VI.   Key Ingredients of Successful Partnerships

“The bulk of innovation today will take place not in programs and services but in management.  And the thrust of that innovation will be toward greater collaboration between nonprofit organizations and all others carrying out similar missions.  What we call mergers and alliances are really just a part of the innovation that the nonprofit sector must deliver over the next two or three decades.”

-Thomas A. McLaughlin

“Collaboration—an unnatural act between non-consenting adults.”

-Unknown

“Reality is quite stressful, especially if one is in touch with it.”

-Lily Tomlin

When I started out my executive management career in 1975, I remember there was such a tool as ten-year strategic plans.  At that time we felt it was possible to look that far out into the future and plan, to some extent, in isolation from other organizations.  Like a large boat on the ocean, we could simply plan and decide to go in a particular direction.  Today, as I lead an over $19 million organization, I cannot think of starting any new service or initiative without immediately thinking about who we will be working or partnering with to accomplish results.

In 1993, when I was being interviewed by Morrison Center’s Board Search Committee, I was asked what I believed was the greatest challenge for a director of a nonprofit organization.  At that time my response was: 


“I believe sorting out competitive from collaborative relationships is the key strategic challenge for nonprofit organizations today and for the distant future.”

Implicit in this statement are two important assumptions.  The first is that no organization today can go at it alone; and second is that an organization cannot compete or collaborate with every other organization.  The challenge for the CEO is how to sort out which organizations you collaborate with and at what partnership level, and which organizations you compete against and at what level.

My response to that question today would be the same.  The importance of partnerships and collaborations are becoming urgent not only for nonprofit organizations, but also for the governmental, philanthropic and private sectors as well.  The world is shrinking while at the same time becoming more complex and interdependent.  Michael Thompson, in his book The Congruent Life, describes it this way:


“Our worldview is changing from one that sees all things as separate and 


competing for self-gratification, a sort of cosmic winner-take-all game show,


to one which the parts of the whole are interconnected and interdependent,


striving first for the preservation of the whole and only secondarily for the 


advancement of the self.”

People often ask me about the criteria I have and do use in assessing whether I will be able to establish a partnership with a particular organization.  I have three essential criteria I utilize in this evaluation process; the first one is to consider whether the values of the leadership of the organization are compatible with my own.  One guide that I find helpful is to use a chart I developed which differentiates between a scarcity approach versus an abundance one.

Clarification of Values

Scarcity Mentality                                       vs.                                Abundance

Win/Lose
Win/Win

Either/Or
And

Exclusive
Inclusive

Competitive
Collaborative

Marketplace
Community Building

Individual Organization Success
Common Good

Independent
Interdependence

It is extremely difficult to develop a partnership with someone or another organization if basic values are in conflict.  As the old saying goes, it takes two to make a relationship, and it takes only one to break it.  

My second criterion is to determine whether there is a complementary skill set in the leadership team of the other organization, and if their services or program complement the existing services in my organization.  I believe it is always important to be looking to develop synergy or creating a 1+1=3 relationship.  

Finally, it is important I believe to evaluate whether the leadership of the organization is able to deliver and follow through with their commitments regarding partnerships.  I have experienced situations where the leadership of the organization has compatible values, skills and complementary skills, but they could not deliver or did not have the ability to deliver their commitments through their board and/or the rest of the management and line staff.

In my twenty-six years of being a director of nonprofits, I have been involved in a broad continuum of alliances, collaborations and partnerships, ranging from simply networking and sharing information, to creating joint projects and ventures, holding corporations and completing full mergers.  Each of these partnerships and collaborations involve different challenges, and all are messy and difficult to navigate.  Embarking on partnerships is not for the faint of heart, or quite frankly for those of us who lean toward the autocratic side of leadership.  

The key challenges from my own personal experience have been the importance of: 

1) Clarification of goals of all parties;  

2) The capacity to resolve conflict, particularly around issues of accountability   

     and authority;  

3) Tolerance for ambiguity and flexibility;  

4) The quality of the actual relationship(s), which should include the elements of  

     trust, communication, commitment and a sense of humor.

Pursuing partnerships requires optimism as well as a commitment to change.  I am reminded of the quote, from an unknown author, that:  “Nobody likes change but a baby with a wet diaper.”  Daniel Reardon said:  “In the long run the pessimist may prove to be right, but the optimist has a better time on the trip.”
Our problems and challenges have become so interconnected that single organizations are very limited in their success without significant collaboration and partnership with multiple stakeholders.


“In organizations we see it in the increasing recognition that with growing


complexity and interdependence of society it is nearly impossible to 


accomplish anything of lasting importance while acting alone.”

-Michael Thompson

I want to describe now some examples of different partnerships I have been involved with through Morrison Center, to illustrate the continuum and different levels of collaborations.  The first example is a simple working agreement between Morrison Center and any other organization, where Morrison Center provides services to that organization.  An example of this model is Morrison Center’s relationship with the Multnomah Educational Service District, where we provide on-site mental health services at their Helensview School (see below).  Payment for theses services may or may not occur directly from the other organization.

Working Agreement



The next model is subcontractor example where an organization, in this case Unity, subcontracts with Morrison Center jointly to provide services through a contract that Unity has had with the State Offices of Services to Children and Families (see below).

Subcontractor Model





A flip of this particular model is one in which Morrison Center is the lead contractor through Portland Public Schools, and we in turn then subcontract with Unity and Tualatin Valley Centers.  Both the subcontractor and lead subcontractor examples require the ability to develop effective matrix management relationships.  Matrix management is where the leadership responsible for the overall project but may not have actual hire and fire authority over everyone on the project team.  The leader or coordinator usually is supervising employees from another organization (see below).  The ability to clarify expectations, resolve conflict, and promote continuous communication is critical to making matrix management effective.

Lead Contractor Model



  




The fourth example, and one with increasing complexity, is where a funder, in this case Multnomah County, funds Morrison Center to provide treatment and evaluation services at one of its own sites, the Donald E. Long Detention Center, and Morrison Center employees work side by side with employees from the county who provide the security in the locked unit.  This is a fairly complex model that requires significant collaboration and communication with different partners being responsible for different areas of the units success.  Nevertheless, both partners are very interdependent (see model below).

                                                 Joint Service Providers




Another complex example of a collaborative partnership is one in which Multnomah County contracts with two separate provider organizations, which in turn through its individual members provide outpatient mental health care.  Morrison Center participates in one of these provider organizations, Advanced Behavioral Health, as part of the larger service delivery system.  Issues of planning, communication, quality assurance and decision-making are all challenges in this model (see below).

 Multnomah County

Approximately 80,000 Medicaid Lives

Oregon Health Plan





The sixth example is a joint venture with two other children’s organizations, Albertina Kerr Centers and Boys and Girls Aid Society, where we are creating a 509(c)(3) supporting organization to pool our resources around foster care.  All three organizations provide foster care but it is believed we can improve each of our services by pooling planning and resources together (see model below).

PROPOSED

FOSTER CARE COLLABORATION PROJECT




The seventh example is one where Morrison Center has been actively involved with Janus Youth Programs now for over three years.  We created a supporting organization titled, “Arras,” which means rich tapestry, to pool our administrative costs.  We wanted to achieve better depth and value with our investment in administration.  When we started the process, our average administrative costs were between 15-18%, and we have been able to reduce that to a little over 12% over the course of two years by joining forces.

We have gone even further in developing our relationship and partnership in order to work on joint strategic planning and various other agreements of services exchanged between the two organizations.  We have titled our partnership the “Federation for Children and Youth,” and recently Arras began to provide administrative services to another nonprofit organization, Outfront House (see model below).

SUPPORTING ORGANIZATIONAL MODEL







Another example of a different corporate structure is the sole member relationship.  It is the equivalent in the for-profit world of a holding corporation model.  An example of this partnership is our recent relationship with Parents Anonymous, which retains its autonomy as a 501(c)(3), but its sole member is Morrison Center and is essentially owned by Morrison Center.  We were also involved in this particular model with Edgefield Children’s Center for over two years, and this past January 1, 2001, Edgefield’s programs merged directly into Morrison Center.







Sole Member Model




A further example of partnership is a complete merger model.  For our organization this occurred as mentioned above with Edgefield Children’s Center, and also with Rosemont School in 1999, with both organizations merging completely with Morrison Center (see Rosemont model below).

Merger



An important principle to emphasize is that there is no such thing as a hostile takeover in the non-profit world.  For individuals who come from the private sector, I often remind them that there is no stock of the non-profit to purchase.  This fact highlights the importance and necessity for mutual and voluntary commitment for any significant collaboration to work.  

“If you have come to help me you are wasting your time, but if you say your liberation is bound up with mine then let us work together.”

-An Aborigine woman

Finally, a more complex partnership model involves the Children’s Campus at Edgefield. Here Morrison Center and Edgefield Children's Services came together to develop a parcel of property in combination with another new nonprofit organization, the Children’s Land Trust, Multnomah County, and Multnomah Educational Service District.  This is a very innovative example of leveraging resources from the public, private, philanthropic and nonprofit sector (see model on following page).  














Many of these models are unique and to some extent unprecedented, especially the one involving the Children’s Land Trust.  I am reminded of George Bernard Shaw’s words:

“You see things and say why, but I dream things that never were and say, why not?”

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, has an excellent quote regarding the importance of networks and the necessary ingredients involved in having them be successful:


“Networks should not be entered into lightly.  Promiscuous alliances usually 


result in failed promises and broken hearts.  Only those relationships with full


commitment endure long enough to create value for their partners.  The best 


business relationships, like the best marriages, are true partnerships that meet


eight criteria; call them the ‘eight I’s that make We.’”  

She goes on to list the “I’s” in her book, World Class.  The “Eight I’s” are: 


Individual Excellence.  Partners are strong in their own right.  They have things


to contribute to the relationship.  Their motivations for entering into it are


positive (to pursue future opportunities) rather than negative (to mask 


weaknesses).


Importance.  The relationship fits major strategic objectives of the partners, so 


they care about making it work.  Partners have long-term goals for which the 


relationship plays a key role.


Interdependence.  Partners need each other.  They have complementary assets


and skills.  Neither could perform alone what is possible if all work together.


Investment.  Partners invest in each other (lending equipment, equity swaps, 


personnel exchanges, cross-training of staffs, mutual board service), which 


demonstrates a stake in the relationship.  They show their long-term 


commitment by devoting resources to the relationship.


Information.  Communication is reasonably open.  Partners share information


required to make the relationship work.  They disclose objectives and goals,


provide technical data, and inform each other about conflicts, trouble spots,


or changing situations.


Institutionalization.  The relationship is given a formal status; clear 


responsibilities and decision processes govern it.  It extends beyond the particular


people who formed it and cannot be dissolved whimsically.


Integration.  Partners develop linkages and shared ways of operating so they can


work together smoothly.  They build bridges between many people at many 


organizational levels.  Partners become teachers and learners.


Integrity.  Partners behave towards each other in honorable ways that justify and


enhance mutual trust.  Partners do not abuse the information they gain, nor do 


they try to undermine each other.  If they must terminate the relationship, they do



so honestly and fairly.   

More and more I am seeing the development and evolution of new models of relationships, partnerships and collaborations.  The Center for Partnership Studies in Pacific Grove, CA, has done a comparison between what they refer to as the “dominator” model and the “partnership” model (see below).
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All of these examples provide evidence that relationships and partnerships are going to become more important for our success in the future.  

Given that we continue to have a 50% divorce rate, it is also clear that even our most important relationships, such as marriage, are often very challenging.  As Winston Churchill reminds us:  “Success is moving from failure to failure without the loss of enthusiasm.”  

But partnerships are here to stay.  They are the new paradigm.  We will be competing to collaborate.  With a global economy, a more diversified population, and the growing interdependence of all sectors, working together more effectively is no longer an option but a requirement.

“Idealists—foolish enough to throw caution to the winds…have advanced mankind and have enriched the world.”

-Emma Goldman
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