TOOL

Mitigate the Risks of
Collaboration

What it is

Risk: A Story
All collaborations present some risks for

participating organizations and groups. The organization’s recently hired CEO
was new to the community. To grow

connections and reputation, the CEO
committed team members to
collaboration tables; every invitation to
join was accepted. After six months, the
staff and CEO were overwhelmed with
This resource: external meetings leaving little time for
their own work. As a result, the
organization’s reputation with key
funding and government partners was
being negatively impacted, staff were
leaving because they couldn’t keep pace
with demands, and programs suffered.
At the CEO review, it was acknowledged
that these issues could have been
mitigated with a good risk assessment of

What Are Potential Areas of collaboration opportunities.
Risk?

What can make them tough to manage is
that control of decision-making and
accountability for the initiative is shared
and often involves an intricate web of
relationships.

e Describes potential areas of
organizational risk, particularly
associated with more complicated
and complex collaborations.

e Offersideas for addressing
potential risks.

While many collaborations don’t have significant risks, more complicated and
complex collaborations can present adverse challenges or consequences to
participating organizations and groups. These risks can be mitigated but not
eliminated. The first and most important step in mitigating risk is to understand
where it might reside.

The Board is not typically responsible for managing the risks associated with the
organization’s collaborations; it’s usually delegated to the CEO/ED. However,
when the potential for risk is significant, the Board should be more engaged in
decisions about whether to commit to the collaboration; strategizing how to
address major issues; how to monitor the collaboration’s progress toward its
intended outcomes; and, whether to exit.
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Risks don’t typically arise in the early stages of a collaboration, when the work is
focused primarily on exploring potential relationships and envisioning change.
It’s when deeper organizational commitment is required to move the
collaboration forward that the staff leadership must pay closer attention.

It’s important to note that the organization may also face risks for not creating or
participating in a collaboration. These risks can include threats to long-term
organizational sustainability or an inability to significantly advance the mission
because of reduced capacity. Collaboration with other organizations, groups and
networks can add organizational capacity, strengthen programs and amplify
impacts.

[Learn more: Collaboration: The Case, The Context and The Impact]

A Risk Checklist

Use this checklist to help anticipate risks and, if necessary, put mitigating
strategies in place.

V The organization has significant obligations to the collaboration that
D must be met.

Your organization’s reputation rests on its ability to deliver on the
commitments it has made to the collaboration whether they are laid out in
a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) or are based on an informal
agreement.

[Learn more: Create or Assess a Memorandum of Understanding/

These obligations might include drawing from the organization’s
resources to:

e Provide operational, human resource, infrastructure or financial
support

e Conduct evaluations

e Deliver specific programs

e Develop and report to funders and other key partners

The organization’s obligations may also include indirect costs, such as
providing existing space or staff time devoted to the collaboration. If they
can’t be fulfilled or if they jeopardize the organization’s ability to meet its
own obligations (e.g. being unable to deliver its own programs/services
because resources are too stretched) then they present risks.
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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/Create%20or%20Assess%20a%20Memorandum%20of%20Understanding.pdf

v

v

TOOL | Mitigate the Risks of Collaboration

If the organization is leading the collaboration, provides backbone
support oris the collaboration’s fiscal host, there are additional risks
associated with ensuring the collaboration delivers on funding
agreements and expectations.

The collaboration’s purpose and/or activities have a majorimpact on the
organization.

For example, if the collaboration’s work:

o Demand significant change to the organization’s policies and
procedures (e.g. privacy/confidentiality; conflicts of interest) and/or
the delivery of programs/services, it may not be in the best interests
of the organization.

e Requires alignment with ways of working and philosophies (e.g.
change theories; values, like equity; definitions of appropriate
outcomes), which may confuse or dilute what’s important to the
organization.

e Impacts those who support or benefit from the organization. (e.g. if
it gives preferential attention to some beneficiaries and not others).

e Potentially threatens the organization’s brand and reputation (e.g.
through brand dilution or the actions of other partners).

The collaboration has disruptive and/or continuous issues that
jeopardize its ability to achieve its intended purpose.

These issues may present reputational and emotional risks for the
organization internally (e.g. a distraction; dilutes the organization’s branad;
perceptions of unfairness between partners) or might impact future
relationships with the other partners. These issues mightinclude:

e Relationships between participants (e.g. trust; power dynamics)
and/or diminishing engagement levels.

o Difficulty evaluating the collaboration’s progress toward its goals
(e.g. unable to reach key populations; slow or no progress).

e Challenges acquiring and/or retaining resources (e.g. skills,
experience, knowledge; adequate funding and/or shifts in funder
expectations).
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Ideas for Addressing Risk

There are several actions the organization can take to mitigate risk in their
collaborations.

Build and nurture an enabling culture that values reasonable levels of risk
tolerance and the agility to address opportunities and challenges.
[Learn more: Foster Your Organization’s Culture of Collaboration]

Ensure the organization has a robust risk management program, including
policies, procedures and practices that enable it to properly identify,
analyze and address risks.

For more information on risk management, see Risk Management Basics]

Create a Board policy on collaboration that explicitly outlines when risks
associated with a collaboration should be brought forward to the Board
for discussion.

[Learn more: Create a Board Policy on Collaboration]

Rigorously and regularly assess your more complicated or complex
collaborations using clear criteria (e.g. the collaboration’s quality of
decision-making; level of trust; strategic alignment; compatibility) to
decide whether to participate, continue in or exit a collaboration. Evaluate
these collaborations at critical junctures in their development and as your
organization’s circumstances change.

[Learn more: Assess Your Collaborations: Explore, Commit, Continue or

Exit]

Use tools like an ‘impact and likelihood matrix’ to assess risks, weighing
the opportunities against the level and likelihood of negative impacts and
then determine if those risks are worth it and can be reasonably
addressed.

[Learn more see: Project Risk Assessment Matrix]

Encourage the collaboration to have a document (e.g. Memorandum of
Understanding) which explicitly describes its shared intent and how the
partners will work together as well as the expectations, accountabilities
and obligations of participating organizations.

[Learn more: Create or Assess a Memorandum of Understanding]

Ensure there is clear communications between all the participating
organizations in the collaboration as well as between your staff leadership
and your organization’s person/ people assigned to sit at the collaboration
table so that issues are understood as they emerge and there is
confidence they are being addressed effectively.
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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/Create%20a%20Board%20Policy%20on%20Collaboration.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/Assess%20Your%20Collaborations%20-%20Explore%2c%20Commit%2c%20Continue%20or%20Exit.pdf
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/hubfs/The%20Collaborative%20Non-profit/Create%20or%20Assess%20a%20Memorandum%20of%20Understanding.pdf
https://www.sectorsource.ca/managing-organization/risk-management/risk-management-basics
https://bigpicture.one/blog/project-risk-assessment-examples/
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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.
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