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This paper is based on a recently completed year long research project by the Wellesley Institute, exploring non-profit inter-agency service collaboration and its potential to enhance NPO capacity and effectiveness.  
The project examined collaborations among NPO agencies that directly or indirectly enhance service delivery. This includes collaborations to enhance organizational operations, and collaborations to enhance service planning and delivery. Examples of such collaborations include shared administration, budgets, or administrative staff; shared infrastructure such as co-location; joint service planning, or joint program delivery such as single intake and information-sharing. The project investigated the characteristics of service delivery collaborations in Toronto, critical success factors and barriers, and similarity of NPO collaborations with public sector and business sector collaborations. 

Wellesley’s Directors of Capacity Building and Research co-authored the final overview report and managed the project, which included several pieces of commissioned research. 
Context:

Collaboration has become a major focus of attention and action in business and government over the last several years.  Canada’s government form, as you probably know, is decentralized federalism.  In health, the federal government funds our universal health care, while the provinces manage delivery. Delivery is mixed public/non-profit/private. Almost all hospitals are publicly owned and run, while primary care is delivered by independent doctors, paid by the state. Increasing numbers of health services, especially health promotion and disease prevention services, are community-based, largely reliant on provincial funding. Recently the Ontario government established regional governance health authorities to provide closer oversight to the health system including both institutional and community based organizations.

 Social services, the other major component of human service delivery, are often community-based,. These are less well funded than health services, and rely more on volunteers and charitable donations.   Our project focused on interagency collaborations among both health and social services providers. 
The number of collaboration initiatives within the private and public sectors, as well as between those sectors, has increased significantly over the last decade.  Government’s, and to a smaller extent, the corporate sector’s, interest in collaboration within and with the NPO sector, has also increased.  In Canada, this interest has been reflected at the federal level most recently with policy statements such as the 2001 Accord Between the Government of Canada and the Voluntary Sector and the 2002 Code of Good Practice on Funding, which outline respective roles and responsibilities and shared values to guide collaboration between Ottawa and the NPO sector. 
  

 The discussions around collaboration within and among the public, private and NPO sectors sometimes suggest collaboration as a “magic bullet” for solving increasingly complex social and economic problems and societal structural challenges.  Within the NPO sector, collaboration is hardly a new strategy or idea.  The current interest in collaboration as a society-wide strategy, however, brings the issue of NPO collaboration into the orbit of these broader policy discussions, and raises new questions and expectations for the sector.  

But what does collaboration mean for the NPO service sector?  Is it a useful strategy in the sector? What does it achieve? Who supports it and why? How, when, and with whom should NPO organizations collaborate? Should their collaborations be driven by the same goals and strategies as drive government and business collaboration? The current attention and action on collaboration suggests that collaboration is a potentially powerful strategy to build the capacity of NPO services in ways that improve outcomes. 

Current Environment for Non Profit Organizations:

Much of the motivation for community-based providers to collaborate with other agencies may also be a result of the following trends over the last 10 years: 

1. Government and foundation funders often issue a requirement for agencies to collaborate with other agencies in order to obtain program funding.

2. Government and private funders have moved to more project based, competitive funding while increasing project reporting and accountability requirements for fundees.

3. Many social services have been downloaded from senior to more junior levels of government, and from government into the community, NPO and private sectors.  This economic restructuring, as well as large newcomer populations and growing disparity between the haves and have-nots, have resulted in increased complexity and intensity of service needs, particularly among disadvantaged populations.

4. NPO service providers are stretched to their limits trying to manage the increased demands on their time.
5. NPO service providers express fear that the desire for collaboration on the part of governments is a Trojan horse; that what governments really want is to rationalize the numbers of community based agencies through voluntary amalgamation thereby increasing system efficiencies.
6. Governments themselves are exploring horizontality initiatives and intergovernmental partnerships.

Observing that there was a growing interest in the community sector and among policy-makers on how community NPOs can collaborate effectively, we surmised that guidance from solid research would be welcomed by both service providers and policy makers.
Project Objectives:
We wanted to advance on-the-ground service delivery collaboration when and where it works (e.g. co-location and other physical infrastructure sharing, sharing of human resource and back office functions, service coordination and single intake for clients, and joint service planning and coordination.). Our intent was to 1) surface the lessons learned from existing successful grass roots collaboration, 2) share these learnings with other eligible and potential community-based organizational partners, and 3) provide evidence based research for policy-makers who fund, and oversee the operation of community-based service delivery in the region.

The project explored several questions:

· What assumptions or forces appear to be pushing local NPO service agencies to collaborate more in service delivery? 

· Does collaboration work? That is, does it result in better services, better client outcomes, than agencies working alone?

· What is the state of collaboration among Toronto health and social service agencies?  What are the forces shaping the amount and kind of collaboration we are currently seeing in NPO health and social service delivery in Toronto?

· On the assumption that collaboration can work, at least sometimes, what policies and policy supports promote collaboration that improves services and client outcomes?

· On the assumption that collaboration can work, at least sometimes, what do NPO service agencies need to know about when and how to build collaborations that will work, that is, improve services and client outcomes?

Methods 
The project explored these questions using a multi-method approach; literature searches, key informant interviews, case studies and a roundtable table process to include the ideas, views and concerns of local funders, government officials, capacity builders and service providers. 

Scans of the research literature were conducted in all topic areas.  The literature searches included both academic and gray literature.  Information from the literature reviews was enriched through interviews conducted with key informants who have intimate knowledge of the goings-on within the sector.  These included Toronto capacity builders, NPO collaborators, and other sector experts.  Case studies were employed in order to gain insight into the process of collaboration.  The East Scarborough Storefront Project provides a successful example of a collaboration that has survived the funding rollercoaster, while the case of the Korean Interagency Network provides insight into the process of forming a collaborative arrangement.  Finally, a roundtable was held with local capacity builders, experts, officials from all three levels of government, and service providers.  At the roundtable, participants expressed their reactions to the reports and discussed issues they felt are important for NPO collaboration.  A synthesis of the learnings from the roundtable was included in the report. 
Initially our project purpose was to increase effective, appropriate, collaborative health and social service delivery in the Toronto region. ‘Effective’ meaning that the collaborative service delivery improves services or outcomes for clients, or improves efficiency without reducing services or outcomes. We wanted to find the academic evidence to support the mythology that collaboration was the answer to many complex issues faced by the sector and its funders.
Scope and Definitions

What is “collaboration”? Broadly speaking, collaboration refers to individuals or organizations working together to achieve a common purpose. (See our glossary of terms we used in discussing NPO collaboration.)  Collaborations can involve varying degrees of sharing of authority, resources and information.  But they fall short of full amalgamation or union of the participants into a new entity.  

The NPO sector encompasses many different types of organizations providing many different types of services. Moreover, NPO organizations collaborate – with each other and with other sectors – in widely different ways. They may collaborate to advocate and inform policy-making and system change; to coordinate and plan services across geographical regions and service areas; or to plan and deliver direct services to clients. NPOs across a whole sector, such as mental health providers, may collaborate together.  Or the collaboration may involve a few individual agencies whose staff know each other and come together to exploit specific opportunities to improve services or influence policy. Often, individual organizations are collaborating in many ways, with many different groups of organizations, at the same time. 

This first project set out to examine one slice of NPO collaborative activity -- collaborations among NPO agencies that directly or indirectly enhance service delivery. This includes collaborations to enhance organizational operations – administration and human resources, for example – and collaborations to enhance service planning and delivery. Examples of such collaborations include shared administration, budgets, or administrative staff; shared infrastructure such as co-location; joint service planning, or joint program delivery such as single intake; inter-agency service protocols or case management for clients; and information-sharing. Figure 1 describes the continuum of types of inter-agency collaboration.  The project focused on service collaborations because they relate directly to NPO capacity to promote health equality through effective services, and because community-based health and social service providers feel under increasing pressure to rationalize and integrate their services through collaborative strategies that may lead all the way to organizational amalgamation.

Figure 1:
Continuum of Types of Inter-Agency Collaboration, by Intensity
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	Inter-agency information sharing
	Shared policies or  protocols for dealing with clients
	Sharing resources, staff, decision-making
	Integrated programs, planning, funding


 Adapted from Vanderwoerd, J. (1996). Service Provider Involvement in the Onward-Willow-BBBF Project: 1990-1993. Better Beginnings, Better Futures Research Coordination Unit: Queens University
The initial focus was also restricted to non-institutional or community-based health and social service providers. The realities of the research eventually broadened this focus to include lessons learned from NPO service delivery collaborations involving institutional and other partners. Initially, this project restricted its attention to NPO inter-agency collaborations that involved formal working agreements. However, as the summary of findings in Graham (2007) shows, this restriction would exclude much of the valuable actual collaboration that is taking place among Toronto service agencies. 

Does collaboration add value to service delivery?
In thinking about collaboration’s potential to enhance NPO services, the first obvious questions to ask are: ‘What do we want it to achieve?’ and ‘Do we know if it really works’? Given that government is the primary funder of NPO services, we investigated the first question primarily through a brief scan of government policy documents (Canadian government, Province of Ontario, and City of Toronto) that addressed collaboration in or with the NPO sector (Howarth, 2007). (Banasiak, 2007) also provided some information on government policy approaches to NPO collaboration in other jurisdictions. The project investigated the second of these questions through a literature review (Boutillier et al, 2007) of the evidence on the effectiveness of collaborative on-the-ground service delivery-related mechanisms described earlier.

These inquiries produced no clear answers. One main finding of the literature review was the paucity of evidence on whether collaborative service delivery improves client or organizational outcomes. This is a reflection on the state of the evidence rather than on collaborative service delivery. Still, the literature review found that some of the most aggressive efforts to integrate services have occurred in services for children 0-5, and that some of these efforts have been evaluated. These studies do suggest that on-the-ground collaboration can improve outcomes in some instances. Moreover, there is some evidence – admittedly mostly from broad initiatives led by government, and involving NPOs broadly – that suggests that collaboration on administrative services can improve organizational operations. 

The review of policy documents found no clearly articulated government ambitions for NPO collaboration at the broad policy level (Howarth 2007), as was found in others jurisdictions (Banasiak 2007) at the program level, government appears to assume that collaboration will improve delivery effectiveness and impact, but such assumptions are rarely spelled out, and rarely linked to specific program outcomes. 

These findings raise interesting issues about what government expects from NPO service delivery collaboration, and the apparent gap between the evidence on collaboration’s potential to enhance client and organizational operational outcomes, and the widespread enthusiasm for collaboration as an effective strategy.

Our third line of inquiry looked at the issue from the other side. It explored the state of NPO service delivery collaboration in Toronto, and the forces shaping that collaboration (Graham, 2007), from the perspective of local capacity builders, providers, and experts.  The study found that local health and service providers collaborate extensively in service delivery, mainly through informal information sharing and shared protocols and services. This is not new. There is relatively little collaboration involving more ‘intensive’ sharing of resources and decision-making authority.  Overall, local service delivery collaboration tends to be ‘organic’, originating in response to specific felt needs (See Roche and Roberts and Roberts, 2007) for examinations of a longstanding and newly emerging organic collaborations. However, sustaining these collaborations is hard work, given limited NPO resources.
These findings raise additional issues about a possible gap between the amount and kind of collaboration taking place on the ground in Toronto, and government’s expectations from service delivery collaboration. This gap may explain many key informants’ caution about excessive reliance on collaboration as a blanket strategy to enhance NPO services and outcomes, although many community-based agencies also appear to be actively seeking collaborations as a way to leverage increasingly scarce resources. 

The lack of strong evidence on collaboration’s potential to improve outcomes prompted a new line of inquiry. On the suspicion that the growing enthusiasm for NPO collaboration is being led by the corporate sector’s embrace of collaboration, we commissioned a literature scan of business-to-business collaboration and intra-government collaboration (Zizys, 2007). It examined how and why business and government use collaboration strategies, and whether these improve outcomes in these spheres. The scan found high failure rates for business-to-business collaboration, but positive outcomes – improved efficiency, market access, and higher profits – for those that worked. It found a paucity of evidence on the impacts of collaboration on government’s complex ambitions for these strategies.  One important issue raised by the findings, however, is whether collaboration’s success in these spheres can be generalized to the NPO sector to justify reliance on collaboration as a key NPO strategy.  

Characteristics of NPO Collaboratives:
Key informants in The State of Service Delivery Collaboration in the Toronto NPO Sector: a Key Informant Study agreed there is “a lot” of collaboration in Toronto (Graham 2007), most of it informal resource- and information-sharing rather than the more intensive (Figure 1) integration of programming, planning or back-office functions. There is also some amount of shared protocols and processes (e.g. post discharge from hospital). Informants said the informal resource- and information-sharing in the sector was not new. The 19 key informants worked in, or were familiar with, housing and homeless services, immigration and settlement services, health and mental health services, and multi-sectoral partnerships involving arts and environment and services for underserved and marginalized communities. Collaboration also varies by neighbourhood and sector in Toronto; for example, it is less common in some inner suburbs than in others or in downtown Toronto, and less common in immigrant services than in, say, the health sector.

Historically, similar agencies and sectors tend to collaborate, reflecting funding silos; but inter-sectoral collaboration is increasing. Larger, more established agencies/organizations are more likely to initiate collaborations, and often become transfer agencies for funder-driven collaborations.

Key informants felt that funders do not usually underwrite the costs of forming and sustaining collaborations, so that most are resourced through in-kind resources or time-limited pilot programs. 
Trends in Collaboration

Organizational capacity to build and sustain collaboration has decreased in Toronto’s NPO sector, as a result of “systemic core infrastructure challenges” (Eakin 2007, Graham 2007,). Funders are requiring or imposing collaboration on agencies more often, and through funding requirements are shifting the focus of collaboration from infrastructure capacity to direct service provision.  Mainstream agencies are being encouraged to collaborate with smaller agencies to share resources and expertise.

Barriers to Collaboration

Local key informants identified a range of barriers to collaboration (Graham 2007; Roundtable Proceedings) which were echoed in research studies in other English-speaking jurisdictions (Banasiak 2007). These include:
a. Lack of financial resources. As indicated earlier, funding for collaboration processes is relatively rare in Toronto. Agencies have few internal resources to fund collaboration processes themselves, since the current project-based funding regime also limits agencies’ financial resources needed to build organizational capacity for existing services (Eakin 2007; Roche and Roberts 2007). Smaller agencies, in particular, have little extra capacity to invest.

b. Lack of standardized funding application and reporting procedures across funder types, and even within a single funder (e.g. one level of government) drains resources that could be used for collaboration, and makes it difficult for multiple agencies with different funders, and different bookkeeping systems, to work together on projects (Graham 2007; Banasiak 2007). 

c. Inflexible funding limits collaborative possibilities by limiting agencies’ ability to free up money for collaborative activities (Graham 2007).   

d. Siloed funding encourages competition among agencies rather than collaboration, and generally increases agencies’ fears that they will be amalgamated (Graham 2007).

e. NPO staff may lack the higher-level skills and personal capacity needed to embark on complex partnership building, which requires individual agencies to negotiate across organizational boundaries (Graham 2007; Roche and Roberts 2007).

Motivation to collaborate:

The study also found there is a lack of research evidence on the impact on clients, communities, and services of different types of service collaborations, due to a lack of outcome evaluations of individual service collaborations.
Bottom-up collaborations most often form to respond to complex community needs rather than to increase efficiencies or rationalize services. This motivation may explain in part why most Toronto health and social service delivery collaboration consists of informal information-sharing, with some protocol and process sharing to link clients to services, and little efficiency-driven back-office consolidation. 
From the East Scarborough Storefront Study emerged the notion of ‘overwhelming need’ as the motivation for the initial community agencies and community activists to collaborate.  The obvious gap in service delivery prompted neighbourhood activists to attract existing service providers to fill in the gap in an era of funding restraint.

Motivation to collaborate emerged as critical element in the Korean Interagency Network Project (KIN) process. When participants were engaged in the systems characteristic exercise, anxiety emerged over the sustainability of their organizations and concern over their community’s equitable access to public resources – clearly these issues were their motivation to continue in the process. 

Problematic relationship with funders:
The literature review (Boutillier et al, 2007) found there is a lack of research evidence on the impact on clients, communities, and services of different types of service collaborations, due to a lack of outcome evaluations of individual service collaborations. Yet funders forge ahead with an unsubstantiated belief that collaboration adds value to service delivery. 
The NPO service delivery collaborators and the governments and foundations that largely fund them have no clear common understanding of service collaboration goals. Collaborators most often aim to leverage resources to respond to complex community needs, while funders are perceived to be seeking service rationalization and efficiencies.
Policy-makers/funders need to find ways to facilitate grass roots collaboration to improve community and client outcomes.  The imposition of priorities, accountability mechanisms, or rigid models for collaboration may impede success and long-term sustainability.
Sustainable service delivery collaboration perceived to impact clients and communities positively is typically “bottom-up”.  It originates among service providers, strongly motivated, who join together to respond to a need. Stakeholders report that funder-mandated or incented collaborations, or collaborations in which agencies are not strongly motivated to participate, tend not to last or to improve client and community outcomes. 
Characteristics Critical to Success:

There is a perception that most collaborations are not sustainable over time, and that sustainability is constrained by a range of organizational and systemic challenges, including: a lack of investment in collaboration; funding in silos versus leveraging capacity across the system; organizational imperatives or mandates out of sync with collaborative goals; power imbalances – bigger organizations drive the agenda, and smaller ones don’t have the resources to participate; lack of evidence-based information about collaboration; difficulty keeping partners engaged in ongoing nurturing and maintenance of partnership.

Characteristics of successful collaboration include: strong partner organizations with adequate stable funding; partners that come together voluntarily around a shared commitment to improve outcomes for clients; flexible funders that support collaboration without imposing mechanisms and accountability requirements.
Policy and legislation aimed at facilitating partnerships is based more on theory and models than on evidence that they make a difference to outcomes. There are a number of models of collaborative service delivery but the literature to date is sparse and ambiguous.
Sustaining complex service partnerships is difficult, requiring considerable skill, resources and time (Graham 2007; Roundtable Proceedings).  Key informants felt that “organic, grass-roots” collaborations tend to be more sustainable (as well as more effective) because they are focused on a clear need, and partners tend to be strongly committed to meeting this need (Graham 2007). 

Collaborations also tend to be more sustainable when partners are healthy and strong. However, individuals’ leadership and partners’ collaboration skills are often key or critical to building and/or sustaining collaborations.  Mandated or imposed collaborations tend not to last because participants are less committed to their goals and objectives.  Key informants also pointed out that collaborations do not need to last if the reason for their formation disappears. 

We observed in the KIN study the most motivated participants were those NPOs seeking to enhance and leverage their funding resources.  Larger more stable members were not motivated to participate. This can lead to those with the least capacity highly motivated to collaborate but with few resources to leverage.
From the business literature review, the author (Zyzis, 2007) identified several key factors that contribute to the success of collaborative efforts: clearly defined and shared goals; leadership from the top; measuring performance to track progress and guide adjustments; strong communication, effective coordination and positive working relationships; commitment of sufficient resources; and nurturing trust. 

On the organizational level the establishment of an appropriate governance structure for a collaborative structure requires mechanisms for transparency, power-sharing, conflict resolution and other inclusive strategies (Roche and Roberts, 2007).

Critical issues can play a pivotal role in surfacing the capacity of collaboration and test its resilience.  In the East Scarborough Storefront Study, participative engagement and decision-making processes with community and agency partners built a foundation of trust that paid off with support and mutual solidarity when the viability of storefront was at risk.  

Leadership in a collaborative partnership is different that leadership in a hierarchical organization.  Rather than traditional individual leadership tools of providing direction and accountability, participative engagement and decision making processes using the adult educator’s toolbox can create a collaborative culture of shared responsibility and ownership (Roche and Roberts, 2007).
One of the most interesting learnings from KIN sessions was how the group collectively prioritized their critical organizational and individual capacity issues.  The issues they prioritized were all organizational and individual capacity issues. Although the group identified duplication of services as one of their six critical issues, they collectively agreed that they needed skills, capacity and mutual trust prior to addressing systemic issues. 
Through this project, we learned about the unique characteristics of network type organizations, their issues and motivation and need for the resources and capacity to increase effective collaboration. By observing the decisions made through the process we learned that this group chose to build the internal organizational capacity of KIN prior to attempting the more difficult task of system planning (Roberts, 2007).

A supportive policy framework is necessary. There would be more collaboration if agencies had more financial and other resources to build and maintain labour-intensive collaborations, and if government’s and other funders’ policies toward the NPO sector were more collaboration-friendly  (Graham 2007; Eakin 2007; Roundtable Proceedings; Roche and Roberts 2007). Banasiak’s report identified numerous supportive policy interventions in English speaking jurisdictions. 
How NPO collaboratives differ or are similar to those in the private sector:

Other sectors’ experiences with collaboration can shed light on, or provide indirect evidence for, collaboration’s potential for the NPO sector in the absence of direct evidence from the sector itself.  The private sector’s successful embrace of collaboration is widely thought to drive government efforts to increase collaboration within government and within the NPO sector (Zizys 2007). A brief scan of the goals and impacts of private sector collaboration found (Zizys 2007):  
a. Collaboration among firms has expanded rapidly since the 1980s, mainly in response to increased market competition and complexity, and to changes in technology and modes of production that allow greater production flexibility and innovation. Individual firms work to access more markets and opportunities, spread risk, and leverage more capital than they could do alone, by building inter-corporate alliances and flexible supply-partnerships (Zizys 2007). 

b. As indicated earlier, only some of these collaborations aim to increase short-term profits through increased efficiencies. Many, if not most, pursue strategic longer-term goals such as increasing market share (Zizys 2007).

c. Although most business alliances fail – as much as 70% of all alliances, some estimate – the survivors report significant success as measured by higher share prices, improved products, expanded sales, and reduced cost structure for the participating firms (Zizys 2007). 

d. Business collaborations are generally well-resourced and tightly focused on clear, self-interested objectives embodied in “value propositions” (Zizys 2007). Businesses engage in collaboration strictly as a means to focused self-interested ends.  Given the complexity of their environments and multiple mandates, NPO collaboration objectives may often be more diverse and diffuse.  

Private sector collaboration shares an interesting parallel with NPO services collaboration in often pursuing strategic, rather than strictly operational, goals and objectives. It also differs significantly in being generally well-resourced and narrowly focused on limited ends. If these latter features are critical to the success of business collaborations – and the evidence is unclear – then they may also be critical to NPO collaboration success. This would call for more cautious use of collaboration to the NPO sector, since such features are not always present in NPO collaborations.

What did we learn? 
The first overall finding of the project, however, was that a clear case has yet to be made for collaboration as a strategy to build the capacity of NPO services to improve client and community outcomes.  Specifically, the project found:

a. A lack of research evidence on the impact on clients, communities, and services of different types of service collaborations (Figure 1), due to a lack of outcome evaluations of individual service collaborations in both the academic research and grey literature (Boutilier et al. 2007).  

b. A lack of shared, clear understanding among Canadian stakeholders of what NPO services-related collaboration is intended to achieve (Howarth 2007; Graham 2007).  NPO service providers depend primarily on governments for funding, and to some extent on foundations and NPO funders such as the United Way. (In Ontario, the Province funds about 80% of NPO health and social services.
) Government funders’ ambitions for collaborative service delivery in the sector are not clearly articulated, and perhaps not well defined (Howarth 2007). But there is some evidence, and a widespread perception within the NPO sector, that funders’ and providers’ goals are often at cross-purposes: many funders are perceived to promote collaboration to rationalize and reduce duplication in existing services, while community-based providers say they most often collaborate to leverage resources in order to respond innovatively to complex community needs (Howarth 2007; Graham 2007). 

The second overall finding of the project, however, was the outline of a “bottom-up” approach to NPO collaboration that has potential to increase collaboration and improve outcomes for clients and communities.  This approach emerged from local capacity builders, community-based providers, funders and other stakeholders in key informant interviews and roundtable discussions, and from additional research on collaboration in business and government.  These investigations found: 

a. Sustainable service delivery collaboration that is perceived to have positive impacts on clients and communities is typically “bottom-up” – that is, it originates among service providers, strongly motivated, who come together to respond to a need. Funder-mandated or -incented collaborations, or collaborations in which agencies are not highly motivated to participate, or which lack a clear “value proposition” (some clear result each participant is seeking from the collaboration) are hard to create or sustain, and unlikely to improve outcomes for clients and communities (Graham 2007; Roberts 2007; Roche and Roberts 2007; Roundtable Proceedings).

b. Bottom-up collaborations most often form to respond to complex community needs rather than to increase efficiencies or rationalize services for their own sake (Graham 2007; Roche and Roberts 2007; Roundtable Proceedings). This impetus for collaboration may explain in part why most collaboration among Toronto health and social services agencies continues to consist in informal information-sharing, followed by shared protocols and processes to link clients to services, and why there is relatively little of the back-office consolidation (e.g. shared IT systems), the rationale for which is typically efficiency-based.

c. The NPO sector’s bottom-up impetus to collaborate shares interesting parallels with private sector collaboration. Business collaborations are aimed often as not at increasing firms’ long-term profitability in complex, intensely competitive globalized markets – a strategic goal – rather than at increasing short-term profits through increased efficiencies (Zizys 2007).  That is, like NPO collaborations, business collaborations also often aim to leverage resources to respond innovatively to their complex environments. Moreover, the response of both business and NPO collaborations is often to bring together different core competencies within the different organizations to respond innovatively to the complex environment (Graham 2007; Zizys 2007). One important difference between business and NPO collaborations, of course, is business’s focus on narrow, limited ends in collaboration. 

Business is the only sector for which there is considerable evidence that collaboration improves outcomes – both strategic (at least for simple collaborations) and short-term financial outcomes (Zizys, 2007). Arguably, the private sector’s success with collaboration motivates and guides governments’ current efforts to increase collaboration within the public and NPO sectors. The success of strategic private sector collaborations in improving outcomes therefore provides some indirect rationale, for NPO services-related collaborations improve outcomes for clients and communities.  However, the differences between NPO and business collaboration also suggest caution in generalizing the business experience to the NPO sector.

d. There would be more collaboration if agencies had more financial and other resources to build and maintain labour-intensive collaborations, and if government’s and other funders’ policies toward the NPO sector were more collaboration-friendly  (Graham 2007; Eakin 2007; Roundtable Proceedings; Roche and Roberts 2007). Community-based providers are keen to collaborate where it will meet community needs, even though they are also skeptical of policy-makers’ and funders’ goals for NPO collaboration, and want solid evidence that their collaborations improve outcomes (Graham 2007).

Funders’ intense concern with funding accountability reduces agencies’ ability to collaborate by consuming enormous agency resources in applying for, and reporting on, funding (Eakin 2007).  This intense concern with funding accountability reinforces NPO perceptions that government sees collaboration as a strategy to contain costs by increasing efficiencies. Un-standardized funder policies and procedures, and lack of direct funding for collaboration even when mandated, also reduce the resources for collaboration (Graham 2007; Eakin 2007; Banasiak 2007). Skills training to providers on how to create and sustain collaborations would also increase sustainable collaborations (Roberts 2007; Graham 2007).

Conclusion:

The current enthusiasm for collaboration in the NPO sector suggests many stakeholders already endorse collaboration as a strategy to increase NPO sector capacity and effectiveness – perhaps even as a “magic bullet” to achieve these ends.  For these stakeholders, the key question to ask about services-related collaboration in the sector is not whether collaboration is an important strategy to improve outcomes, but how services-related collaborations should be encouraged and sustained.  Academic and community researchers appear to share this perspective, focusing their work largely on the process questions of how to create and sustain good working collaborations (Boutilier et al. 2007).  
There is a pressing need for more evidence that collaboration enhances NPO sector capacity to improve outcomes for clients and communities. More substantial evidence is also needed on which types of collaborations (Figure 1) improve outcomes, and in what contexts.  In the interim, though, some indirect evidence from the private sector, and anecdotal evidence and ongoing commitment to strategic collaboration from providers, as well as other stakeholders, present some rationale for moving forward in promoting collaboration as appropriate. 

The most promising approach to increase levels of collaboration in NPO services, and to increase the kinds of collaborations most likely to improve outcomes, is for all stakeholders to work together to create a policy and practice environment that best nurtures bottom-up collaborations that evolve to respond to complex community needs in innovative ways. This involves re-orienting efforts away from collaboration imposed as a top- down strategy to rationalize existing services for its own sake. What evidence we have suggests that such collaborations are more likely to wither and die, and therefore less likely than organic collaborations to improve outcomes for clients and communities. 
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