involved in the partnership must 

create and adopt a common vision 
and mission that becomes the 

driving force behind the purpose of 

the partnership. 

5. Together partners must immediately 
begin negotiating goals, objectives, 

performance indicators, and specify 

decision-making processes. 
Formalize all of the outcomes in 

policy. 

6. Discuss and define the risks and 
benefits associated with partnering. 

7. Create policy that helps deal with 

conflict. 

8. Take time to build trust and develop 
relationships. 

9. Create systems that communicate 

and share information among 
partners and stakeholders. 

10. Involve stakeholders and all levels 

and continually recommit to the 
mission and vision of the 

partnership. This is particularly true 

if there has been a change in 

leadership, board or recent conflict. 
11. Stakeholders in the partnership must 

define roles. Clear and open 

decision-making process with 
shared power and equity 

12. Partners must create an environment 

where each organization is mutually 

accountable and open and honest 
(transparent) about all the 

information that is being presented 

at the partnership table. 
 

13. Partners must celebrate and share 

successes, and recognize the good 
work of each stakeholder. 

(Austin as cited in Vernis et al., 2006; Huxham & Vangen, 2003;Drost, Wjik, Mandeto, 2012, p. 4;Vernis 

et al., 2006, p. 34).  

Formal partnerships are grounded by the mission, vision and commitment of the stakeholders balancing 

the needs and demands associated with the changing environment. Partnerships often come with a 
beginning, middle and end for a variety of reasons so can be tracked by using a project cycle. At the same 

time each independent stakeholder is growing and developing within their own context or organization 

which often complicates the development of the partnership. It is of value to understand that there is a not 

for profit life cycle that can impact partnership success and  a partnership project lifecycle both of which 
are highlighted in the next section.  
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4.5 Not for Profit Lifecycle 
 

Individual organizations are said to have a lifecycle similar to that of humans (Evans & Grantham, 2011; 

TCC, 2006). There is a start, middle and end, and each point has specific needs that require special 
attention (TCC, 2006). Understanding the NFP lifecycle process is critical when considering a multi-

sector partnership. It is often difficult to recognize that stakeholders have their own lifecycle independent 

of the partnership. Imbalance between organization responsibilities can cause burnout and partnership 
fatigue that can negatively impact partnership development (VCOSS, 2009, p. 108).  This burnout can 

negatively impact the growth and development of the organization. There are times when partnership 

challenges cannot be resolved and the relationship reaches the end of the project lifecycle (VCOSS, 
n.d.[d]., p. 20. Each organization involved in a partnership must strive for a suitable balance between 

partnership goals and organizational goals. If an organization is internally in a state of crisis, it may not be 

the best time for an external partnership because time, energy and commitment are essential for successful 

partnerships. Figure 7 depicts the lifecycle of a NFP organization. TCC (2006) suggests that mature 
organizations are often better positioned to become a partner than organizations in decline or just starting 

up (p. 3). This is because mature organizations typically have governance and human resource systems in 

place. An organization that is new or struggling is unlikely to have the capacity for the increased 
workload associated with partnering. In Figure 7 below, if an organization is on the decline, its motivation 

to partner may not be congruent with the motivations of a mature organization. 

 

Figure 6 -The Nonprofit Organizational Life Cycle Model  

     

             Sustain 

    Grow  

     

                       Mature       Decline 

 Begin  Adolescent   Stagnant 

 Start Up    Renewal     
 Dissolve 

             

                Defunct 

(TCC, 2006, p. 3). 

Partnerships are built on the hopes and dreams of those involved. Kantor (1994) and other researchers 
suggest that an alliance/collaborative partnership goes through the same stages of development as a 

human romance or marriage (p. 102). Knowing where an individual organization is at in their own life 

cycle may help each partner understand if they have the capacity, energy and time to take on a 

partnership.  

As a NFP lifecycle progresses, the partnership lifecycle must also move forward. The process can be 

quick or slow depending on the vision, mission, purpose and stakeholder makeup of the partnership. No 
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matter which format one chooses to use, it is recognized that it is important for partners to understand that 

these different stages are normal, and that these stages may include growing pains such as increased costs 
and partnership conflict.  

Figure 7 – Partnership Project Lifecycle  

 

(Masters in Community Development (MACD) 512, notes, June 27, 2011).  

VCOSS (n. d.,[c]) uses a lifecycle model for organizational behavior to identify five common lifecycle 

stages (p. 2). This model can help explain identify the group process of development. Stage 1 is when a 

group first comes together. Members are often reserved and extremely polite. This stage is called forming. 
In stage 2, partners become more comfortable with each other, and often have more conflicts and 

differences as individuals vie for position or authority. This so-called “storming stage” can go on for a 

long time, so it is important for conflict resolution processes be in place to address this developmental 
stage. Stage 3, the “norming stage,” is where group members understand operational procedures, and a 

more productive partnership can occur. Stage 4 is the “performing stage,” a mature stage of the lifecycle 

where there is a balance of flexibility and control. This stage welcomes change, thus paving the way for 

innovation and growth. The fifth and final stage is the “adjourning stage” where members move on once 
the partnership has been completed. If the partnership is ongoing, then this is the stage when partnerships 

can and ought to be re-evaluated (VCOSS, n.d., [c]., p. 3).  

Figure 7 and 8 in the above section illustrates the belief that organizations, like humans, evolve over time 

and require care. Knowing where an organization is at will better prepare agencies looking to partner. 

Once an organization has bought into the value and the mission, vision and parameters of partnership, 

depending on the complexity of group dynamics, a monitoring and evaluation process must be developed 

and used on an ongoing basis (VCOSS, n. d., [a:d]). Organizational Capacity, competence, and leadership 
character have been identified as key criteria however formal monitoring and evaluation of partnership in 

each of these areas is important. 
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4.6 Evaluating Partnerships 
 

People often assume that collaboration will be more effective than working alone. This may not always be 

the case as the amount of time, energy and financial resources needed to meet partnership goals may 
outweigh the advantages to partnering (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). Ongoing assessment and evaluation of 

partnerships is a must (Serafin & Stibbes, 2008). Research suggests that cross-sector partnerships often 

lack the finances and tools required to effectively implement evaluation for the duration of a partnership 
project (Serafin & Stibbes, 2008, p.9). Competing perspectives and differing motivations also make 

evaluation difficult (Serafin & Stibbes, 2008, p. 9). Additional challenges arise when differing opinions 

around success indicators slow the evaluation process and increase the time needed to achieve partnership 
mission and goals (Boydell, 2007, p. 3). 

Measuring the effectiveness of a multi-sector partnership can be a challenge as each stakeholder comes to 

the table with their own strengths and weaknesses. Caplan and Jones (2002) have formulated a set of 
partnership indicators that can be used to measure expectations, limitations and considerations. They 

identify the following as key building blocks for success: partner respect; responsibility; responsiveness; 

and flexibility (p. 3). Each one of these factors can be used when evaluating a successful partnership. 

Useful evaluation tools in a cross-sector partnership need to accommodate different partnership strategies 

(Serafin & Stibbe, 2008, p. 10). If done systematically, evaluation enables partners to understand the 
benefits of the partnership and increase buy-in (Serafin & Stibbe, 2008, p.10). Evaluating a partnership is 

not a onetime occurrence, but an ongoing systematic process throughout the lifecycle of the project 

(Serafin & Stibbe, 2008, p.10).  

4.6.1 Sustaining and reviewing partnership practice 
 

To sustain long-term partnership excitement and engagement, partners needs to come up with strategies 

that will nurture relationships, recognize and reward members, celebrate success, combine planning with 

achievable action plans and create an environment where partners can learn from one another (VCOSS, n. 
d., [c]., p. 1). Strategies may include: 

1. Understanding project, organization and partnership.  
2. Consistently communicating between each party to clarify roles, share responsibilities, and 

review expectation and goals. 

3. Reporting all progress. 

4. Allowing for learning to occur between each party.   
5. Reflecting and sharing positive and negative experiences. 

6. Monitoring success and addressing conflict. 

There are times when the idea of partnership appears more advantageous than is actually the case. Once 

the partnership is put into practice, unforeseen difficulties such as funding cuts, staff changes or board 

changes can upset the foundations of a partnership. 

VCOSS’s Partnership Practice Guide (n. d.,[c]) suggests these steps: 

 A re-evaluation and recommitment to vision and goals of the partnership. 

 Careful revision of work and strategic plans based on the internal and external changes. 

 Seek outside support. 

 Review type of partnership using the Continuum of Joint Effort as a guide.   

 Reorganize or make changes to current structures. 
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 Terminate or discontinue partnership. 

Ask reflective questions to re-evaluate position, understandings and commitment. 

1. Why did we decide to partner? Is this still valid? 

2. Did we achieve what we set out to do? 
3. What else has happened as a result of our working together? What have been the soft benefits? 

What have been the impacts on our organization, clients and community? 

4. Are the achievements worth the expenditure of time and money? 

5. What have we learnt? Is this a learning environment? 
6. What revisions need to be made to make the system more efficient? 

7. Are we nurturing the relationships throughout the lifecycle?  

 

Of all the criteria and conditions noted in this section, several conditions are common, and all can be 

linked back to the importance of communication between leadership. The next section highlights the fact 
that leadership style helps build trust in ongoing relationships. This is specifically evident when all 

stakeholders are flexible willing to commit time and energy to a common vision or mission. 

  



37 

 
 

SECTION 5: RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

This section makes recommendations for the SAFE Society that helps its organizational leaders 

understand what organizational capacity, competencies and leadership character are needed when seeking 

or entering into new partnerships. In addition, it recommends that ongoing monitoring and evaluating of 

current partnerships may establish missing criteria that is needed to successfully partner. Partnerships are 
thought to increase organizational capacity to address social issues that negatively impact community 

health and wellness. Partnering comes with complexities of a multiple relationships that are shifting 

because of internal and external demands.    

There are several recommendations, tools and best practice strategies that can be used to help partners 

better understand the partnering process. These can be implemented and adapted to existing partnerships 
and used when seeking or forming new partnerships with government agencies, NFPs or the business 

private sectors. The following recommendations are in no special order and all can be used at any time 

throughout the life cycle of the partnership. 

Recommendation 1:  Prior to entering into a new partnership the SAFE Society client organization 

should use the NFP lifecycle, referenced in section 4, to identify if the organization is in a stable enough 

position to take on a new partnership. The organizational lifecycle model can be adapted and used to help 
the client organization assess the suitability of would-be partners. 

Recommendation 2:  The client organization should review the Continuum of Joint Effort©, referenced 
in section 4, figure 4, Appendix 1, to understand the differences between an informal meeting, community 

collaborative and partnership. This will ensure a concise and clear understanding of the expectations and 

level of commitment required from stakeholders at each level of interaction.  

In a partnership the commitment and additional stress the organization may experience throughout the life 

of the partnership may outweigh the perceived advantages. This must be taken into consideration from the 

beginning. Building a successful and sustainable relationship is based on trust, transparency and shared 
power. This is difficult to achieve particularly when one organization has more resources than another. 

This must be assessed and reviewed throughout the life cycle of the partnership.  

Recommendation 3:  Prior to partnering, the organization should ensure that the leader or appointee to 

the partnership project has the necessary expertise and knowledge to build a successful relationship with 

all stakeholders. The SAFE Society structure and governance model mandates that the Executive Director 
(ED) take on these responsibilities. Leadership skills required include the ability to embrace a shared 

leadership style that is flexible, open and honest while staying committed to the vision and mission of 

their own organization. 

Recommendation 4: Conduct a group exercise with current board and staff to identify cultural norms 

associated with the concept of multi-sector partnerships. What does the staff have to gain and what does 

the staff have to lose in a multi-sector partnership? 

This would include participating in a self-assessment and clearly understand how a partnership will 

impact an organization. Use this project to do a Strengths, Weakness, Opportunity, and Threats (SWOT) 
analysis of the partnership and ask questions like:  

 Should we partner?  

 What is the overall purpose of the partnership? 

 Do we have the human and financial resources required? 

 What is the time commitment?  
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 Are we being pressured into this because of government constraints? If not, what are 

other motivations to partner? 

 Does/do partner(s) align with your organizational vision and mission? 

Recommendation 5: Understand and fully investigate the potential partner organization(s). Ask the 

following questions:  

 Does the leader and the agency partner(s) have a favorable partnership history and 

reputation (Global Environmental Management Initiative (GEMI), 2008, p. 10)?  

 Does the leader(s) have the core competencies that support a collaborative partnership 

process? Does the partner have a other successful partnerships? 

 In a multi-sector partnership, identify the stakeholders, and is this alliance of equal 

advantage to all parties? What are the motivator’s to partner? 

 Does the proposed partnering agency share similar values and mission as SAFE? 

 Are potential partners in good standing with their funders including the BC Society Act, 

Tax Canada, Employment Standards, Human Rights, Better Business Bureau (BBB)? 

 Where are potential partners located in the organizational lifecycle? Is it possible to 

identify if potential partners are in the adolescent phase, mature phase or stagnant phase 

(TCC Board Source, 2006)? 

 

Recommendation 6:  Follow the Partnership Practice Guide 1-3 (n. d), Appendix 1, which includes 
sections on preparing to partner, commencing partnership and sustaining partnership. This guide has 

templates that can be used to facilitate growth and development of partnerships.  

Recommendation 7: The client organization, in conjunction with the Partnership Practice Guide (PPG 1-

4) Appendix 1, should use the partnership life cycle, figure 8, to assess the growth and development of the 

partnership VCOSS, n.d.,[a;b;c;d]. It is recommended that these tools be used to assess current 

relationships with Shuswap Community Resources Cooperative (SCRC) and to include the following 
questions: 

 Are the partnership stakeholders still committed to the orginal vision and mission of SCRC?  If 

no what has changed? 

 Is there organizational and leadership capacity within the SCRC partnership to improve 

processes? If so what processes need to be improved?   

 Is the partnership celebrating successes and learning from its mistakes? 

Does there continue to be the commitment from leaders to achieve partnership goals?  

Recommendation 8:  The client organization should share this report with the Shuswap Community 

Resource Cooperative (SCRC). This project report, or parts of this reports, can be used to understand, 

assess and evaluate the current partnership between the SAFE Society and the SCRC members.  It can 
help members recommit to SCRC’s original mission “working better by working together” and help 

assess and evaluate current status of the partnership relationship (SCRC, 2014).  

Unfortunately, even if all the reported criteria or elements are present in a partnership, there is still no 
guarantee that the outcome or goals of the partnership will be achieved. There are times when a successful 

partnership process falls short and the partnership comes to an end. This is to be expected and used as a 

learning experience for all involved. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

Most NFPs do some collaboration in the communities they serve. Many go further and engage in formal 

agreements which may include “joint programming, back office consolidation, or joint ventures” (Gowdy, 

second paragraph, 2012). Voluntary partnerships between multi-sector organizations are complex and 
challenging. Strategic planning involves careful thought and consideration of internal and external factors 

that can impact a partnership relationship. With the provincial and federal freeze on spending in the social 

sector, agencies are seeking alternative ways to raise funds to continue service. Competition for limited 
donation dollars adds to the stress and challenges NFP face. Entering into partnerships to address these 

complex concerns is one way the NFP sector can continue to offer service. The relationship between 

partners is crucial in order to achieve Huxham’s (2006) collaborative advantage. Short-term and long-
term partnerships provide low return on investment because of the considerable time and human resources 

required. Partners that seek immediate financial saving may be disappointed as there are often hidden 

costs incurred in the first few stages of development (Evans & Grantham, 2011). In reality, most 

collaborations are a painfully slow process for many organizations and some have been known to die 
without achieving goals (Huxham & Vangen, 2006, p. 3). Issues that impede success include: shifting 

goals, different culture, lack of communication, power struggles and lack of trust (Huxham & Vangen, 

2006). All these aspects need to be managed in order for partnerships to succeed. Consult the project and 
organizational lifecycles to see where you are and what you can expect. 

Even the strongest foundations, under certain circumstances, crack and shift. All relationships erode over 
time without proper care and maintenance. The literature alludes to this when referencing the concepts of 

trust, the importance of communication and the importance that leadership style has on the creation and 

maintenance of a partnership relationship. These are some of the key components for creating a strong 

partnership foundation. In order to sustain a successful partnership, organizations must continue to be 
innovative and willing to explore opportunities outside of the NFP sector. It is recommended that the 

SAFE Society continue to strategize and plan for the future by seeking out new partnerships, but with the 

understanding that partnerships can be risky. Leadership style, communication and relationships between 
partners are integral components of a strong, progressive partnership. Each agency must have the ability 

to learn, adapt and evolve as variables shift.  

While there is no perfect formula for achieving a successful partnership there are several common themes, 

and criteria that help lay the foundation for a working partnership. Expect the unexpected, however plan 

for as much of the unexpected as possible. Like a marriage, partnerships between NFPs, government and 

business need constant nurturing.   

Linking it all together takes time, energy and drive from all those who are associated with the partnership.  

Consistency, capacity, competency, commitment, and communication are the five ‘C’’s that weave 
together the suggested best practice strategies that will help assess, identify and evaluate community 

partnerships. Strong community partnerships are needed to create commitment that helps combat current 

social issues such as poverty, violence and homelessness. 
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