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Collaboration Action Fund Evaluation Report, Dr Joanne James, December 2019 

Introduction 

This report captures emerging themes of insight and learning elicited from the participants and 
facilitators involved in the Collaboration Action Fund partnerships Feb–Nov 2019. The report focusses 
on participants’ perceptions of what it would mean to collaborate at the start of the partnerships 
contrasted with a synthesis of their learning 10 months later as part of a collective celebration event.   
The report proceeds in four parts.  First, to set the scene, I present a collaboration framework based 
on a review of the literature (Bryson, Crosby and Stone, 2015).  This framework integrates theoretical 
concepts of collaboration developed over the past 25 years and reflects latest empirical research in 
the field. Second, I share the key themes emerging from the data both pre and post collaboration 
activities. Third, I discuss the findings in more detail and offer interpretations about what the learnings 
may reveal about experiences of collaboration. The paper concludes with a summary of learning, and 
considerations to facilitate future collaborative efforts. 

 

What do we know about collaboration? 

Collaboration is a commonly selected approach as a means of addressing complex social issues that 
require multiagency solutions.  Collaboration offers a means of sharing resources such as expertise or 
facilities to target shared goals too ambitious for a single organisation to achieve. However, research 
suggests that collaborative efforts are often complex and prone to failure (Vangen, 2016).  In Figure 
1, I have highlighted some key issues to consider in creating and managing within collaborative 
partnerships.  Whilst experience tells us that collaboration is multilevel and complex, the schematic 
presents a simplified concept map with interrelated areas of focus identified in numbered tiles. 

1. Triggers or motives for collaboration are useful to explore right from the start and to state up 
front as a transparent introduction to the collaboration process. Perhaps the organisations 
have recognised a shared interest in a complex issue or are seeking to take advantage of a 
funding call that requires sharing of diverse resources. 

2. Initial alignment, relationships and vision. These elements encourage organisations to take 
stock of their start point.  What are the areas of alignment in goals, values and vision? What 
is the history of relationships or previous collaborations? What experience can partners draw 
on? 

3. Collaboration structures and processes refers to the activities required to build trust and 
shared understanding of the collaboration and to put in place ways of operating that may sit 
within or outside the systems operating within the various partner organisations. 
Communication and ongoing planning and review are part of this element. 

4. Capacity and Competence.  Researchers have found that certain attitudes and competencies 
are helpful in collaboration. These include, interpersonal understanding, openness to 
collaboration and a concern for the common good. Practical competencies include ability to 
work across boundaries, stakeholder engagement, strategic planning and teamwork. 
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5. Conflicts and tensions refers to the differing aims and expectations, organisational norms, and 
inherent tensions that arise in collaborations.  Differences in power or status between 
organisations is a common source of tension. 

6. Goals, performance indicators and outcomes suggest that collaborations will want to consider 
the value of their collaboration in various ways.  Perhaps considering short term learning as 
well as longer term strategic transformation goals.  Consideration of how to measure progress 
and outcomes over time is a challenging area for consideration. 

7. Leadership and Governance.  Leadership considers formal and informal sponsorship and 
championing from a variety of sources and the integrative leadership practices that foster 
effective collaboration. Governance in this context may involve designing specific structures 
and processes that allow for decision-making and the allocation of resources within the 
collaborative entity. 

 

Fig. 1 Key issues and considerations for successful collaborations (Adapted from Bryson, Crosby and 
Stone, 2015) 

 

 

 

Project Findings  

This section explores findings captured an orientation event, at the start of the collaboration project, 
where the aim was to understand initial perceptions about the process, and 10 months later, on 
completion of the collaboration, where the participating partnerships and their facilitators met to 
celebrate progress and success and to gain an understanding of outcomes and learning.   

1. Orientation event. Pre-collaboration stage 

Prior to participating in the projects, participants selected an image that described their understanding 
of collaboration. Individuals shared their images and created posters with key words that described 
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what might be important for their specific partnership. The following themes emerged: integration, 
time, shared vision mission and values, ambitious goals, teamwork and human elements such as 
nurture and trust.  The themes are described in table 1.  An integrating theme in a number of the 
posters was the sense of the collaboration partnership being a journey that they were about to embark 
on together. 

Table1. Summary of Themes from pre - collaboration stage. 

Key words and images 
 

Theme description 

Integration 
 

           
 

“Different parts working together seamlessly”  
 

“Bringing the right pieces together” 
 

There was a sense that partners needed 
to identify synergies, develop a shared 
understanding of the project vision and 
ways of operating that utilised different 
constituents from each organisation. 

Time 
   

                        
 
 

“Takes time to develop and shape” 
 

“It takes time” 
 

Idea that an investment in time is 
required.  The posters do not indicate the 
details of what the time will be spent on 
but imply activities around initial 
alignment as described in tile 2 above. 

Vision, Mission and Values   
 

                    
     

“It’s a struggle towards a common goal” 
 

“All parts focused on same shared result” 
 

Indicating that alignment to a long term 
and inspiring vision was motivating the 
partnerships. During the collaboration, 
the facilitators commented on the 
commitment to the vision they saw in the 
participants. 

Progress 
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Ambitious Goals 
 

 
 

“Scaling new heights” 
 

“Pushing boundaries, challenging the norm” 
 

A sense of aspiration from coming 
together in a partnership.  It’s exciting 
and enabled through teamwork – see 
below. 

Teamwork  
 

                                    
 

      
 

        “Having each others’ back when the parachute 
fails” 

 
“collboration as an extended family… different roles, 

look out for each other” 
 

The partnerships recognised the 
potential of teamwork to enable them to 
share best practice, take risks together, 
to experiment and to aim for bigger 
goals. The meerkats depicted the idea of 
partners taking on different roles. 

Human elements  
 

 
(Farmer) 

 

“It involves love and care” 
 

“Your voice counts” 
 

Attributes of trust, diversity, and bringing 
complimentary skills together. 
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2. Celebratory event. Post-collaboration stage  

Each group shared outcomes and learnings and the facilitators shared initial observations. The 
participants were grouped randomly to share their key insights from across the projects. At this stage, 
the following themes emerged: integration, time, teamwork, risk, vulnerability, power dynamics and 
leadership. In this set of images, there was an overarching theme of the collaboration partnership 
being an organic evolution and having a sense of growth and transformation. The themes are 
described in table 2. 

Table 2. Themes of collaboration - post experience stage. 

Theme Description 
Integration  

 

 
 
 

The posters depicted a more comprehensive 
concept of what needed to be integrated to 
make the collaboration work. For example, 
this poster identifies the need for a vision, 
collective goals, diversity and cooperation 
coming together with tenacity and trust. 

Time  
 

                      
 

“Balancing challenges, time, resources” 
 

“Organic”.  Being prepared to evolve”.  
“Lasting impact” 

 

In the second set of posters, the references to 
time were appreciative of the need for time to 
nurture relationships, to create space to do 
the work of alignment and integration and. 
The facilitators noted the busyness of 
participants and the challenges in creating 
time. 

Teamwork  
 

                           
 

Diversity, co-operation, valuing differences, 
collective but different goals 

 
 

Whilst team work was still alluded to in the 
second set of posters.  The attributes that 
were highlighted respect for diversity, time 
spent on building relationships.  In a practical 
sense, partnerships recognised the need to 
spend time understanding the skills and how 
they could bring them together and how to 
coordinate their effort. 
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Human Processes 
 

                  
 

Trust, co-operation, nurturing relationships and 
shared values 

 

The human elements theme informs and 
enhances the team work theme in the second 
set of posters. An appreciation that building 
these relationships is essential for team work 
and for doing the difficult things such as 
working through conflicts. 

Leadership  
 

        
 

“Strategic leadership” 
 

“you can’t force it.  Not dragging but you do need 
a driver” 

 

The teams recognised leadership had a role to 
play in helping to create strategic direction, in 
developing a shared vision and collective 
purpose and in driving things forwards.  The 
facilitators emerging insights included 
noticing the power of stories in shaping 
understandings of the collaborative 
partnerships.  These could be helpful or 
unhelpful stories.  Leaders were observed by 
the facilitators as being influential in the 
partnerships with a diversity of roles in 
evidence. 

Risk, vulnerability, power dynamics 
 

                                 
                         Person on rock face             Uneven sized ships  
 

“Power dynamics”    
 

“Vulnerability and risk” 
 

“Surfacing hidden politics and agendas” 
 
 

A number of groups referred to feeling a sense 
of vulnerability over risks they were taking 
and the challenges of working through hidden 
agendas and power dynamics. This theme 
speaks to the tensions and conflicts described 
in tile 5 in figure 1. 

 

Summary of learning and considerations for future collaborations 

The celebration event demonstrated through the partnership presentations and their subsequent 
learning posters that they had experienced a shift in appreciation of the challenges and opportunities 
of collaboration. Each of the seven components of Bryson et al’s (2015) framework were identified by 
the collaborating partners to some extent. Table 3. Summarises the themes pre and post collaboration 
and indicates linkages to the theoretical framework. 
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Table 3 Summary of pre and post collaboration themes 

Perceptions Pre-
collaboration  

Theme identified pre or post 
collaboration  

Links to Bryson etal’s (2015 
framework (fig.1) elements 
in italics. 

Vision, mission and values Pre  Consistent with alignment 
and goals. 

Time 
 

Pre and post Time to work through 
elements of the framework, 
particularly alignment, 
collaboration structures and 
processes and to resolve 
conflicts and tensions. 

Ambitious goals 
 

Pre Recognition of shared goals 
at the start as motives of the 
project collaborations 

Teamwork  
 

Pre and post Teamwork alludes to 
Practical collaboration 
structures and processes.   

Human elements  
 

Pre and post Underpins collaboration 
processes.  Also alludes to 
Human capacity and 
competence. 

Risk, vulnerability, power 
dynamics 

Post Alludes to inherent Conflict 
and Tension 

Leadership  Post 
 

Leadership to enable the 
elements of the framework 
to function. 

Organic evolution and growth 
 

Post  Alludes to difficulties in 
measuring progress and 
outcomes and also in 
allowing for and fostering 
the emergence of structures 
and processes unique to the 
project 

Integration 
  

Pre and post Integration of multiple 
elements from the 
framework. e.g. vision, 
goals, processes, capabilities 

 

Whilst issues of integration, teamwork and creating a shared vision were apparent in both data sets, 
the post collaboration data indicated more details about what these activities looked and felt like in 
practice. There was subtle shift in the overarching messages coming from the two data sets.  Pre-
collaboration posters were optimistic about the opportunity to take on ambitious goals through bold 
teamwork. There was a sense of going on a challenging journey that would have obstacles along the 
way but was possible with planning and sharing of best practice and resources.  Post collaboration the 
conceptualisation of collaboration had shifted to a more organic evolving process that required 
nourishment and care, with an increased awareness of the need to invest in relational aspects.  
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Leadership emerged as more significant element post collaboration.  The data from the participants 
does not tell us much detail about how leadership manifested or what roles were considered 
important.  Typical leadership activities such as developing a shared vision and purpose are alluded to 
as important within the collaborations themselves, along with more practical management tasks of 
coordination, goal setting and planning.  The second set of images foregrounds some of the risks and 
tensions associated with collaboration such as surfacing hidden agendas and managing power 
dynamics.  This aligns with published research that suggests that the leadership roles in collaborations 
include coming to terms with ambiguity, loss of control, building trust and productive relationships, 
influencing beyond authority and creating common purpose across boundaries. (Bryson, Crosby and 
Stone, 2015).   

In planning future collaborations, I highlight three areas of future inquiry. These three areas are 
mentioned briefly in the data and we know they are significant factors in the Bryson et al (2015) 
framework. Drawing partners’ attention to these factors early could provide fruitful topics for 
discussion and planning. 

Triggers and motives of collaborations 

The published research indicates that whilst there are various reasons why partners may choose to 
collaborate, it pays to be transparent in sharing and exploring individual motives.  Thompson and Perry 
(2006) suggest that collaborations have two broad forms.  The first form is forged through individual 
concerns and goals having an area of overlap that both parties share. A transactional marriage of 
convenience where both parties give something and get something from the arrangement.   The 
second form is a shared commitment to a larger cause where organisations invest in creating a mutual 
understanding and a collective will. This second form is a marriage based on shared vision and mission. 

Leadership and Governance 

In the model in figure 1, governance plays a central role along with leadership in enabling decision 
making to happen across the collaboration project. This may be through existing governance 
structures that exist in the individual organisations or through newly formed arrangements.  The 
participating groups did not highlight governance arrangements as a significant area of concern, so it 
is not clear how this worked, and what issues emerged.  It would be interesting to explore experiences 
further.  Similarly, leadership became more visible as a requirement post experience, but less was said 
about exactly what role leadership played and who the leaders were.  It would be helpful to articulate 
and explore what was meant by leadership in this context  

Tensions and conflicts 

The collaboration groups recognised emerging tensions and conflicts arising from differences in 
priorities and power within the relationship. Recent research suggests that collaborations are, by their 
nature, quite paradoxical given the complex and dynamic nature of partnerships.  Whilst differences 
in goals, ways of working and resources can create challenges, they also offer creative tension, and an 
opportunity to do things differently. The research found that it could be helpful to recognise and name 
where differences occur and to seek to respect opposing positions. For example, if organisational goals 
are similar, it may feel easier to agree on shared goals. However, this may mean that the two 
organisations are also in competition with each other. Being open about this tension could generate 
a conversation about what benefits are achieved from joining forces. Further research into how 
collaborative partnerships perceive and work with conflict and tensions, and how they best learn to 
work effectively and creatively would provide valuable insights for future groups.  
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Recommendations 

Due to the complex nature and high risk of failure when working within collaborations, understanding 
how best to enable collaborative partnerships would be beneficial for future success. The learning 
captured from the CAF partnerships is consistent with experiences described in other empirical 
research suggesting there are some common approaches for success and common pitfalls. The 
partnerships relied on the tacit knowledge of the participants, the support of facilitators and some 
basic guidance on team working.  There was evidence of learning and the development of deeper 
relationships and trust through practice.  In planning future collaborations, it may be helpful to share 
practical approaches and pitfalls ahead of time to accelerate and deepen the learning journey.  
Enabling participants to make sense of the complexities inherent within their projects using a multi-
agency collaboration framework such as the one described in fig.1 may be more helpful than a simple 
team collaboration tool. 
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