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here’s a lot of talk about part-

nerships, coalitions, mergers,

and alliances these days, and
for good reason. Whatever you
choose to call it, collaboration makes
good sense. In an era of growing de-
mand and shrinking budgets, there is
no better time for nonprofits to ex-
plore collaboration as an innovative
way to reduce operating expenses
while maintaining or enhancing ser-
vices. But how do you know if col-
laboration is right for your otganization?

Panacea or Pitfall?

Collaboration is based on the idea that
organizations with similar mandates
can accomplish more working to-
gether than they can on their own.
They may be formed around a par-
ticular cause or common issue, or to
simply build the organizational capa-
city of each other.

Despite the significant commitment of
financial and human resources required,
there are many compelling reasons to
seriously consider collaboration.

* increased financial and orga-
nizational stability

* access to greater resources and
a larger knowledge and skill base
* greater visibility and credibil-
ity speaking as a united voice
* reduced isolation for smaller
organizations

There are many examples of success-
ful collaborations within the nonprofit
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sector. Effective partnerships typically include high
levels of communication, trust, and commitment
among partners; strong leadership; strong mana-
gerial will and staff support; similar organizational
mandates; comparable organization sizes; organi-
zational stability; a small number of partners; and
an equitable commitment of resources.

This all sounds good so far, but there are also
many obstacles that can derail your collaboration.
These include:

* different expectations around the vision or goals
* loss of direction or focus

* lack or change of leadership

* lack of time or commitment

* unequal involvement

* excessive bureaucracy

* “turf battles”

* diversion of too many resources from regular
programming

Making it Work

Once your organization has identified other orga-
nizations to potentially collaborate with, you will
likely want to first determine the needs and com-
patibility of all partners. This involves comparing
missions and organizational culture, reviewing the
individual and shared needs of each organization,
and possibly developing an inventory that permits
the comparison of existing human and capital re-
sources (if co-location is being considered). The
importance of comparable organizational cultures
cannot be over-emphasized as studies have shown
that culture clash is perceived to be the single most
common reason for failed mergers within the cor-
porate sector.!

Collecting this information will help to identify
which collaborative structure is the most appto-

priate for your group. However, since
the process used to develop your col-
laboration is equally as important as
how you structure it, partners will also
need to articulate a collective vision,
develop long-term goals, objectives,
outcomes, and action plans, and be-
gin to build trust by openly discuss-
ing their fears and concerns.

Here are some additional hints to get your
collaboration off and running smoothly.

* Establish common understanding and
ground rules.

* Develop clear roles for members and
leaders.

* Establish a formal decision-making
process and mechanism for resolv-
ing disputes before they arise (and
they willl).

* Be open to build trust.

* Deal with difficult issues immediately.
* Focus on long term results versus
short term rescue plans.

* Keep staff informed of the process
throughout.

* Involve those stakeholders who will
be affected by the process.

* Strive for “win-win” scenatios.

* Keep good documentation

of the process.

* Involve a neutral third party to
initially provide direction and keep
the process on track.

* Spend time getting to know others.
* Be persistent and patient.

* Take the time to do it well.

* Celebrate milestones
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Collaboration Models

At some point in this process, your
group will need to consider the more
practical aspects of how to structure
the collaboration. For example, who
will administer joint funds received
or assume responsibility for the pho-
tocopier lease? Three possible mod-
els of collaboration are a consortium,
virtual agency, or co-location. Each
model has its own advantages and dis-
advantages and varies in terms of
associated risk and liability, level of
organizational autonomy, estimated
cost of implementation, potential cost
savings, and time frame for imple-
mentation.” Although each model is
presented here as being distinct, many
components of each are applicable
across models.

Sometimes less is more. A consor-
tium is an example of how organi-
zations can achieve cost-efficiencies
and greater levels of program syn-
ergy without merging or sharing
office space. As Winer and Ray
advise, “Resist creating new orga-
nizations complete with board struc-
tures and policy books. Instead or-
ganize to change the way people
exchange information, make deci-
sions, and allocate resources.”® Part-
ner organizations in a consortium
draft a joint agreement to support
the work of the collaboration us-
ing a menu approach. This menu
approach gives organizations the
option of collaborating to the de-
gree they feel comfortable by al-
lowing them to pick and choose
which joint activities they wish to
participate in.

A virtual agency uses information
technology to connect organiza-
tions with each other through elec-
tronic routes of communication.*
Rather than focusing on what work
is performed within a collabora-
tion, the virtual agency focuses on
how that work is done through the

use of email, electronic mailing lists, private
electronic conferences, web pages, on-line da-
tabases, and other forms of electronic com-
munication. Adopting a virtual agency ap-
proach provides organizations with a more cost
and time-efficient method of working by de-
creasing their reliance on traditional methods
of communication such as face-to-face meet-
ings and long distance telephone. Alone or con-
current with other models, the virtual agency
can be a strong tool to facilitate greater com-
munication within any collaboration.

In a co-location scenario, autonomous organi-
zations join together to share office space and
common administrative functions. Unlike a
merger, where several societies either amal-
gamate into one new entity or are consolidated
into the activities of a larger society, co-locat-
ing organizations maintain their individual so-
ciety status and develop a separate structure
for the governance of the partnership as a
whole. This governance structure can either
be 2) a “host” agency, b) a nonprofit society,
¢) a limited company, or d) a co-operative.
Again, each has its own advantages and disad-
vantages. Appointing a host agency is the most
common form of co-location governance. This
involves channeling rent and other adminis-
trative activities through the host agency based
on a mutually agreed-upon formula by all part-
ners. If a group wishes to distribute liability
more equitably among its partners, it may
choose to form a separate nonprofit society
to govern the collaboration as an umbrella
entity. This is the second most common form
of governance next to the host agency option.
Additional options include incorporating the
umbrella entity as a limited company or as a
cooperative, which is a more equitable varia-
tion on a limited company.

The Reality Check

Although the concept of collaboration frequently
looks good on papet, it can be a very different
experience in practice. Actual case studies of col-
laboration have revealed both anticipated and un-
anticipated outcomes for groups involved.?

At a time when many groups are fa-
cing funding uncertainty, careful con-
sideration needs to be made regard-
ing an organization’s capacity to de-
vote the necessary resources to the
collaboration.

It is important that organizations fully
appreciate the large amount of staff
time and resources required. For ex-
ample, executive directors involved
in a co-location estimate that collabo-
ration issues still continue to take up
thirty to fifty percent of their time
years after the initial implementation
phase. One local consortium met for
two years before they had satisfac-
tory terms of reference in place. As
one member noted, “I discovered
that the process moves slower than
one would like.” Studies of mergers
in the literature (the closest example
to a co-location) also cite significan
reductions in staff productivity dur-
ing a merger phase.’ Cost estimates
for a merger can reach as high a:
$40,000 if there are leases to break.
new facilities to rent, letterhead to pur-
chase, and labour adjustment costs.'
Moreover, anticipated cost savings
may not appear for several years, i
at all. Finally, sustaining the collabo-
ration is just as important as imple-
menting it. As Rosenbaum & Nichol:
note, “This is not a process which at
some point ends happily ever after
It requires ongoing and repeated com-
mitment of organization resources i
it is to flourish and be maintained.”
Possibly the best piece of advice for
organizations about to initiate a col
laboration is to test out the alliance
early with small, manageable project:
that build trust, commitment, anc
credibility with stakeholders.

Continned on page 8
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pitfalls and bardiers. The Appendices
contain resource materials on youth
participation, model bylaws, character-
istics of a good chairperson or coordi-
nator, setting measurable objectives and
program evaluation.

Partners ...the Sum is Greater.
Ottawa, Viye Communications.
1997. 24 W{Video 711

o
This video highlights how three diverse
business/ngfiprofit sector partnerships
are harnessing a wide range of re-
sources to promote economic and so-
cial well-being in communities across
Canada. The partnership stories pro-
file the Canadian Women’s Foundation,

Chevron Canada Resources and the
Community Opportunities Develop-

ment Association (CODA). Individuals from the busi-
ness, funding, community and social policy sectors
share their perspectives on the benefits of part-
nership and the links between social and eco-
nomic prosperity.

Pool Resources for Success. Remley, Dirk.
Nonprofit World 16(5): 42-45, September/
October  1998.

Pooling resoutces not only
raise the nonprofits’ visibili&g
tiveness, and gain support for their cause. In plan-
ning a successful alliance with another organiza-
tions, the following steps are helpful: start small;
identify potential partners, develop a purpose state-
ment, jointly establish short-term goals, be sensi-
tive to each other’s long-term goals, identify re-
sponsibilities, build on success, and define how to
resolve conflicts. The author mentions 17 “tips for
resolving conflict with your nonprofit partner.”

Ready to Erupt: How Can Coalitions
and Lead Agencies Avert
Novik, Neil. Nonprofit Wo
45-49. July/August 1998.

There has been a dramatic rise in col-
laborative, community approaches to
improving family and community life.
These initiatives are referred to as: coa-
litions, partnerships, comprehensive
community initiatives or consortia.
They are collaborative rather than hi-
erarchical, and decision making rests
more with the communities rather than
with traditional levels of authority. The
author mentions the potental for con-
flict, and discusses ways to keep con-

flicts at bay.

Continued from page 5
Conclusion

The process of collaboration has been
described as a journey where occasional
wrong tums may be made but with valu-
able rewards”> With an open mind and
awareness of some of the potential pit-
falls, nonprofits can embark upon 2 pro-
cess that can ultimately make their orga-

nizations stronger and more responsive to the commu-
nities they serve. Working together means working
statter, and that’s good news for everyone.
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