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Abstract: Partnerships are effective and sustainable mechanisms that enable development NGOs effectively achieve their
mandates and project interventions at community level. However many partnerships fail to achieve their envisioned outcomes
due to factors that limit or hinder their success. It is often difficult to consistently manage partnership success when the
partnership involves organizations with different mandates, organizational structures, values, professional capacities and limited
resources. The purpose of the study was to explore factors that are perceived as key in facilitating partnership success from the
perspective of local NGOs engaged in development partnerships. Experiences and understanding of NGO leaders and staff
engaged in partnership work were explored through a series of interviews. The study revealed the following factors that were
perceived to be key to nurturing successful partnerships; commitment, communication, shared vision and purpose, collaborative
leadership and realistic funding. It is important for any agency or institution seeking to collaborate with others to identify and
monitor both the’ hard’ and ‘soft” aspects that promote partnership success.
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shared resources and joint responsibility to undertake a
specified purpose to achieve defined results.

Successful partnerships provide diverse benefits to the
participating organizations. Partnerships can bring about both
intangible and tangible value when they are well developed,
managed and governed.

There are four different types of value gained from
involvement in partnership [6];

i.  Associational value which refers to benefits that accrue

to partners by having a partnership;

ii. Transferred resource value which is experienced as a

result of resource transfers between partners;

iii. Interaction value in partnership relates to aspects such

1. Introduction

Partnerships play a key role in sustainable development [1].
They provide an opportunity to facilitate scale up of
development interventions and leveraging of services,
expertise and sustainable resources at community level.

There is increased interest in engaging in partnerships
because more resources can be accessed to address local needs
[2] through such collaborations.

2. Partnership Concept and Value

The term ‘partnership’ is widely used in the development

field and it’s sometimes substituted with words such as
‘collaborations’ or ‘alliances’.

Legitimate relationships between organizations are diverse
and include collaboration, cooperation, alliances, consortia,
networks or joint ventures however; not all of those can be
called partnerships [3].

Partnerships are defined as collaborative relationships
between various parties, who aim to achieve a common
purpose, and to share risks, responsibilities, resources and
benefits [4].

Partnership is about working together to accomplish agreed
results and accepting joint responsibility for achieving them
[5]. These definitions emphasize the aspects a shared vision,

as shared knowledge and improved trust between

partners;

iv. Synergistic value is generated through knowledge,
skills or resource complementarity that would
otherwise not have occurred at individual

organizational level.

For example, partnerships in the research field were viewed

as door openers whose comparative advantages were;

i. Increased visibility and attractiveness

ii. Increasing their influence and improving their access to
new resources.

iii. Better access to information and new fields of research.

iv. Enhanced radius of contacts and interaction, reducing
scientific isolation, facilitating access to international
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scientific outreach.

v. Easier access to communities and policymakers.

vi. Better opportunities to give voice to delicate issue [7].

The extent to which types of value is experienced is
determined by the interests of organizations, level of
integration and interaction between the various partners, and
nature of resources transferred [8].

Unfortunately due to the challenges and limitations
experienced in partnership many organizations do not
consistently experience the value and benefits of these
engagements.

3. Partnership Working

The growing emphasis on collaboration between agencies
and sectors is creating the need for organizations to develop
their capacity for working with other stakeholders. The
combination of strengths of the different organizations when
well-coordinated results in greater success.

However, failure rate among alliances is often reported to
exceed 60% [9].For many partnerships absence of robust
governance and relational management systems seem to
contribute to this failure. As a result, the leaders of even the
best performing partnerships find it increasingly difficult to
deliver on their ambitious goals [10].

Most partnerships lack formal governance structures and
this undermines accountability and meaningful cooperation.
Without governance structures partnerships become informal
networks with high reputational and financial risks.

Organizational factors like size, culture and values,
resources, project implementation systems, strategy and the
policies can impact the effectiveness of partnership
governance mechanisms.

Synergy is considered a key indicator of successful
partnership. Partnerships are expected to create synergy to
enable them reach their full potential in solving complex
problems, however different scholars observe that most
partnerships are far from realizing this potential, [11, 12].

Factors that affect the capacity of partnerships to achieve
synergy include;

i.  Type and number of stakeholders involved;

ii. Level and type of partner capacity;

iii. Leadership involvement;

iv. Resources available;

v.  Scope and duration of partnership engagement;

vi. Infrastructure;

vii. The external operating environment.

Without synergy the potential of partnership engagements
to achieve sustainable outcomes is minimized. When there is
no synergy or any significant value to be gained from pooling
competencies, skills and resources internally or externally
then this kind of engagement ceases to qualify as a partnership
[1].

While the choice to work in partnerships is more or less
chosen by the organizations’ independently, unfortunately
others choose to work in partnerships because they are coaxed
along by the prospect of funding or other incentives or threat
of de-funding and other disincentives [13].

In practice, NGOs often encounter diverse internal and
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external changes that impact their involvement in
partnerships. Turf battles, inadequate capacity, lack of trust,
and competition for funding make organizations unwilling to
fully commit to potentially productive partnerships unless
mutual accountability is assured through some type of explicit
and coherent structure [14].

Inclusive and balanced participation promotes a spirit of
trust and each partner gradually develops an interest in the
success of the partnership.

Effective participation has been noted to promote
partnership effectiveness [15]. Organization and individuals’
input and involvement can improve programs interventions
developed, ensure services are delivered in a more effective
manner and help monitor the partner representation.

The more a specific stakeholder group is affected by a
component of the project, it is crucial for them to be informed
and encouraged to participate [16]. However, the degree and
level of participation is affected by characteristics of the
partnership such as duration, scope, nature of partnership
structure, the type of interventions and governance
mechanisms.

Diverse perspectives and misleading assumptions held on
what partnerships entail by those who fund, initiate, engage or
facilitate partnerships continue to undermine many
partnership efforts initiated at community level.

4. Justification and Objective of the
Study

Well-planned partnerships are one of the best mechanisms
for improving the quality and co-ordination of services,
particularly to vulnerable individuals whose needs might
otherwise be neglected [17].

Local community based partnerships have shown success in
addressing development issues, therefore it has become
critical for them to perform well [18]. Therefore the need to
understand what underlies partnership success, and identify
ways NGOs can better collaborate to ensure their success.

Many international NGOs and local NGOs are adopting a
partnership approach as a development model to facilitate
service delivery within selected regions and communities. Yet
many fail to understand the factors that will ensure their
success and sustained performance.

Partnerships ~ with  not-for  profit  entities or
non-governmental organizations are unique. These types of
partnerships are becoming common yet current academic
research has very little to say about how to successfully
manage these types of alliances [17].

This study sought to identify aspects that are perceived to
nurture and sustain partnership success. The study focused on
getting the views from local NGOs to address a gap, observed
that existing literature does not capture views from Southern
NGOs about partnerships working [5] and that Southern
NGOs continue to be frustrated by the relational dynamics in
these partnerships.

Organizations often engage in partnerships to increase their
competitiveness, viability and upscale their interventions.
Partnerships are powerful vehicles when managed well and
there is need to understand their potential as well as their risks
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[13].

If partnerships are to continue being viable and credible
vehicles of development then they need to demonstrate they
can facilitate the necessary change required at community
level.

The antecedents of partnership formation and the
characteristics of the resulting cooperative working
relationship have been widely explored in the literature.
However, a clear understanding of characteristics associated
with partnership success is lacking [19].Hence the need for
exploring and understanding factors that drive success in
partnerships to minimize the risks.

This study sought to fill the knowledge gaps highlighted by
different authors through identifying factors that are perceived
to contribute to successful partnerships between local and
international NGOs.

The study targeted NGOs involved in collaborations with
INGOs in the development sector and used a case study
approach.

5. Study Findings and Observations

The respondents from local NGOs were requested to
highlight five key factors that they perceived to contribute to
cultivating a successful partnership.

The evidence from the study highlighted the following
aspects; Commitment (76%); Communication (68%); Shared
vision and purpose (60%); Collaborative leadership (48%)
and Realistic funding (48%). The scores were based on the
frequency of respondent ratings for each factor.

The study findings were consistent with the other studies on
factors that facilitate partnership success [20, 21]. The
following highlights the factors perceived to determine
success in partnerships between NGOs.

5.1. Commitment

Commitment to an alliance signals a belief that the
partnership creates value and that engaging in the partnership
will bring lasting results. Effective partnerships have the right
decision makers at the table with a commitment to contribute
time and resources [22].Consistent commitment from each
organization or individual is key to partnership success.

Partner commitment was identified as a trait that had
positive influence on partnership performance [23].
Inadequate commitment among NGOs in partnership is
however a recurring challenge. Sustained commitment is a
must and it is important for NGOs to understand why they are
collaborating or partnership success becomes elusive.

Partnerships are little more than dialogues until those
involved have made a tangible commitment to collaborate. It
is important that everyone understands and agrees to the
purpose of the collaboration, the degree of commitment
required, and the expectations of partners involved in the
effort [24].

Commitment is reflected in the terms of the degree or level
of engagement, contribution of resources, accountability and
focus to achieve partnership goals, learning, facilitative
operational processes and adaptability to changes in the
partnership environment.

Partnerships require solid commitment to shared goals,
shared responsibility, mutual authority and accountability for
success, and sharing of resources, risks, and rewards.

Commitment of organizations is affected by the benefits
experienced and whether the mandate of the organization is
being met through the engagement. An organization’s capacity,
experience in collaboration and individual’s attitude will also
affects its commitment.

It has been observed that committed partners are likely to be
more cooperative, communicative, flexible and demonstrate
persistent willingness to make future relation- specific
investments [25].

Therefore partnerships need mechanisms that ensure each
partner is responsive and responsible for delivering their
commitments as planned.It is important for partnerships to
develop structures and processes that facilitate and sustain the
partner’s commitments. Strategic recruitment of organizations
and allocation of specific responsibilities helps manage
commitment levels.

Attitudinal commitment is what drives partners to strive to
nurture and foster behaviours that ensure relations grow
beyond the contractual framework [26].Commitment can be
strengthened  through collaborative agreements and
partnership principles. This enables mutual accountability and
promotes commitment.

5.2. Communication

Open and frequent communication was cited as key in
ensuring success in partnership. Good communication is
crucial to the success of any partnership, but its importance is
often underestimated.

Open and frequent communications assists in retaining
partner organization interest through increasing their
understanding, and commitment. The quality, timeliness and
the structure of communication are aspects that facilitate the
partnership’s effectiveness and efficiency.

Communication has been identified as the lubricant that
keeps the engine of partnership running [27]. Many
partnerships face inter organizational conflicts during their
operation because of the diverse missions and organizational
cultural orientation of the partners. Those involved in
partnerships have a role to uphold open and sincere
communication with the rest of the team if they are to work
effectively together.

Communication channels in partnerships have tended to
focus more on aspects of project delivery, especially between
those delivering the services, as opposed to a wider, more
inclusive dialogue-based communication at a strategic level
[28].

A partnership should create continuous and convenient
opportunities for feedback to support timely decision making
and resolution of conflicting issues or risks. Effective
communication practices support the achievement of
partnership’s goals and objectives.

Effective communication is crucial in resolving
disagreements; speeding decision-making and achieving
shared understanding of partnership goals [25].Open and
frequent communication helps to advance partnership
objectives, and increase its impact.
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Development of a communication strategy is an important
tool that helps in developing effective communication
channels that focus on the expectations and needs of each
partner.

5.3. Shared Vision and Purpose

It is important for the partnership to understand that each
partner has their own motivation in joining the partnership and
the driving force needs to be understood early enough to
enhance better management of partner expectations.

Vision and purpose guide a partnership [29]. This finding is
also supported by other studies that noted that a shared
understanding of a partnership’s purpose and direction, and
how each partner can best contribute, is important in
developing and maintaining a stable partnership [30].

Many partnerships however do not have a clear vision or
mission that guides the partnership work. Every partner within
a partnership should know precisely why they are there, what
they bring to the alliance, what to expect from others, and of
course what is to be achieved together or in other words, what
is expected of them. Unfortunately, many partnerships lack
clarification as to the roles and functions of the various
organizations [31] that align to the vision and purpose.

Partnerships that succeed are those that have a vision and
purpose that is shared among all the participating organization
and they commit to achieving that endeavor through
collaborative efforts.

A shared vision or purpose clearly defined at the beginning
is the engine that drives partnership success; while each NGO
should have its own distinct mission; a shared vision will help
like-minded groups set common goals and deliver a common
message for change [32].

Partnership objectives should ideally align to those of the
partner organizations’ mandate. Partnerships have to be
strategic in refining objectives to address both its mandate and
the mandates of the participating organizations.

A shared understanding of a partnership’s purpose and
direction, and how each partner can best contribute, is
necessary to build and maintain a strong partnership. In
addition, as direction and vision evolve, partnerships must
respond to changing environments [33].

Organizations need to understand and leverage the added
value expected from the partnership’s work. It is important for
participating organizations’ to ensure their alignment with the
partnership vision and objectives as the partnership
progresses.

A partnership chances of success increase when all the
participating organizations and individuals have an equally
strong interest in the partnership’s success.

5.4. Collaborative Leadership

The presence of collaborative leadership fosters shared
purpose, ownership, commitment and stimulates team
cohesion among participating entities. How organizations
exhibit and demonstrate leadership qualities can often lead to
success or failure in the partnership [34].

Leadership in partnership engagements requires different
competencies and approaches. Unfortunately, the assumption
that the leadership skills used in an individual NGO set up can
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be used in a partnership setting creates challenges in many
partnerships.

Many leaders who are considered effective within their
organizations lack the leadership competencies required to
develop and nurture a partnership engagement. Often these
individuals utilize or over-rely on traditional leadership styles
to manage such engagements.

Partnerships imply a shared leadership among respected
individuals who are empowered by their own organizations
and trusted by partners to build consensus and resolve
conflicts [21].Different individuals or organizations contribute
different types of leadership within the partnership setting.
These skills and experiences need to be identified and
harnessed.

The attendance or nonattendance of senior staff to forums
was cited as an indicator of the strength or absence of
leadership endorsement for a partnership activity and this
view was also observed by Boydell [35]. Therefore, a senior
leadership presence or sponsorship enhances commitment and
empowers staff to enter into partnerships with a sense of
confidence and an assurance of organizational support.

Partnerships require organizational leaders to embrace
values and practice behaviours that promote a conducive
environment for partnership growth. Leadership credibility
and developing appropriate competencies are key in
sustaining partnership momentum at both organizational and
partnership level.

Leaders with collaborative skills are crucial as they build on
the partnership’s viability, promote accountability and
facilitate effective participation among the participating
organizations.

5.5. Realistic Funding

The underlying motivation for any partnership is the
funding and implementation of the projects. Many
partnerships struggle with issues of erratic funding, delays or
under-funding that affect projects and sustenance of
partnership activities. Sometimes the funding practices and
priorities do not necessarily align to the mission of the
participating organization, or address the felt needs of the
communities or support sustainable emerging practices.

Partnerships effectiveness is hampered by diverse
obstacles related to funding. For instance there is always a risk
that the funding aspect will result into a funder - client
relationship that distorts the relations [36].

Engaging in more strategic partnership requires that
commitments and priorities focus on providing resources that
are adequate, realistic and responsive based on the context,
capacity of the organization, area of operation and perceived
needs of the targeted communities.

Having the required resources tied to the priorities
identified is key but equally important is the when, the how,
the how much and what of the funding aspects. Time spent in
planning and understanding the context within which each
partner is working during partnership inception is critical. It
facilitates the development of realistic objectives and projects
that align to the context of the organizations involved.

Timely and appropriate resource allocation is key to
implementation of the partnership objectives. However, few
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partnerships have the ability to monitor the costs of their
activities systematically while others have difficulties
comparing the costs to their achievements [2]. This challenge
affects resource and timeframe allocation in many partnership
projects.

Most partnership funding is geared towards meeting short
term objectives and hence projects tend to address more of the
symptoms and not the root causes of the identified gap.

Prolonged delays in contract approval and erratic funding
cycle causes frustrations among participating organizations.
Yet at the same time these organizations are pressurized to
undertake projects within schedule and ensure timely
reporting. This expectation reflects an inadequate
understanding of organizational processes and is often linked
to dominance and financial control of donors and other
stakeholders.

There is need for provision of resources at two distinct
levels for partnerships to succeed. The first is at the
partnership level; organizations and donors need to ensure that
enough funds are available to maintain and sustain the
partnership as an entity.

Funders often promote the concept of collaboration but
rarely do they provide adequate resources for the
time-consuming nuts and bolts work of partnership building
[37].

Partnerships and other forms of collaboration are
evolving relational arrangements that become ineffective
depending on how they are initiated, developed, managed
and allocation of resources to strengthen the partnership
itself is key. [38].

The second level is organizational. Funding is required to
manage organizational processes that support project
operations and staffing. Organizations involved in
partnerships especially those with a small number of staff,
were observed to have been stretched thin by the collaborative
process [37].

Multi-year funding and planning is one approach
considered to be effective because it protects organizations
from leadership changes at the partnership level and it enables
NGOs engage in long range planning of relevant and
sustainable project interventions. It enhances the resilience of
the organization and promotes more focused programming.

Partnerships also have the capacity and flexibility to
provide scalable and appropriate funding to its members as the
partnership objectives and external environment change [7].

Adopting proactive approaches ensures that a partnership’s
benefits and outcomes consistently extend beyond the
immediate stakeholders involved and the duration of the
engagement.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

Partnerships are formed for diverse reasons, and each has a
“life” of its own. Even when everything functions well, it does
so within a given context: whenever changes occur and new
objectives or strategies are introduced then the conditions
required for the partnership to succeed change.

The observation from the study was that NGO partnerships
are important in bringing diverse organizations to work
together across a number of focused areas. However there is

need for more empowering partnership processes.

The success of any partnership depends on diverse success
factors being present during each phase of the partnership
lifecycle. Unfortunately, unhealthy behaviors in a partnership
tend to stifle the ability of individuals or organizations to find
and create new value [39]. The five aspects highlighted by the
study require a collaborative atmosphere to promote their
existence and growth.

Successful partnerships rely upon the use of both “hard”
technical skills and “soft” skills, which include interpersonal
and relationship-building abilities [27]. Four out of the five
areas prioritized by the respondents require the use of “soft”
skills or relational skills for them to develop.

Unfortunately, more attention is currently devoted to
monitoring the effectiveness of programmatic and funding
aspects of the partnership while the relational or ‘intangible’
drivers for partnership success are overlooked or their impact
underestimated.

For example, partnership principles are often ignored or
easily overlooked and this results to partners taking each other
for granted and relegating to second place relationship
management over the partnership’s project (s) or their
individual organizational priorities [40].

Yet, partnerships will not thrive where there is a narrow
focus on only the programmatic and funding success factors.
Partnerships are open systems and their growth also relies on
“soft or intangible aspects. The soft side refers to the
development and management of relationship capital in the
alliance. It is through relationship capital that the partnership is
actually developed and implemented [26].

For example, trust was identified as an important aspect in
developing and maintaining organizational relationships [28].
Trust is enhanced when each organization is committed to the
partnership vision and purpose. Commitment, communication,
shared vision and purpose are aspects that enable different
partnering entities to look beyond their perceived expectations
or interests and focus on the partnership progress.

It has also been observed that without strong leadership and
a high level of trust, project momentum often slowed down
[41].These examples emphasize the need to consistently focus
on the ‘soft’ or relational aspects that drive partnerships
success. Ideally, as a partnership progresses different practices
and attitudes are required at both partnership and
organizational level if the partnership is to continue to sustain
its outcomes, success and value.

Strategic partnerships may take years to fully mature, signs
of success are progressive and require time to develop [42].
Therefore, there is a need for partnerships to develop
indicators of success that go beyond programmatic and
financial aspects to aspects that facilitate positive
relationships among the partners.

Partnerships to some extent are not alike and yet it is
possible to ensure their success by considering the already
documented enabling factors during initiation and then
consistently monitoring the factors as the partnership
progresses.

Developing clear benchmarks during inception and
monitoring the advancement of the key drivers of success
during each partnership phase is key. Secondly this will assist
in the identification of potential risks or promising practices
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throughout the partnership lifecycle.

Undertaking periodic partnership health checks is one way
of ensuring that the project objectives, partner relations,
contractual obligations and governance structures promote the
key drivers of success. This will guarantee that organizations
and individual’s passion for the partnership success are kept
alive.
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