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The Collaboration Continuum 



The Life-cycle of Collaborative Work  

Tamarack Lessons  

• Plan for 3 – 5 year campaigns  

• Different phases require different leadership  

• Learning and reflection needs to be built into 
every phase  

• Watch out for the traps  

• Renewal is critical  



Planning the Work – Phases of Collaboratives  
From Lifecycle to Ecocycle 

The Performance Loop  The Renewal Loop 

Source: http://www.plexusinstitute.org/edgeware/archive/think/main_aides9.html 
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Four Phases of Collaborative Work  
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Exercise:  Map Your Collaborative 



Reflection Questions  

• What does the mapping exercise mean for 
your collaborative right now?   

• What do you need to consider when 
communicating with stakeholders?   

• What are some strategies to manage in this 
environment?   
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NAVIGATING THE TRAPS  



Four Transitional Traps 

Traps Description Typical Challenges 

SCARCITY People struggle to ‘birth’ something 

likely to lead to outcomes and 

garners the support of the larger 

community. 

The ideas are not compelling. Underdeveloped 

decision-making process & criteria. Members 

disagree on which options to pursue. Members 

have insufficient credibility.  Energy spread too thin 

across many directions. 

PARASITIC People seem unable to sustain or   

grow their work because it is 

‘parasitic’ on the host(s) that gave it 

birth. 

Over reliance on key – often founding – members 

of the group.  Dependence on start-up pool of 

resources.  Approach works well only at a certain 

scale or in unique context. 

RIGIDITY People are unable or unwilling to 

change or dismantle an approach 

that no longer fits the evolving 

context in which they operate. 

Psyche of immediate return. Fear of uncertainty. 

Self-Interest. Lack of clear exit rules. Concern 

about perception of failure. Pressure to continue by 

entrenched constituency (e.g. ‘too big to fail’). 

CHRONIC 

DISASTER 

People find themselves ‘spinning’ 

and unable to get traction on a 

compelling new vision, values and 

intent for moving forward. 

Inability to let go of the past. Weak trust amongst 

members. Difficulty in agreeing on shared vision 

and values. Volatile environment.  

Transitional Traps 



Reflection Questions Revisited   

• What does the mapping exercise mean for 
your collaborative right now?   

• What do you need to consider when 
communicating with stakeholders?   

• What are some strategies to manage in this 
environment?   



Action-Learning 

Phase 

Scale & Maturity 

Creative Destruction 

Exploring Local Interest/ 

Building Conditions for 

Success 

 
# 1 Framework  

for Change 

Development: Required  

For Action-Learning  

Funding 

#2a Annual  

Update 

#2c Annual  

Update 

##3 Framework for Change 

Upgrade: Required for Sustainability  

Funding 

Frameworks for Change  
Eco-Cycle Lens 



Context 



Community Context Factors  

• Prior history of collaboration – success and 
failure  

• Connectedness between leadership 

• Understanding and urgency of issue  

• Evidence to inform director  

• Broad Community Engagement  

 

 



Mapping Community Leadership 

• Community Capacity  

• Convening Capacity  

• Identifying Partners  

• Assessing Risks and Rewards  

 

• Where does your Backbone excel?  

 



5 Lessons about Collaboration  

• A big clear issue that only a collaborative can 
tackle  

• Leadership that drives the process  

• Staffing for Follow through  

• Defining the role of the collaborative and what 
it will accomplish  

• Balancing process and progress  
– Five Lessons on Collaboration, Hamilton Roundtable for 

Poverty Reduction and Jobs Prosperity Collaborative  



Lessons Learned in Canada 

1. Get the bird’s eye and 
worm’s eye views  

2. Navigate the local context  

3. Learn by doing  

4. Make both vertical and 
horizontal links  

5. Be persistent and have 
appropriate expectations 

 http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s61_VC_2011g.html  



The Top of the Pyramid  



Dealing with Diverse Players  
Issue  Opportunities  Challenges  

Sphere of Influence  
 
 

Building Trust  
 
 

Unusual Suspects  
 
 

Convener as Powerful Host  
 
 

Staff of Backbones  
 
 



The Collaborative Premise  

 If you bring the appropriate 
people together in constructive 
ways with good information, 
they will create authentic 
visions and strategies for 
addressing the shared concerns 
of the organizations and the 
community.   

» David Chrislip, The 
Collaborative Leadership 
Fieldbook  

» http://tamarackcommunity.ca/
g3s5l.html  

http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s5l.html
http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s5l.html
http://tamarackcommunity.ca/g3s5l.html


Collaborative Premise - Shared Agreements  

• Shared concern needs to be addressed  

• Identify a need to work together  

• Determine how to work together  

• Shared understanding of the information  

• Shared definition of the problem  

• Agreement on solutions  

• Agreement on action steps  



Principles for Collaboratives 
 Transparency and Accountability:  Decisions take place in the public 

eye. 
 

 Equity and Inclusiveness:  All interests who are needed and willing 
contribute to solution. 
 

 Effectiveness and Efficiency:  Solutions are tested to make sure they 
make practical sense. 
 

 Responsiveness: Public concerns are authentically addressed. 
 

 Forum Neutrality: Different perspectives are welcome; the process 
itself has no bias. 
 

 Consensus-Based: Decisions are made through consensus rather 
than majority rule. 



Adaptive Leadership  

Key Adaptive Leadership Principles:   

• Capacity for change  

• Shared understanding of leadership 
competencies  

• Taking smart risks  

• Give up to move forward  

 



Ten Adaptive Leadership Principles  

• Convene stakeholders  

• Focus attention on issue  

• Cultivate a high aspiration  

• Use framing as a tool  

• Build a good enough vision  

• Chunk and link work  

• Go for multiple actions  

• Court and mediate conflict  

• Maintain productive distress  

• Acknowledge multiple accountabilities 

 
» Adapted from :  Heifetz, Grashow, Linsky.  The Practice of Adaptive Leadership. 



Core Competencies- Leadership Group  
(from Opportunities Waterloo Region) 

Collaborative Leader 
– Has demonstrated personal and/or 

professional leadership in multi-
stakeholder efforts by building consensus 
and drawing people into a process of 
change. 

 

Communicator 
– Able to share ideas, and describe what 

you know and what you are learning to 
diverse audiences. 

 

 Community Translator  
– Understands the different language used 

by stakeholders and serves as a bridge 
between the various communities and 
groups with an interest in the initiative.  
 

Lifelong Learner 
– Desire to deepen understanding of 

complex social and economic issues that 
take complex solutions. 

 

Politically Astute 
– Broad non-partisan understanding of 

political and social issues influencing the 
public policy environment. 

 

Strategic  
– Understands the lay of the land and can 

work within it.  

 

Practical 
– Has the ability to manage the details and 

get things done on time. 

 



Collaborative Governance Models 
What to consider… 

• Staffing  

• Government mandate 

• Geographic proximity  

• Community 
involvement and 
ownership  

• Power relations  

• Availability of process 
guides  

• Organizational values  

• Member motivation  

• Member selection  

• Member skills  

• Accountability and 
transparency  



Example: Constellation Governance 

 

http://www.collaborativejourneys.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/10/constellation-collaboration.png


Constellation Model 
http://socialinnovation.ca/constellationmodel 

• Stewardship Group  
• Sets overall vision and strategic directions  

• Monitors overall partnership health  

• Aligns constellations with partnership purpose  

• Determines and provides support to constellations  

• Three Core Governance Documents  
• Guiding Principles  

• Governance terms of reference  

• Strategic plan  

 

http://socialinnovation.ca/constellationmodel
http://socialinnovation.ca/constellationmodel


Constellations  

• Clusters of activities with a subset 
of partners  

• Formal projects, opportunistic 
initiatives, or working groups  

• Must be consistent with 
partnerships vision  

• Conditions for a constellation  
• Overall need or opportunity  

• Energetic leadership by one or more 
partner  

• Can phase out when energy no 
longer exists or issue is addressed  



Other Considerations – Beyond Structure  

• Member characteristics: influence, commitment, diversity. 
 

• Decision-making: majority, consensus, etc. 
 

• Authority: Bottom-up, Top Down, In the Middle 
 

• Communication: informal, formal.  
 

• Leadership Style:  charismatic, servant leadership, etc. 
 

• Group culture: risk oriented, process light/heavy, etc. 
 

• Sponsorship Arrangements: number, roles, structure. 
 
 



Roadblocks & Resistance 

• Power Dynamics  

• Partner Motivation  

• Process-Product Tension  

• Too Big to Fail  

• Death by 1000 knives  

• Reading the Roadmap – bridges and potholes  

• Keeping up with the Changes  



Tools to Navigate the Road Blocks 

• What tools has 
your Backbone 
developed to 
navigate the road 
blocks?   



Just Some of the Threads  

The Big Picture  
• Challenging Community Aspiration  
• Theory of Change/Framework for Change  
 
The Technical Agreements  
• Memorandums of Understanding  
• Terms of Reference  
• Shared Measurement Platforms  
 
Connecting with Community  
• Community Engagement  
• Reports to Community  
• Engagement through traditional & new media  
• Commitment to Learning  



Culture and Accountability  



Final Reflections?   



For More Information  

• Tamarack Learning Communities:  
www.tamarackcci.ca; 
www.vibrantcommunities.ca and 
www.seekingcommunity.ca  

• Contact me:  Liz@tamarackcommunity.ca  

• Follow my blog:  
http://vibrantcanada.ca/blogs/liz-weaver  

http://www.tamarackcci.ca/
http://www.vibrantcommunities.ca/
http://www.seekingcommunity.ca/
mailto:Liz@tamarackcommunity.ca
http://vibrantcanada.ca/blogs/liz-weaver
http://vibrantcanada.ca/blogs/liz-weaver
http://vibrantcanada.ca/blogs/liz-weaver

