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Welcome to lecture 5 of Topic 1.4.  In this lecture we are going to look at 
Collaboration.



In the previous lecture we noted that primary stakeholders for both decision 
making and taking action through projects are generally representatives of 
diverse organisations and groups that form multi-sector and multi-agency 
collaborations to address complex issues.

Collaborations can be defined as a time limited joint venture between people 
representing various organisations who agree to work together to capitalise
on each other’s unique strengths and achieve a common goal

Collaborative multi-organisational bodies are referred to by a variety of names 
including: alliances, networks, coalitions, taskforces and partnerships.
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The confusion in naming these collaborative bodies is due to the diverse 
forms they take with regard to formality of the structures, the purposes for 
which they are formed and the differences in terminology used by the variety 
of sectors that participate in these collaborations.  

These collaborative bodies range from those that are very informal or ad hoc 
to those that have formal legal structures, they can consist of collaborations 
between two similar organisations to collaborations amongst many diverse 
organisations, they can be formed to address a single issue or a range of 
community issues, they can be formed for a specific period of time or be 
ongoing.  We will take a closer look at ongoing collaborations for community 
governance in Topic 1.6 ‘Governance & Place’.
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Roberts (2004, p. 25) considers a collaboration to be a complex system, that 
exists in the space between organisations, that makes decisions and perform 
tasks on behalf of its member organisations, but enables the member 
organisations to maintain their separate identities and goals.  The diagram in 
this slide highlights the space that collaborations occupy between traditional
organisational silos.

Collaborations maintain their existence and function as a whole through the 
interaction of its parts - the interrelated individual representatives, 
organisations, groups and communication mechanisms that make up the 
collaboration.  Collaborations are also a part of larger systems, such as a 
place, a community of place, a community of identity or a community of 
interest.  The events in these larger systems impact on the collaboration and 
the actions of the collaboration impacts on the larger systems.
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Roberts (2004, p. 33) uses the metaphor of an orchestra to describe the 
systems nature of the individual components of a collaboration:
‘Each of the musicians in an orchestra is a specialist, but they all have to work 
together to perform a piece of music.  Every person’s instrument has its own 
unique voice and role.  Each is significant.  Each contributes.  The result 
would not be the same if even one was absent.  Yet when they all play 
together, the result can be cacophony or music.  It all depends on the score 
and the conductor.  The conductor must ensure that the musicians understand 
all the parts and how they fit together to make a coherent whole.’

Morse (2004, p. 54) also implies that collaborations portray systems 
characteristics, stating collaborations will only occur if participants believe 
‘they will accomplish something bigger that their collective parts.’
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There are also many benefits for community organisations and groups if they 
work in collaborations, including:
Can share unique skills, knowledge, perspectives, resources and access to 
different networks
Leads to potential for creativity and innovation in solving complex issues 
through harnessing the collective intelligence of the member organisations
Improves service coordination - the right hand knows what the left had is 
doing
Can expand available resources by overcoming duplication of initiatives
Can overcome the implementation of strategies that have unintended 
negative consequences for other organisations
Increases legitimacy, credibility, visibility and span of influence
Reduces competition between organisations
Better able to identify community needs and gaps in services
Meets the increasing expectation of funders and political leaders that 
organisations and groups should work collaboratively



Another benefit of Collaborations is that they can turn opportunities into 
strengths.  We discussed this in In Topic 1.2 ‘Community Based Research’ .  
In that topic we used the following example to highlight the ability of an 
organisation to convert an opportunity into a strength by working 
collaboratively:
‘An opportunity for a community group could be the opportunity to partner with 
another organisation.  For example if your community group was interested in 
addressing the digital divide, a local school’s computer facilities could be seen 
as an opportunity, as you would not have any control over the asset but there 
is the opportunity to approach the school to see if you could partner with the 
school and use the computer facilities.  If your group formed a partnership 
with the local school to address the issue of the digital divide the school’s 
computer facilities would be a strength, as the partnership would have control 
over the computer facilities.’
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Working collaboratively has also been identified as a key success factor for 
community development:
Henton, Melville and Walesh (1997, p. xvi) argue:

‘Why do some regions succeed while others fail?....Over time we have come 
closer and closer to an answer……After a decade of exploration, we have 
observed a recurring pattern that offers the best explanation of why regions 
succeed.  The communities that are most optimistic and ready for the new 
world practice “collaborative advantage”.  They enjoy tight relationships at the 
intersection of their business, government, education and community sectors, 
which provide regional resiliency and a unique ability to set and achieve 
longer-term development goals.’
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Whilst collaboration have many benefits, working in collaborations is not easy.  
The challenges in forming and working in collaborations include:
Bridging the divergent aims, interests and cultures of the individual 
organisations to come up with a shared vision
Communication issues - lack of communication can lead to 
misunderstandings
Limited resources and existing workloads
Differences in members resources and capabilities can lead to dominance or 
passivity by some members instead of equal participation
Tendency to rely on the facilitator or coordinator to do all the work, due to 
resource/workload limitations
Turnover of organisation representatives can lead to poor group process due 
to the need to bring new members up to speed
Hidden personal agendas
Differences in power and status of group members
Different levels of commitment of group members



The unique nature of working in a collaborative environment requires a 
different form of leadership than that of the traditional command and control 
type leadership encountered in many organisations.  Leaders are required 
that can facilitate the collaboration between diverse organisations and 
sectors.  We looked at the collaborative and facilitative forms of leadership in 
the introduction lecture for this course.  

In that lecture we noted that the Pew Partnership for Civic Change describes 
collaborative leadership as what happens when diverse people with different 
perspectives come together to solve community problems.  That the Pew 
Partnership argues that ‘No single individual or organization or sector has the 
knowledge and resources to solve tough community problems.  And that 
solutions to complex issues, such as affordable housing, at-risk youth and 
families, and neighbourhood safety, require the collective input and resources 
of a wide range of citizens and organizations.’
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In the introduction lecture to this course we also noted that the Pew 
Partnership for Civic Change considers the following characteristics to be the 
key characteristics of collaborative leadership:

Collaborative leaders inspire commitment and action by catalysing, 
convening, energizing, and facilitating others to create visions and 
solve problems
They lead as peer problem-solvers by helping groups create visions 
and solve problems but not by making the decisions and doing the 
work for the group
They take responsibility for building broad-based involvement of the 
appropriate community of interests, and
They sustain hope and participation by valuing all participation and 
input and by helping set incremental and obtainable goals and 
celebrations along the way
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In the introduction lecture for this course, it was highlighted that the key focus 
of facilitative leadership is facilitating effective group processes, in order to 
harness the collective intelligence of groups to make decisions that 
incorporate multiple-perspectives.
Ad that facilitative leaders are skilful in working with groups.
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It was noted in the Introductory lecture that according to Smith (2003) the key 
competencies of a facilitative leader include:
They seek appropriate involvement in decision making 
Keep group discussion and interaction focused, clear and productive 
They ensure clarity of expectations, in terms of goals, roles, and decisions 
They build understanding in a group, even when their views are in conflict 
They build agreements and solutions that capitalise on the group's best 
thinking 
Facilitative leaders understand how group interaction impacts relationships 
and productivity 
They secure commitment and buy in for projects and decisions, and
And encourage self-critique and improvement 
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In addition to collaborative and facilitative leadership, other principles of 
success for working in collaborations include:
Communicate what you and your group want to achieve from the collaboration
Develop a shared vision for the group
Develop a communication strategy
Act towards each participant as though they all share the same status and 
rank
Do not prejudge – take time to understand different perspectives, and
Commitment to ‘win/win’ outcomes – understand what your partners hope to 
achieve out of the collaboration and work hard to help them achieve their 
goals
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