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What and why? An overview

Why the trend towards collaboration?

The forces that are driving increased collaboration amongst non-profit,
volunteer organizations come from many sources. The major source is
the decrease in the prominence of government in community life.

The age of ever-bigger government has ended and there has been a

shift of social functions to the non-profit and private sector. The shift
has made the building of coalitions and partnerships between groups
with similar mandates and missions essential.

The political shift has been accompanied by an equally dramatic
economic shift. Non-profit organizations are scrambling for scarce
dollars. Private sector sponsors have moved from being merely donors
to looking for partnership opportunities with community groups that
they support. Partnerships which pool resources are often the only way
to achieve the critical mass to move forward.

All of this is taking place in an increasingly complex society. Agencies
increasingly need to define their mission by broadly-based objectives,
rather than by activities—which means looking for others who share
those same objectives.

The Alberta experience

Partnering is not a new experience for Albertans. The farm family that
provided room and board for the school teacher was an important
"partner" in bringing education to rural communities. The reputation that
Albertans and Alberta organizations have for finding innovative ways of
working together to address social opportunities and issues is
unparalleled in Canada.

Virtually every volunteer organization in Alberta has experience with
partnering, although those experiences are spread across a broad
spectrum. At one end, there is the simple sharing of resources to
produce an event or activity. Often that grows to a broader-based
partnership involving more complex objectives or goals and many
different kinds of resources. At the most sophisticated level, there are
collaborations that not only jointly develop the mission and strategies of
the partnership, but also influence the vision and mission of their
partners. This kit is intended to be useful in all those areas.
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Three types of partnerships

Before proceeding, it is wise to consider three broad types of
partnerships—which have different characteristics—that will influence
how organizations can move forward. The kit supplies a framework for
all three types of partnerships.

1. Partnerships with other non-profit groups—Usually based on an
overlap of mission and a strong commitment to a joint goal, this type of
partnership generally involves an attempt to maximize the resources of
both organizations. One plus one often adds up to five or six, rather
than two, when non-profits partner with each other.

2. Partnerships with the private sector—Alberta businesses have
always supported community agencies. The exchange of a cheque and
a thank you letter is not a partnership—but it may be the start of a
relationship that can become one. Building equality in a partnership is
important to create effectiveness. One of the goals of this kit is to help
agencies identify the expertise and resources they can bring to their
private sector partners.

3. Partnerships with government agencies or programs—In the new
world, government agencies or programs (at the municipal, regional,
provincial and federal level) are increasingly looking to the agencies
they fund and work with as partners rather than clients. While the
accountability required of government means that partnering with a
government agency or program involves some bureaucracy and
formality, non-profits are discovering that a partnering attitude has
additional rewards. It not only maximizes the opportunity of the existing
program, it often means they are "at the table" when programs are
changed or future programs developed.

Summing up—what’s a "partnership"?

There are many definitions. For the purposes of this kit, it is defined
very simply. A partnership exists when two or more organizations
"share resources to reach a common goal." Partnerships can be small,
medium or large—temporary or intended to be permanent.
Partnerships are relationships between two or more organizations. No
matter their characteristics, all relationships between organizations
have process requirements if they are going to thrive. This kit identifies
the process requirements.
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