THE PARTNERSHIP LIFE CYCLE

It is helpful to think of partnerships going through a series of stages, during which particular tactics are the most appropriate to ensuring partnership progress and success.  These are similar to the stages that any team is likely to go through, as people come together to achieve common goals.  Below is a chart describing five generally accepted stages of partnership development, the typical characteristics of each stage, and tactics to employ to ensure partnership progress and success:
STAGE 1:  
FORMING
· Common cause, arising from shared interests, opportunities, threats

· Early enthusiasm: new challenge, new relationships

· Exploring what’s needed, what’s possible

· Nature of commitments unclear

STAGE 2:  
FRUSTRATION
· Partners feel “in a fog”

· Disputes or tension over priorities and methods

· Individuals questioning purpose of the partnership and reasons for being there

· Hidden agendas influencing what partners do

· Doubts about what each other brings to the table

· Partners competing for credit and control
STAGE 3:
FUNCTIONING
· Renewed vision and focus

· Progress through joint project teams

· Partners talk in terms of “we” not “you”

· Clear roles and responsibilities

· Full accountability to each other for actions

STAGE 4:
FLYING
· Successful achievement of partnership goals

· Shared leadership

· Partners changing what they do and how they do it to achieve partnership objectives

· Partnership priorities central to partner activities

STAGE 5:
FAILING
· Disengagement and lack of commitment

· Recurrent tensions

· Breakdown or frittering away of relationships

	Stages
	Characteristics
	Actions to Consider Taking

	Stage 1:
Forming
	Common cause, arising from shared interests, opportunities, threats

Early enthusiasm: new challenge, new relationships

Exploring what’s needed, what’s possible

Nature of commitments unclear


	Encourage partners to focus on a common vision, the difference they want to make together

Create opportunities for people to get to know each other

Define tasks and tangible outcomes

Shepherd the process of building the partnership agenda – including use of research

Ensure neutral meeting ground

	Stage 2:

FRUSTRATION
	Partners feel “in a fog”

Disputes or tension over priorities and methods

Individuals questioning purpose of the partnership and reasons for being there

Hidden agendas influencing what partners do

Doubts about what each other brings to the table

Partners competing for credit and control


	Revisit the common ground – allow time to redefine issues, purpose, etc.

Maximize opportunities for practical involvement

Implement actions which demonstrate progress (“little victories”)

Encourage open expression and constructive disagreement

Clarify benefits to individual partners

Promote mutual appreciation of what each other can contribute

Fix the problem, not the blame

	Stage 3:

FUNCTIONING
	Renewed vision and focus

Progress through joint project teams

Partners talk in terms of “we” not “you”

Clear roles and responsibilities

Full accountability to each other for actions


	Agree clear objectives, milestones, responsibilities, success measures

Establish principles/protocols for collaboration

Encourage shared leadership and accountability

Develop common methods and quality standards

Seek learning consciously through cross-partner project teams joint training and reviewing activities

	Stage 4:

FLYING
	Successful achievement of partnership goals

Shared leadership

Partners changing what they do and how they do it to achieve partnership objectives

Partnership priorities central to partner activities


	Anticipate future challenges and building partner capacity to respond

Take stock of how well the group is performing

Keep working at communications

Avoid any unnecessary partnership working

Ask” does the partnership still serve its purpose?

Ensure all partners are getting the benefits they expect

Continue to celebrate success

	Stage 5:
Failing
	Disengagement 

Lack of commitment

Recurrent tensions

Breakdown or frittering away of relationships
	Go back to Stage 1?


The Partnership Life Cycle in Practice

Some partnerships may never get beyond Stage 2 - Frustration, and may skip directly to Stage 5 – Failing.  This is where the partnership disintegrates, e.g., for want of a sufficient common cause, changes in people involved or a failure to work at the partnership.
Partnerships need to work through the stages of the life cycle in order to function with greatest effectiveness (or “fly”).  Even in the best partnerships, there is a tendency for partnerships to falter and perhaps fail, unless the partners consciously manage their progress through the critical stages of the life cycle.

Quite often, partnerships find themselves in a “crossover” zone between Frustration and Functioning.  In these cases, partners may have a heightened sense of the partnership failings, and may doubt the point of the partnership.  Radical action may be needed to get the partnership on tract, refocusing on the partnership potential and vision, and some early wins to build confidence and commitment.

Material adapted for educational purposes only by H. A. Aarons, July 18, 2007 from LGpartnerships – Smarter Partnerships website:  www.lgpartnerships.com
Conflict.  Conflict helps partnerships work.  The following actions can help keep the conflict healthy:

1.
Don’t ignore the symptoms of conflict – stop and explore issues fully.

2.
Reconfirm mission, vision and results.

3.
Clarify roles, goals, and processes.

4.
Build in the time to resolve the conflict.

5.
Learn and practice reflective listening and feedback techniques.

You can use conflict to achieve results by:

1.
Agree on participant behavior ground rules and post them.

2.
Agree of what level of agreement-majority vote? ‘I can live with it.’ Consensus.

3.
Use the “state a problem, state a solution” ground rule.

4.
Summarize major points, items, and agreements during the meeting.

5.
Look at everyone, use names, and echo back key statements.
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Reviewing Your Partnerships and Making Them Work Better
For partnerships that work, there needs to be:

1.
Leadership where partners share a vision and harness their energies to achieve more than they could on their own;

2.
Trust where partners are mutually accountable, share risks and rewards fairly, and support each other;

3.
Learning where partners continuously seek to improve what they do in partnerships; and

4.
Managing for performance where partners put in place necessary practices and resources, and manage change effectively.

1. 
Leadership 

…..where partners have a common vision and harness their energies to achieve more than they could on their own.

	BENCHMARK
	Possible Actions You Might Take

	Partners share a common vision of the difference they want to make and the direction to take
	Focus on the medium to long term, not quick fixes

Helps others see the bigger picture

Adopt a neutral meeting ground

Use research projects to develop common understanding of needs and opportunities

	Partners focus of partnership added value: how they can achieve more or better results through collaboration
	Define success measure/tangible outcomes

Clarify partnership added value

	Partners are willing to make changes to achieve shared goals
	Clarify benefits to partners, and make them real
Identify ways of minimizing costs and risks of partnerships

	Partners facilitate partnership working and engender support within their own organization or interest grouping
	Promote wider understanding of the purpose and benefits of the partnership
Improve communications

Provide incentives for staff involved in partnership working

	Partner objectives are aligned in a common direction
	Ensure that individual partners are clear as to why they are there

Encourage bottom-up contributions to partnership strategy


	Do you need to address any of these typical factors?
	Yes/No

	Limited vision

Failure to inspire and push the bounds of the possible

Resources not devoted to where they will make the greatest difference

Tendency to react to, not anticipate events

Pursuit of quick fixes

Partners competing for the lead or unwilling to take the lead

Some partners are unwilling participants

Individual partners dominate decision-making
	


2.
Trust
…where partners are mutually accountable, share risks and rewards fairly, and support each other
	BENCHMARK
	Possible Actions You Might Take

	Partners are mutually accountable for their contributions, sharing responsibility for the success of the partnership
	Organize regular reporting and review sessions
Defines, roles, contributions, milestones, expected outcomes

Encourage a ‘can do’ philosophy

Ensure that partners understand the consequences of poor  performance

	Partners understand respect differences amongst partners
	Create opportunities for practical involvement
Create opportunities to get to know people as individuals

	Partners behave openly and deal with conflict and frustration promptly
	Introduce ground rules (eg., “no surprises”)
Focus on the common agenda – the needs to be addressed

Delegate responsibility to deal with problems

Remove status barriers

Clarify mutual expectation and required standards

	Communications are sufficient and effective
	Review effectiveness of current communications

	Partners ensure that there is fair sharing of contributions, risks and rewards amongst partners
	Encourage a long term view of partnership benefits and how these will vary as time passes
Seek “win-win” solutions

Check that partners are gaining the benefits they seek

Help other partners achieve their own objectives through the partnership

	Partners have an equal say in decision-making
	Help less well resourced partners build their capacity and confidence

Review procedures for consultation, agenda setting and decision making


	Do you need to address any of these typical factors?
	Yes or No

	Too much concern for formal procedures and protocol
Failure to listen/engage in genuine dialogue

Inordinate time spent in meetings/communication

‘exclusive behavior’ (ie, placing barriers to participation of other parties

Stereotyping or judgmental behavior

Defensive behavior

Culture of blame/criticizing partners
	


3.
Learning

…where partners continuously seek to improve what they do in partnership

	BENCHMARK
	Possible Actions You Might Take

	Partners continuously seek improvements in activities and ways of working
	Identify critical areas for improvement

Promote, support and evaluate pilot projects

Facilitate ‘learning labs’ involving front-line staff

Run project review workshops

	Partners periodically review the partnership: its vision, achievements and how it is working
	Open structures and decision-making

Make participation easier

Set baselines for assessing progress

	Partners seek to learn from each other and from experience elsewhere
	Invest in developing partner skills, knowledge and confidence

Create opportunities to learn together

Encourage experimentation

	Partners recognize and use strengths and talents within the partnership
	Encourage partners to set out what they have to offer the partnership

Recruit individuals to task groups according to the contributions they can make as team members

	Partners manage the changes need for improvements to be made
	Celebrate what has been achieved
Secure ‘early wins’ to demonstrate progress

Helps partners welcome change

Work with the grain

Model new ways of doing things


	Do you need to address any of these typical factors?
	Yes or No

	Partnership activities based on partner views on what people or businesses need or should be doing (“solutions in search of problems”)

Failure to take stock of partnership programs/ways of working

Lack of recognition of need to develop the capabilities of those developing, directing or managing the partnership

Parochial focus – “not invented here” mindset

Aversion to risk-taking

Acceptance of “lowest common denominator” solutions

Weak links between strategic decision-makers and what is needed and happening on the ground

“groupthink” – consensus based on lack of objective knowledge
	


4.
Managing for Performance
…where partners put in place necessary practices and resources, and manage effectively the changes needed
	BENCHMARK
	Possible Actions You Might Take

	The partnership structure fits its purpose
	Review partnership structure against criteria for partnership effectiveness

Strengthen accountability mechanisms

	Partner roles, responsibilities and contributions are clearly defined and accepted
	Define partner roles and responsibilities

Agree and work to principles/protocols for collaboration

	Objectives, targets and milestones are set and owned by those responsible
	Involve all partners in strategy development and review

Encourage bottom-up input to strategy within and across partner organizations/

Interests

Promote framing of vision and objectives by task groups/teams within overall strategy context

	Adequate resources are devoted to achieving partnership goals
	Promote the benefits of partnership amongst partners

Delegate tasks (including representative roles) and support those involved

Pursue joint bids, lobbying and approaches for sponsorship

Involve new partners

Identify better ways of using existing resources

	Partners use appropriate methods for project management and co-ordination
	Agree project charters and joint plans

Develop common approaches to project management across partner organizations




	Do you need to address any of these typical factors?
	Yes or No

	Expectation of gain without pain – that real partnership success is achievable without some changes or “giving something up”
Lack of accountability amongst partners for delivering commitments

Objectives poorly specified or set without consultation/involvement of those who have to achieve them

Failure to recognize that partnerships, like teams, go through stages before they perform effectively

Failure to review how the partnership is operating and how it can become more effective
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Internal Collaborative Partnership Functioning Scales

Instructions: On a scale of 1 – 7, 1 being the lowest and 7 being the highest, indicate how you feel the collaborative partnership is functioning by circling the number on each that you feel is most descriptive of our partnership.

1.
Shared Vision: We do not have a shared vision - We have a shared vision 
and clearly understand 

2.
Goals and Objectives:  Members do not understand goals and objectives - 
Members understand and agree on goals and objectives

3.
Responsibilities and Roles:  Roles and responsibilities of members are not 
clear - members are clear about their roles

4.
Decision Making Procedures: We do not have effective decision making 
procedures - We have effective decision making procedures

5.
Changing Membership:  We do not have procedures for changing members - 
We have procedures for change members

6.
Conflict Management:  Conflict keeps us from doing anything - We are able to 
successfully manage conflict.

7.
Leadership:  Leadership is not share and inadequate - Leadership is effective and 
shared when appropriate.

8.
Plans:  We do not follow work plans - Plans are well developed and followed.

9.
Relationships/Trust:  People don’t trust each other - Members trust each other.

10.
Internal Communication:  Members do not communicate well – Members 
communicate well with each other.

11.
External Communications:  We do not communicate well externally – Our 
external communication is open and timely.

12.
Evaluation:  We never evaluate our performance – We have built evaluation into 
all of our activities
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Eight Tests of a Healthy Partnership
How healthy and effective is your partnership?  Each answer is scored on a scale of never to always.
	
	
	never
	some-

times
	often
	always

	1
	Partners can demonstrate real results through collaboration
	
	
	
	

	2
	Common interest supersedes partner interest
	
	
	
	

	3
	Partners use “we” when talking about partner matters
	
	
	
	

	4
	Partners are mutually accountable for tasks and outcomes
	
	
	
	

	5
	Partners share responsibilities and rewards
	
	
	
	

	6
	Partners strive to develop and maintain trust
	
	
	
	

	7
	Partners are willing to change what they do and how they do it
	
	
	
	

	8
	Partners seek to improve how the partnership performs
	
	
	
	


