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Learning Objectives

• Understand What Strategic Collaboration is and Why it is 
Important

• Introduce several forms of “alliance-building”
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• Introduce several forms of “alliance-building”

• Assess existing and potential strategic collaborations

• Do’s and Don’ts in partnering



What is Collaboration?
and
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and
Why is it Important?



Turn to Your Neighbor

With a neighbor, take 3 minutes to discuss:

• What are the ways that your nonprofit 
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• What are the ways that your nonprofit 
collaborates currently?



Strategic Collaboration Defined

Two or more organizations…

working together in a meaningful, well-defined, and 
deliberate manner…
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by investing time, energy, and resources…

to accomplish a set of shared objectives…

that are mutually beneficial to advancing the missions of 
the organizations involved, and...

that are more likely to be achieved together than alone.
* Adapted from The Collaboration Handbook



Why Is Collaboration Important?

• It is a critical business success factor in an 

under-resourced environment
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• It is expected behavior from our stakeholders

• In Central Texas, it just makes sense given the 

size and shape of the nonprofit sector here



So Why Is Collaboration Difficult?

• Takes time and focus

• Often complex and ambiguous
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• Often complex and ambiguous

• Requires different leadership skills

• Competitive-collaborative tensions

• Thought to sometimes signal weakness



Strategic 
Collaboration
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Collaboration
Continuum



Strategic Collaboration Continuum
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* Adapted from Peter Drucker’s Meeting the Collaboration Challenge.
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Examples of Shared Services

� Sharing physical resources (office space, vehicles, 
office equipment, etc.)

� Sharing human resources (admin staff, HR 
professionals, accountants, grant writers, etc.)
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professionals, accountants, grant writers, etc.)

� Pooled purchasing power (negotiate better rates on 
event space, audits, printing, IT services, other vendor 
agreements, etc.)

� Shared marketing services (jointly hire a marketing 
professional, etc.)

� Other examples?



What is a Merger?

� Outright Merger – 2 or more organizations
becoming one organization

� Asset Transfer – asset(s) of one organization
are transferred (sold, given, etc.) to
another organization
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another organization

• “Assets” can be physical (buildings,
equipment, etc.), human resources,
and even programs/services

� Parent-Subsidiary Merger – one organization
becomes a subsidiary or “member
of” the other organization

* Adapted from The Nonprofit Mergers Workbook

Compensation

Asset(s)



Keys to Successful 
Collaborations and Mergers

12

Collaborations and Mergers



What Supports Strategic Alliances?

� Trust

� Communication

� Opportunities for structural change (ED departure, 
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financial crisis, audience change, etc.)

� Shared values

� Shared culture

� Shared goals

� Commonalities



“ Do’s”  for Successful Collaboration

1. Confirm a shared vision and objectives

2. Define desired results

3. Disclose self-interests
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3. Disclose self-interests

4. Clearly delineate roles and expectations

5. Implement clear decision-making processes

6. Clarify authority and power (if not equal, clearly define 
who has what authority and power)

7. Set a timeframe for the collaboration



“ Don’t’s” in Collaboration

When launching or evaluating a new collaboration, don’t:

1. Ignore potentially volatile issues of control and 
autonomy
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2. Forget about “culture clash” and identity differences

3. Move forward solely to satisfy a funder’s demand

4. Be overly optimistic about short-term cost savings

5. Move in haste



To compete or to 
collaborate?
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collaborate?



Competitive-Collaborative Dynamic

Like it or not, nonprofits often compete against 
organizations with whom they might also 

collaborate
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• What do you know about your “industry,” or the 
context in which you operate?



1. Understanding Your Industry

� What industry do you operate in?
• Types of services

• Other similar organizations

• Nature of clientele
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• Nature of clientele

• Geography

� Examples:
• Nonprofits working with at-risk/disadvantaged youth in Austin 

• Cancer-focused nonprofits serving Travis County

• Performing arts nonprofits in Central Texas



2. Define Your Strategic Niche

� What are your staff, board & volunteers deeply passionate 
about?

� What can your organization be the very best at?

� What drives your resource engine (what will people 
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� What drives your resource engine (what will people 
undoubtedly pay for, donate to, volunteer for?)

� The Hedgehog Concept: 
What you are 

deeply 
passionate 

about

What you can 
be the best at

What drives 
your economic/

resource 
engine

Collaboration
Zone



Assessing Your Current Level 
of Collaboration
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of Collaboration



When to collaborate, vs. compete?

Will the collaboration lead to greater impact and 
increase your organizational stability?   Ask:

1. Are there programs/services/activities you do now, but 
that you are not doing as well as you would like?
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Are there programs/services/activities you do now, but 
that you are not doing as well as you would like?

� Which ones, and how could they be improved?

2. Are there things that you’d like to do, but that have 
been just beyond your reach?

� Which ones, and what are the barriers to tackling them?

Would a new/deeper strategic collaboration help with 1 or 2?



Strategic Collaboration Worksheet
Step 1: List All Significant Organizations With Which You  Are Collaborating or Could Collaborate

Current Organization Intensity 
(H,M,L)

Potential Organization Intensity 
(H,M,L)
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Step 2: Plot Each Collaboration on the Below Strategic Collaboration Continuum
(Use a larger “ X” ’ for more intense collaborations and a smaller “ X”  for less intensive ones)



SAMPLE
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Questions?
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Action Planning

� Evaluate existing collaborations
• Do they need to be enhanced? Ended? Continued as-is?
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� Given your strategic niche (Hedgehog), what areas might 
collaboration might help you to increase impact?

� Elevate strategic collaboration on your board’s and staff’s 
radar screen



Additional Resources

• The Collaborative Leadership Fieldbook – David D. 
Chrislip, 2002.

• The Nonprofit Mergers Workbook – David La Piana, 
Amherst H. Wilder Foundation, 2000.
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Amherst H. Wilder Foundation, 2000.

• Strategic Management for Nonprofit Organizations, 
Theory and Cases – Sharon Oster, 1995.

• Collaboration Handbook: Creating, Sustaining, and 
Enjoying the Journey – Michael Wilder & Karen Ray, 
Amherst H. Wilder Foundation, 1994.

• Greenlights’ consulting department



Thank you!

Tara Kirkland

Director of Consulting Services

kirklandt@greenlights.org
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kirklandt@greenlights.org

512-477-5955 x262


