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What it is  
Collaboration with other organizations, 

groups or networks can bring substantial 

benefits to an organization. These can 

include leveraging its resources, 

strengthening its programs and 

deepening its mission impacts.  

This tool describes the key capacities that 

help an organization to collaborate well, 

which include organizational culture, 

enabling resources and systems, and 

people competencies.   

It can be used to:   

• Assess whether your organization 

has the right capacities to nurture 

and support successful 

collaborations. 
 

• Inform the content of your 

strategic objectives or operational 

plan.  

 

[Learn more about the different kinds of collaborations and roles: Collaboration: 

The Case, The Context and The Impact] 

 

 

 

 

 

The launch of the collaboration was met 
with enthusiasm; the community was 
finally tackling affordable housing. As the 
work became more challenging and 
tedious some leaders sent a designate to 
the collaboration table. These designates 
didn’t always have the skills or attributes 
to add real value and couldn’t agree to a 
path forward, this was partly because 
their decisions had to be brought back to 
their Executive Directors. One of the key 
partners suddenly left the collaboration 
without any consideration for a healthy 
exit. After two years of planning and 
design, the collaboration ended. Partners 
felt alienated and upset. No real progress 
was made, and future collaborations were 
hampered by this negative experience. 

 

Organization’s Capacity: A Story 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Collaboration%20The%20Case%2c%20The%20Context%20and%20The%20Impact.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Collaboration%20The%20Case%2c%20The%20Context%20and%20The%20Impact.pdf
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A Checklist of Key Capacities 
 

A collaborative organizational culture and leadership  
 

An organization’s culture, and its leadership’s competencies (skills, experience, 
attributes) can enhance or hinder its ability to be successful at collaboration and a 
sought-after collaboration partner.  An organizational culture that enables 
collaboration does the following:        

Focus on its purpose – (mission, outcomes, impacts), navigates by a clear and 
compelling north star and looks outward to their broader ecosystem to 
advance their mission. They’ll find common cause with others, choose partners 
that best align with their purpose and empower their staff to make decisions 
with their partners, without having to continuously check in. 
 
Foster agility, adaptiveness and innovation – adopts nimble ways of working 
and cultivating creativity and learning to effectively navigate the dynamic 
nature of collaborations.  Leaders are comfortable with setbacks and 
redirections and are willing and able to solve deep rooted problems with new 
solutions. 
 
Commit to authentic relationships – nurtures equitable and inclusive 
environments and engages deeply with the community. These values and 
competencies build trusting partnerships; provide deep and accurate 
knowledge about the organization and its communities; and harness diverse 
talents, passions and capabilities in mutually beneficial ways.  

 
[Learn more: Foster Your Organization’s Culture of Collaboration; Lead the 
Organization to Successful Collaborations] 
 

 
 

Providing enabling resources and systems 
 
 

To be successful, organizations must have the resources and systems in place to 
support the role they play within collaborations. These organizations have:  

Access to resources that provide organizational stability and can be 
contributed to collaboration.  
 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Foster%20Your%20Organizations%20Culture%20of%20Collaboration.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Lead%20the%20Organization%20to%20Successful%20Collaborations.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Lead%20the%20Organization%20to%20Successful%20Collaborations.pdf
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A financially stable organization has the flexibility and space to properly invest 
the time and staff necessary to seek out the right collaborations and to fully 
participate in them. Dedicated time and effort are essential to maximize value 
from collaborations, particularly those that are more complex.  
 

The capacity to provide or mobilize resources – funds; staff and/or volunteer 
expertise and capacity; technology and/or other infrastructure; knowledge; 
data; and relationships (e.g. networks, clients, champions) – adds significant 
value to a collaboration. 

 
Internal systems that enable the organization to select and participate well in 
the right collaborations 
 

The organization has established processes, procedures and structures that 
enable it to select the right collaborations (e.g. for the right reasons and/or 
with the right partners) and participate in them effectively.  
 

Participation in more complex collaborations, particularly when playing a 
significant role in them (e.g. lead; backbone support), requires greater system 
support than is needed for more informal collaborations. This doesn’t mean 
the organization must be large or mature, but it must have the necessary 
systems in place. These systems include:  

 

• A risk management program that can effectively assess potential risks 
associated with participation in a collaboration (e.g. reputational, financial) 
and develop mitigating strategies when needed.   
 

[Learn more: Mitigate the Risks of Collaboration] 
 

• Good governance – Having robust accountability mechanisms (e.g. 
effective engagement of those who support and benefit from the 
organization’s mission; fulfilling obligations and expectations), and 
strategic decision-making (e.g. ensuring alignment with purpose and 
priorities; continuously assessing, monitoring and responding to 
opportunities and issues).   

 

• The ability to understand how the organization fits into the larger 
ecosystem to appreciate how the organization’s purpose can be advanced 
through collaboration.  

 

[Learn more: Map Your Organization’s Collaboration Ecosystem] 
 

• Effective information flows between the staff and volunteers participating 
in collaborations and the organization’s leadership. Also, effective external 
communications mechanisms that foster information exchange and open, 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Mitigate%20the%20Risks%20of%20Collaboration.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Map%20Your%20Organization%E2%80%99s%20Collaboration%20Ecosystem.pdf
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honest conversations with collaboration partners; and enable the 
organization to build and sustain trusted linkages in the community.  

 

• Evaluation mechanisms that can provide accurate and timely information 
to collaboration partners and assess whether the organization should join, 
continue or exit a collaboration.  

 

[Learn more: Assess Your Collaborations: Explore, Commit, Continue or 
Exit; Provide Oversight of a Collaboration’s Evaluation] 
 

 
 

Recruit and support staff and volunteers to effectively 
participate in collaborations   
 

Successful collaboration takes deep commitment. These include:   

Actively supporting staff/volunteers who are participating in the 
collaboration. The organization does this by:  

 

• Demonstrating confidence and trust in their ability to make decisions at 
the collaborative table without having to continuously seek organizational 
approval. This means that staff/volunteers have:  

 

o A clear understanding of the organization’s purpose and values so 
they can share them accurately with partners  
 

o Clarity about why the collaboration is valuable and how its work fits 
into the broader strategic goals and priorities of the organization 
 

o Acknowledgement from the board and staff leadership that 
collaborations can be complex with setbacks and redirections, 
requiring patience to achieve meaningful impacts.  

 

[Learn more: Foster Your Organization’s Culture of Collaboration; 
Lead the Organization to Successful Collaborations] 

 

• Ensuring that staff/volunteer’s participation isn’t an ‘off the side of their 
desk’ activity by providing them the time and space they need to fully 
participate. This may require revising their priorities; building it into their 
performance goals; and assuring them of the importance of their 
involvement in the collaboration.  
 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Assess%20Your%20Collaborations%20-%20Explore%2c%20Commit%2c%20Continue%20or%20Exit.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Assess%20Your%20Collaborations%20-%20Explore%2c%20Commit%2c%20Continue%20or%20Exit.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Provide%20Oversight%20of%20Your%20Collaborations%20Evaluation.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Foster%20Your%20Organizations%20Culture%20of%20Collaboration.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Lead%20the%20Organization%20to%20Successful%20Collaborations.pdf
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• Building clear communication channels between the staff or volunteers at 
the collaboration table and the board or staff leadership team, sharing 
timely, relevant and clear information that facilitates good oversight. This 
includes identifying potential risks, such as unexpected outcomes and 
relationship issues.  

 
 

Intentionally recruit staff/volunteers with the competencies needed to 
effectively contribute value to collaborations and provide them with 
targeted training and learning opportunities.   
 

The CEO/ED, staff, board members or other volunteers can play a range of roles 
in collaborations including acting as connectors, network weavers, 
facilitators, strategists, project coordinators, data managers, and process 
builders. Regardless of role, there are certain skills, experiences and attributes 
that enable people to participate effectively in collaborations. 
 

 

Key competencies that enable people to 
participate successfully in collaboration      
 

 

 

Passion 
 

Personal passion for the collaboration’s vision and objectives along with the 
ability to know how to refuel themselves. This helps people to stay committed 
through the collaboration’s inevitable pivots, surprises and setbacks. A sense 
of humour helps too.  
 

 

 

 

 

Visionary, strategic, system thinker able to: 
 

• co-create a bold and compelling vision and help others to see, believe in 
and collectively work toward it. 

• see the big picture with all its interconnected parts along with an ability to 
bring relevant knowledge and expertise to the collaboration and share it 
openly. 

• span boundaries and navigate a diversity of relationships and systems. 
• conceptualize, analyze, synthesize and evaluate information and issues 

well, and make reasoned strategic decisions.  
• get things done with partners, whether it’s establishing goals, clarifying 

roles, setting agendas or delivering on work plans.  
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Comfort with complexity  
 

• Pivots with shifting circumstances and recovers quickly from setbacks and 
disappointments by appreciating them as learning experiences. 

• Finds common ground with people who have a diversity of experiences and 
perspectives; and the ability to demonstrate humility knowing that no one 
person has all the answers. 

• Shows curiosity; an openness to experiment with different ideas; and is 
willing to take measured risks. 
 

 

 

 

Strong interpersonal skills  
 

• Celebrates and harnesses other people’s talents, knowledge and 
experience, regardless of titles, experiences and backgrounds. 

• Demonstrates deep empathy and a commitment to equity and inclusion in 
both words and actions so that everyone feels seen, heard and valued. 

• Navigates conflicts and disputes well; is able to give and receive 
constructive feedback; and finds solutions that feel reasonable to 
everyone. 

• Listens actively and communicates with honesty with clarity. 
• Accepts responsibility and meets expectations and obligations which 

promotes accountability in others. 
 

[Learn more: Lead the Organization to Successful Collaborations] 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

This resource was developed by Ignite NPS in partnership with 
the Tamarack Institute. Organizations are free to use this tool; 
however, proper credit must be given to the original creators in 
any use or distribution. 

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Lead%20the%20Organization%20to%20Successful%20Collaborations.pdf

