
PEOPLE-CENTRED
PARTNERSHIP
Make no mistake - joint ventures are more
demanding than your garden-variety business deal

FLO FRANK

It seems everyone these days is “partnering” (or being partnered) in one way

or another, and if they are not, many feel that maybe they should be. By

whatever names they are called - strategic alliances, co-management, joint

ventures, collaborations, or shared interests - partnerships are becoming the way

to do business.

What many people fail to appreciate, however, is that co-operation, teams,

shared leadership, linkages, liaisons, and combined efforts also involve different

ways of thinking and behaving.

Just look at what people write about partnerships: different types of partner-

ship; different ways to structure contributions, operations, and benefits; different

ways to negotiate the relationship. When is there a word about the underlying

issues - changed roles, retraining, discomfort with transition, and power losses?

Shifting to a “team” approach is not as

easy as it sounds. Many organizations and

individuals are accustomed to having re-

sponsibility and recognition for their own

actions and efforts. They want to be in

charge of the decision-making. That way,

they know where the buck lands, and

who’s to get the praises or raises. It can be

very disconcerting - no, disorienting - for

somebody who is used to being competi-

tive to suddenly be asked (or told) to

work with others.

The skills and abilities needed to be

useful in a partnership or to enhance the

group’s future are not always apparent in

day-to-day work. Sometimes new skills

must be acquired. Sometimes old ones

need a little dusting off. Either way, they

are often skills that we use in our lives

outside of work and just need to be ap-

plied in a work situation.

Skills like waiting your turn. Passing

the ball to someone in a better position

than you. Rejoicing in a teammate’s ac-

complishment. Pulling together when

the chips are down. Giving without being

asked. Letting people know what you are

doing. Looking after others.

Don’t get me wrong. Partnerships still

have and require plenty of room for indi-

vidual initiative and incentives.

That being said, these basic interper-

sonal skills still have to be taken seriously.

They take time and effort and are part of
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the work, not something you can care-

lessly add to an already bulging job de-

scription. Partnerships aren’t a sideline.

They are the main event. That has to be

understood by other members of the af-

filiated organizations who are not directly

involved.

Communication is key. The best part-

nerships happen when all parties have

something of value to put into the col-

laboration, and something of value to take

from it - and everyone is clear about what

those things are. The participants must

also specify changes in peoples’ responsi-

bility and power.

Real losses occur in all partnerships

and should be considered along with the

anticipated gains. One of those losses may

well be a corporate practice or policy that

is incompatible with participation in the

new relationship. Such stumbling blocks

have to be clearly identified and dealt

with if the partnership is to flourish.

Note, too, that the participants’ con-

tributions and benefits do not have to be

equal for a relationship to be worthwhile.

Nor do they have to take the form of

money.

Traditionally, making or saving money

has been seen as the most important re-

turn to the participating partners. Like-

wise, the “golden rule” has applied to the

partners’ relationship: the organization

with the gold made the rule. Their pro-

gram guidelines and policies have dic-

tated the partnership’s practices.

Not any longer! The move toward

community ownership and decision-mak-

ing, and the empty pockets of many tra-

ditional funders, have changed all that.

Organizations on the lookout for partners

are moving beyond money in their assess-

ment criteria. Some of the best partner-

ships are based on resources, skills,

contacts, and ideas that are not so easy to

quantify.

One government consultant recently

told me how uncomfortable he was as a

partner with a certain community organi-

zation. All they apparently wanted from

him was funding, which he didn’t have.

He was also expected to be a team player,

not the dictator he was used to being. But

after several meetings, he realized that he

had two valuable contributions to make.

First, he knew a tremendous number of

people, businesses, and organizations

that he could call upon to assist the group.

Second, he knew some very good trainers

that could teach them the skills they

needed to be effective partners. Over

time, the whole organization benefited

from the non-monetary assets this part-

ner had to offer.

10 COMPONENTS

So if partnership is to be a priority of your

organization, make the time to acquire

the skills and knowledge required to be

an effective partner. Strong, viable part-

nerships don’t just happen. They need to

be understood, properly developed, and

well-maintained. Each one is unique and

will evolve at its own pace.

The following Ten Components of Ef-

fective Partnering encourage organiza-

tion and planning, and provide an

opportunity to capture the total picture

of the partnership in a way that can easily

be described to others. Although these

components may appear to be linear, in

reality they can happen in a variety of

orders with several things happening at

one time:

Vision: a common picture for the future.

Goals: the desired outcomes.

Membership: those who are involved.

Commitment: agreement to work together.

Action Plan: the steps required to reach

goals.

Roles & Responsibilities: who will do what.

Communication: how information will be

shared.

Resources: what is needed and what is

available.

Evaluation: knowing when you have suc-

ceeded.

Revision&Closure: how to adjust and move on.

1. Vision

An appropriate way to start a partnership

process is to get a picture of the future if

the partnership was to be successful. Peo-

ple brought together by a common inter-

est or concern are prone to simply

discussing that problem or issue. Vision-

ing encourages us to look at the ideal and

allows a bit of dreaming about the future.

We can more easily move to action when

we have a better idea of what the future

could hold and the effort it will take to

get there.

It may also be useful at this point for

would-be partners to discuss the values

and principles that might be desired for

the partnership. This can create a frame-

work for the way the group will operate.

One statement of principles I like is the

TOBY Model:

� Together: We need to talk to and in-

volve one another. Partnership means

achieving results in a group with a

common purpose.

� Outcome Driven: All too often, groups

focus on working together rather than

what the results will be. To be success-

ful, we must look toward the best re-

sults we can achieve together.

� Blameless: Solutions to problems will

only occur if people feel that they can

be part of the solution, not the prob-

lem. As partners, we need to agree to

help each other, not blame one an-

other.

� Yes Oriented: Sometimes we get stuck

on what we cannot do rather than what

we can do. An orientation toward “yes”

means we are open to and able to dis-

cuss things in a positive way.

In a nutshell: Together we can make a

difference; we focus on Outcomes and

not just process; we are Blameless of oth-

ers and we are oriented toward Yes.

2. Goals

Having imagined a better future, outline

what it will take to realize that future -

your goals. The simpler, more measurable

your goals, the easier it is to figure out how
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to reach them and when you’ve reached

them. Later each goal will have an action

plan associated with it.

3. Membership

Select partners carefully, based on their

“stake” or vested interest in the goals of

the partnership and the skills, resources,

and credibility they can bring to it. Make

sure they know why they have been in-

vited and what is likely to be expected of

them. The motivation to be an active,

effective partner depends on what is

needed and who can best provide it, as

well as what is in it for each participant.

When dealing with organizations, note

that you will also have to select people

who can represent both the partnership

and the needs of a member organization.

All representatives should be flexible, re-

liable, and resourceful. A good mix of peo-

ple is also important. Diversity in age,

background, and gender makes for a much

more interesting and dynamic steering

group.

4. Commitment

Reach an agreement to work together.

This is the foundation of a partnership.

Often this step is missed because it is

assumed that those who have been in-

volved are committed. Creating the vi-

sion and goals establishes what is to be

done. Forming the membership confirms

who will be involved, at least in the initial

stages of the partnership. Often this is

where we jump right into action, without

affirming that there is agreement to go

ahead.

Obtaining agreement does two things:

it formalizes the participation of the vari-

ous members; and it affirms that everyone

is committed to proceed with the part-

nership with the goals as outlined.

5. Action Plan

Specify the steps you intend to take to

reach each goal of the partnership. In-

clude what is to be done, by whom, by

what method and when, as well as any

monitoring or evaluation requirements.

Although action plans need not be com-

plicated, you may have more than one

action plan for each goal.

6. Roles & Responsibilities

All partnerships need structure and proc-

esses which clarify who will be in charge

of what and how things will be done.

Establishing such roles and responsibili-

ties is a natural outcome of preparing an

action plan, but it should be a priority

early in the planning and cover how the

group will conduct all its business. Here

are some tips to remember:

� Select a chairperson, recorder, and

treasurer. Everyone need not have a

specific role.

� People with a record of facilitation or

leadership skills may guide the group

initially and/or help others acquire

them in order to share or rotate the

responsibilities.

� Set the ground rules. Determine how

decisions will be made when and if

some members are absent from a

meeting.

� Form any required subgroups or com-

mittees.

� Plan meetings well in advance. Keep

minutes.

� Remember there’s no need to reinvent

the wheel. Get outside or expert help

if it is required.

7. Communication

Partnerships deliberately create relation-

ships in order to reach their goals, so good

communication is key to success, and on

three levels:

� within the partnership group.

� from the partnership group to the

community.

� from the community to the partner-

ship group.

More information isn’t necessarily

better, nor is it a measure of appropriate

communication. Many partners may al-

ready be very busy people. They want

their information clear, concise, timely,

and relevant. Providing information in an

organized way and having someone in

charge of it constitutes the beginning of

a communication strategy. This strategy

should include:

� day-to-day information for the part-

nership group.

� overview information for interested

others - such as a brochure or handout.

� specific information as required for

the media or for funding sources.

� very focused information for support

and lobbying purposes.

� information for the public or commu-

nity at large.

Of course, communication will take

place with or without a plan. So while

concentrating on what should be said to

whom and at what time, it is important to

be clear about who has authority to speak

for the group and on which topics. Assign-

ing responsibility for communication and

discussing openly what information will

be shared is the way to avoid problems

before they start.

8. Resources

Resources - human, infrastructure and fi-

nancial - are what are required to get

things done. For example, a partnership

may or may not need paid staff, office

space, or stationery. With budget con-

More information isn’t ...

a measure of appropriate
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information in an
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constitutes the beginning of

a communication strategy.
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straints, many of us are doing more with

less. But this does not mean doing more

with nothing.

So first decide what is critical to the

success of the partnership, then formu-

late a resource plan. Human resource

needs might necessitate hiring staff or

training existing staff in new skills. Funds

may be required to cover the operating

expenses of partnership, as well as the

costs of achieving its goals. A meeting

place, an office or building, equipment

and operating material, are also important

resource considerations. Whenever the

partnership requires resources which are

not presently at hand, plan how you will

close that gap.

9. Evaluation & Monitoring

Evaluation is the component that enables

a partnership to assess its progress and to

measure success. Although it usually ap-

pears as one of the final steps in the

process, it really should be considered

and built in right at the beginning.

Evaluation should not be seen as a

threat. Rather, it is the means by which

you ensure that you are achieving what

you want to achieve. As you develop the

goals of the partnership, discuss how you

will know when they have been reached.

This is the foundation for evaluation and

for keeping the partnership on track. It is

also crucial to other people’s assessment

of the partnership - other people who may

take an interest in and support its work.

When outside funding is involved,

such as with foundation grants or govern-

ment programs, other levels of evaluation

need to be considered. One involves over-

seeing the general activities and goals of

the partnership, or monitoring. Any fun-

der will want to know that the things that

have been funded are actually taking

place.

In addition, the funder may have

evaluation criteria that must be built into

the design of the partnership. This usu-

ally does not cause any difficulty; how-

ever, it should be discussed and agreed to

early in the relationship so that there are

no surprises and so that data can be col-

lected as needed. With government fund-

ing, there are audits and specific or

special evaluations that you could use to

focus the partnership’s use of the funds,

measures of success, or tracking systems.

Try to determine in advance what the

expectations are, what systems are to be

used for data gathering, and what meas-

ures of success are important to the fun-

ders. Also try to establish what the

expectations are related to evaluation,

monitoring, and audit, based on the fun-

ders being partners rather than simply

funders.

10. Revision & Closure

There would be no point in assessing

progress or evaluating success if we were

not going to act on it. Revising the part-

nership can happen at any time; however,

it is important to make sure that the op-

portunity exists to make change. Tinker-

ing with various parts of the action plan,

when it is required, is possible and even

encouraged. Changes to the vision or

goals require careful thought and should

only be done based on concrete data and

a serious need.

Some partnerships go on for a very long

time, having set themselves far-reaching

or long-term goals. They might need to

consider points of closure along the way,

in order to feel that progress has been

made. Having phases or different inter-

vals of completion will allow for a sense of

accomplishment and opportunity for

celebration. Normally this happens when

goals have been reached, the project has

been completed, or the purpose of the

partnership has been satisfied. At this

point, the original partnership will end or

be revised.

This does not mean, in every instance,

that the partnership will terminate. It

does, however, provide an opportunity for

recognition and closure. Remember: end-

ings deserve the same attention paid

them as beginnings.

Over the course of a partnership, peo-

ple change and relationships are built.

Understanding the need for a marked

ending is fundamental to creating a sense

of satisfaction for having been involved,

or to prepare the ground for further or

different involvement together. A part-

nership may be ending, but the friend-

ships it helped to forge don’t have to.

People who have worked together in one

partnership will often work together on

another one. They will bring with them

their skills, experience, and the knowl-

edge that they can work together.�

FLO FRANK is a human resource planner

and trainer based in Meacham, Saskatche-

wan. Portions of this article are excerpted

from The Handbook on Community-Based

Partnerships, which she co-wrote with

Anne Smith, and has been published by Hu-

man Resources Development Canada.
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