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Promoting Coordination, Cooperative Agreements, and 

Collaborative Agreements Among Agencies 

 
  W H Y  I S  I T  I M P O R T A N T  F O R  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  T O  W O R K  T O G E T H E R ?  

  W H A T  A R E  T H E  D I F F E R E N T  W A Y S  T H A T  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  C A N  W O R K  

T O G E T H E R ?  

  H O W  D O  W E  C H O O S E  A M O N G  R E L A T I O N S H I P S ?  

  W H A T  A R E  S O M E  O F  T H E  C H A L L E N G E S  T H A T  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S  C O N F R O N T  

W H E N  T H E Y  A R E  W O R K I N G  T O G E T H E R ?  

  H O W  D O  G R O U P S  B E G I N  T O  B U I L D  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  W I T H  

E A C H  O T H E R ?  

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR ORGANIZATIONS TO WORK 

TOGETHER? 

Have you ever wondered what it would be like to be strong enough to pick up a car? You probably think that job is 

best left to superheroes. Well, let's think again. What if you had 20 or 30 people all picking up the car together? Isn't 

that a little more in the realm of possibility? Try it out sometime for fun and see what happens. You may be surprised 

to find out that you and your friends can do it. 

And while you're thinking about what is possible with a group of 20 or 30 people, let's take it a step further - what if 

you multiplied that number by two or three? In other words, what if you had several groups working together to solve 

difficult problems? They might be able to lift a small truck! 

Let's face it - solving problems in communities can seem daunting at times. Problems with education, jobs, housing, 

the environment, and crime are complex and interwoven. How does just one individual or one group make a dent in 

solving these broad problems? 

There is real strength in numbers. When you have many groups with different views, resources, and skills applying 

their intelligence and strength to solve a problem together, the results can be like the work of superheroes. 

This section is about organizations working together to accomplish goals. By networking, coordinating, cooperating, 

and collaborating, organizations working together can accomplish goals they couldn't reach working in isolation. 

Groups of people can work together to accomplish amazing tasks. They can figure out ways to garner the necessary 

skills, funds, and time to solve community problems and improve human services. What you need are people who are 

well-organized, cooperative, and determined. 
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And as we work together, we are not only accomplishing our goals, such as making health care more accessible or 

creating more jobs for youth; we are also learning how to bring the local decision-making process into the hands of 

community members. We are getting better at making democracy work. And that's no small potatoes. 

What could your organization accomplish by working together with others? 

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT WAYS THAT ORGANIZATIONS 

CAN WORK TOGETHER? 

There is a whole range of working relationships that organizations can have with one another. Some organizations will 

establish relationships just to share information. Others will pool resources in order to accomplish common goals, and 

others might do anything in between. 

So first, let's describe some of the possibilities. Then we'll discuss how you might choose among them. 

N ET WO R KI N G  

Organizations have a networking relationship when they exchange information in order to help each organization do a 

better job. For example, if a school and a community counseling center share information about their counseling 

services for youth, that is a form of networking. Or, if a number of grassroots community organizations in a small 

town share their yearly calendars of public events, that will help those organizations foresee and forestall any 

scheduling conflicts. Networking requires the least amount of commitment and time from organizations and can in 

itself have significant positive results. 

Networking can also be a good starting point for people to work together in other ways. In one small town, a group of 

grant writers from different non-profits began meeting on a monthly basis to network with each other. The members of 

the group found the meetings informative and supportive. After meeting for more than a year, the group began to work 

on projects together that benefited each organization and the whole town. 

Organizations can network in a number of ways. They can meet together for lunch, share newsletters, participate in e-

mail networks, or meet at seminars and conferences. 

C OO R DI N ATI ON  

Organizations have a coordinating relationship when they modify their activities so that together, they provide better 

services to their constituents. If a school and community counseling center modify their services so there are more 

counselors available to youth during the hours services are needed, that is coordination. Another example of 

coordination is if organizations not only shared their calendars of major public events, but also changed the dates of 

some events, so there would not be major conflicts. In both cases, coordination helps fill in the gaps and also helps 

prevent service duplication. 

Coordination is important because it gives people a better chance to get the services they need. It can be highly 

exasperating for someone to deal with institutions that don't coordinate their efforts. For example, if a four-year 

college does not coordinate its class sequences to facilitate an easy transition for incoming students completing a two-

year community college program, then those students may have to wait a term or even a year to begin their new 

required classes. Or if a person who qualifies for health care benefits has to go through a screening process at several 

different health centers before she can access her benefits, that is an unnecessary barrier. 

A coordinating relationship requires more organizational involvement, time, and trust than a networking relationship. 

However, the results can significantly improve people's lives. 



C OO PE R ATIO N  

When organizations cooperate, they not only share information and make adjustments in their services - they share 

resources to help each other do a better job. In a cooperative relationship, organizations may share staff, volunteers, 

expertise, space, funds, and other resources. For example, if the school and the community counseling center share 

physical space for evening services in order to better meet the needs of neighborhood youth, they are in a cooperative 

relationship. Another example would be if community organizations in a town shared staff time to put out a yearly 

calendar of major events for the whole community. 

Cooperating requires more trust and a greater investment in time than either networking or coordination. In order to 

enter into a cooperative relationship, organizations also have to let go of some turf issues. Organizations have to be 

willing to share the ownership and the responsibility, to risk some hassles, and to reap the rewards of their efforts 

together. 

C OLL AB OR AT ION  

In a collaborative relationship, organizations help each other expand or enhance their capacities to do their jobs. For 

example, a school and community counseling center may jointly apply for a grant to train the staff of both 

organizations. In another example, several grassroots organizations in a town may co-sponsor a large public event, in 

an effort to expand the memberships of all the organizations involved. 

As Arthur Himmelman says, "Collaboration is a relationship in which each organization wants to help its partners 

become the best that they can be." In collaborative relationships, people begin to see each other as partners rather than 

competitors. This shift in view is profound in a society that has had so much emphasis on individualism. 

Himmelman goes on to say that when organizations collaborate they have to, "share risks, responsibilities, and 

rewards." In sharing risks, each organization is, to some extent, throwing its lot in with another organization. For 

example, when the school and community counseling center jointly apply for a training, they are both risking their 

time and credibility in an effort to raise money to improve the capacity of each organization. 

In a collaborative relationship, each organization must also carry its share of the responsibilities. Just like in the "Little 

Red Hen," if one group "plants the wheat, harvests it, takes it to the mill, and bakes it," then that one group will also 

"eat the bread" by itself. On the other hand, if everyone does the work all the way through, "everyone can eat the bread 

together." 

Additionally, all the organizations can and should share the credit and recognition. For example, if a news reporter 

comes to the Winter Hill Community Corporation to do a story on the highly successful affordable housing program it 

is sponsoring, then Winter Hill's representative should tell the reporter all about the three other organizations 

collaborating in the effort and give them appropriate credit. 

Collaboration is a much bigger enterprise than networking, coordinating, and cooperating; but the potential for change 

can also be greater. It implies a much higher level of trust, risk taking, sharing of turf, and commitment. Collaboration 

can give people hope, because it demonstrates that people from different groups can overcome their mistrust and other 

obstacles to accomplish larger goals together. 

MU LTI SEC TO R COL LA BO R A TIO N  

Multisector collaboration is similar to the collaborations described above, but it has an even greater potential for 

change as well as greater challenges. In multisector collaboration, private, public, and nonprofit organizations from 

different parts of the community and sometimes ordinary citizens, form a partnership to solve systemic problems in a 

community, such as a failing educational or health care system, a poor business climate, or an unskilled workforce. 



Complex and intertwined problems like these require cooperation throughout a community in order to make positive 

changes. No one organization or even one sector can make significant movement without the help and cooperation of 

the other sectors. Often multisector collaboration occurs when organizations or sectors have tried to solve problems by 

themselves, and have failed. 

An example of multisector collaboration is when community organizations join forces with government, schools, and 

businesses to solve a number of connected problems, such as a lack of jobs for youth, youth crime, a climbing high 

school drop-out rate, and a lack of a skilled labor force. The different groups will come together to define the problem 

and then plan and implement a strategy to prepare young people to become skilled workers. In this case, businesses' 

needs for a skilled workforce are similar to and linked with the needs of community activists, and with the goals of 

educational institutions. 

Multisector collaboration is markedly more complex and challenging than the other organizational relationships. It 

requires that all the parties involved put aside the narrow interests of their own organizations or sectors and give 

priority to the broader common good of the larger community. Everyone involved must come to the recognition that 

only when the larger community solves its key problems will each organization have a better chance at getting its 

needs met. 

Multisector collaboration is a long-term enterprise in which the rewards are great, but so is the investment of time and 

resources. It requires a high level of trust, a compelling need, and the will to make a change. Often, developing trust 

and a commitment to the broader common good takes a period of months, or even a year or two, depending on the 

scope of the project and the initial level of trust. 

Multisector collaboration has the greatest potential for communities to become empowered and more democratic. In 

multisector collaboration, community members can become equal players with business and government in making 

decisions that affect community members and their human service needs. 

Now that you know what the different organizational relationships are, how do you decide which is the best for your 

community, group, or organization? 

HOW DO YOU CHOOSE AMONG RELATIONSHIPS?  

Networking, coordinating, cooperating, collaboration, and multisector collaboration are all very different relationships 

that accomplish different goals and require different levels of human resources, trust, skills, time, and financial 

resources. 

It is important to be clear about the different kinds of organizational relationships that are possible before you enter 

into one. You want to choose an organizational arrangement that will accomplish the goals you set out for. You also 

want to work out an arrangement that is feasible. For example, a few organizations may have the goal of improving 

conditions for youth in the community. Those organizations may be in a good position to cooperate to sponsor a 

neighborhood youth celebration together, but may not have the commitment and resources to collaborate on a youth 

job development program. 

You can always build organizational relationships, one step at a time. You can begin working together in ways that are 

less formal and require less commitment. If the results are positive, then the different groups may have built up some 

trust that will help you take on a greater challenge. 

With each step you take in building organizational relationships, you lay the foundation for the next step. To 

accomplish your goals and avoid big messes, it's best to choose relationships that are a good fit. 

As you go through the process of choosing an appropriate organizational relationship, consider these factors: 



 What does each organization want to accomplish by working together? 

 Which kind of organizational relationship is necessary to accomplish those goals? 

 Are there resources available for this kind of organizational relationship, such as time, skills, financial resources, 

community support, commitment, and human resources? If not, can those resources be accessed? 

 Is there sufficient trust and commitment to support this kind of relationship? 

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE CHALLENGES THAT 

ORGANIZATIONS CONFRONT WHEN THEY ARE WORKING 

TOGETHER? 

When groups work together, the potential benefits are great, but it is not always easy. Like a friendship, the more 

commitment there is, the greater the rewards, but also the greater the difficulties. In addition, there are factors in our 

society that discourage groups from working together cooperatively. Here are some of the challenges that you may 

confront when establishing and building organizational relationships. Can you think of how you might surmount 

them? 

PE O PLE  SO MET IMES  BEL IE VE TH AT  I N DI VI D UAL  E FFO RT  IS  MOR E 

BE NE FI CI AL  THA N  COO P E RA TION  

We live in a individualistic culture. People often don't have a vision of what can be gained from working with others. 

And many people think they can do better if they fight their battles alone - or that it's just not worth the effort to 

cooperate. So it's difficult to put aside short-term personal goals, in favor of long-term broader goals of a community. 

Overcoming this belief is helpful and sometimes necessary in order for people and organizations to form a successful 

working relationship. 

PE O PLE  A RE  O FTE N  MIS T R UST FU L  

People are afraid to work with others because they are not sure others have their best interests in mind. It takes time to 

establish confidence that everyone will act honestly and responsibly toward each other. It also takes time to trust that 

each group will be mindful of each other's interests. Building trust is a natural process that can't be rushed too quickly. 

Only when trust is strong can it bear the weight of bigger and riskier projects. 

PE O PLE  S O MET IMES  D ON 'T HA VE  THE  NE CESS AR Y  CO MMU N IC AT IO N 

S KILLS  FOR  W OR KI N G T O GETHE R  

People working together need communication, listening, and negotiation skills. Let's face it: Communication is 

difficult enough between two people. Among a group of people, it is even more complex. And when you have more 

than one group trying to communicate, the possibilities for misunderstandings multiply. People need to learn to 

become skillful and disciplined communicators in order carry out the often complex and delicate exchanges that must 

take place to accomplish goals. 

R A C IS M A ND  OTHE R  FOR MS  O F D IS C RI MI N AT ION  KEE P PEO PLE  A N D  

O R GA NI ZAT IO NS  ISO LA T E D FR OM EA CH  OT HE R  

Groups are often mistrustful of each other because of racism, classism, and other forms of prejudice or lack of 

understanding that are a part of our larger society. When alliances among different groups are established, people can 

almost always see that they have more in common than they previously imagined, and that there is much to be gained 

by working together. 

Still, mistrust and misunderstandings need to be addressed throughout the life of a relationship in which different 

groups have historical societal divisions. People in these organizational relationships will need to commit themselves 



to learning about the cultures and histories of their working partners, as well as to understanding how their partners 

have been mistreated by the society as a whole. Also, differences in communication styles, expectations, and cultural 

values will need to be understood in order for people to successfully communicate and accomplish their goals. 

A  L A C K O F ST RON G LE A D ERS HI P C A N H I ND ER  T HE  FOR MAT IO N AN D  

C O NTI N U ATIO N  O F SU C C ESS FU L GR O U P INT ER RE L AT IO NSHI PS  

Without strong leaders to navigate the challenging waters of working together, organizational relationships can 

flounder. Organizations need strong leaders with vision, commitment, and the ability to win others over to a forward-

moving program. Leaders will also have to be able to weather the mistrust, setbacks, attacks, and other problems that 

arise in these relationships. 

PE O PLE  MA Y I NTE R N ALI ZE A S EN SE  O F POW ERL ESS NES S T HA T MA KES  

TH E M U NAB LE TO  T A KE  I NIT I ATI VE  TO  FOR M W O R KIN G 

R EL ATI ON SHI PS  

Many people have had experiences that leave them feeling discouraged, hopeless, and powerless to move larger forces 

that affect their lives and their communities. Getting people to act, take initiative, and participate is often a necessary 

step in getting different groups to work together. 

Encouraging everyone to be a part of the process is essential. It is also important to get people to contribute their 

thinking and voice their opinions to help people overcome that sense of powerlessness. 

PR I V AT E A ND  PU BL IC  F U N DER S SO METI MES  REQ U I RE  O R GAN I ZAT IO NS 

TO  COLL AB OR ATE  I N  O R D ER  TO RE CE I VE FU N DS  

Many funders like collaboration, for the very same reasons we do. But as in all relationships, organizations need to 

develop relationships on their own terms, not in response to the outside funding pressure. Each organization involved 

has to have the desire and the ability to establish a working relationship in order for it to succeed. These relationships 

have to develop at their own pace, not according to the timeline of a funder. 

Organizations should work with funders to help them understand their need to build relationships their own way. If an 

organization feels that it must go along with the funder's requirement, it should work honestly with the partner 

organization to face the problem together and establish a relationship that makes sense and is likely to succeed. 

HOW DO GROUPS BEGIN TO BUILD ORGANIZATIONAL 

RELATIONSHIPS WITH E ACH OTHER? 

Where do you begin in building organizational relationships? Here are some general ideas of how to get started. These 

are basic guidelines that may be helpful and sometimes necessary to begin any such relationship. 

I N VOL VE  THE  ST A KE HOL DE RS  

Make sure that everyone who is affected is involved in the process, directly or indirectly. Who is that? It includes all 

the stakeholders (that is, everyone who has a stake in the outcome), including leaders of the organizations, staff who 

will implement the programs, constituent groups of the organizations, people who will be involved in the programs, 

the larger community, and people who may be affected indirectly. 

Why should you involve all these groups? Because if you want your effort to succeed, you will need the cooperation 

and, better yet, the help of those who can benefit from a good outcome. The level of involvement among the different 

groups will vary. Some people will come to every meeting, while some people may only fill out one survey, and 

everything in between. The important thing is to make sure that people know they have a real say in a project that will 

affect their lives. 



For example, if you are going to have a few organizations work together to expand the counseling hours of a teen 

counseling center, you will want to get input from counselors, teens themselves, parents and teachers, neighbors who 

live around the center, and any one else who could potentially help or hinder your program. If you do so, the teen 

center will run more effectively. 

ES TAB LISH  O NE -TO - ON E REL AT IO NSH I PS ,  A N D BE GI N T O B UI LD  T R UST  

It may seem obvious, but an organizational relationship is built on many one-to -one relationships between members 

of each organization. People who will be working together and taking risks together will need to get to know each 

other and establish trusting relationships. 

This can begin in a variety of ways. For example, a person or two from each organization might get together for lunch. 

Or a few people from each organization can meet for informal discussions, retreats, social events, or other informal 

gatherings. Often a skilled facilitator can help by conducting exercises or leading discussions. 

Whatever method you use, make sure to: 

 Take it slow. Trusting relationships take a while to develop. Don't give into feelings of urgency or having to "get things 

done quick." Establishing trusting relationships is the most important preliminary step; it will provide a foundation for all 

other actions. 

 Make sure that, at some point early in the process, each person involved gets time to talk about himself, his organization, 

his stake in the issue and community, his interest in the partnership, and his concerns about the relationship. 

 Establish guidelines that people will be honest with each other, respect confidentiality (when decided upon), and be 

responsible to the group. 

 Establish a tone of cooperation. Help people understand that they might be able to advance each other's goals. 

 Build communication skills. As people get to know each other, help them learn to communicate in ways that are most 

productive. Again, a facilitator can help here. 

Once people have gotten to know each other, trust should to continue to build. And as people work together 

successfully, trust will grow naturally. Throughout the relationship, you should be aware of the trust level of the 

group. If something happens that endangers trust, make sure action is taken to repair the trust and keep it growing. 

Other suggestions in this list also will contribute to building trust in an organizational relationship. 

C L AR I FY  THE  GO ALS  E A C H OR GA N I ZATI ON  W A NT S  TO  AC CO MPLI SH  

Each organization should clarify its need for a relationship, its definition of the problem, and how it thinks an 

organizational relationship could help. The time necessary for this process will vary, depending on how many 

organizations are involved and the scope of the problem. If a few organizations are meeting to network, this process 

won't take much time. If, on the other hand, this is a multisector collaboration in which people haven't yet defined the 

problem, this process will take a while, and that should be built into the plan. 

D E CI DE  O N AN  OR GA N I Z ATI ON AL  R EL ATIO NS HIP T HA T MA KES  SE NSE  

Once needs, goals, and resources have been clarified, choose the kind of relationship that makes sense. For example, is 

it better for us just to network at this time? Or, are we ready to cooperate or collaborate more actively? 

ES TAB LISH  PR OC E DU R AL  GRO UN D  RU LES  

Early on in the relationship, establish ground rules for important procedures, such as: 

 How decisions will be made 



 Who will speak to the media 

 What should be considered confidential 

 How information will be distributed 

 The role of representatives 

 Any other important procedural guidelines 

Ironing out these policies early will prevent mistakes and misunderstandings. It is especially important to avoid any 

decision-making that goes on in unscheduled sessions at which all partners are not included. 

LE A R N H OW  TO  L ISTE N  

It can't be said enough: learn how to listen. Group process is at the core of making organizational relationships work 

well. So many decisions must be made in a group and so much information needs to be exchanged. And in order for 

people to begin to see each other as partners, they need to tell each other what is important to them -- their values, 

their experiences, and their ideas - and they need to know they are heard. 

Each person involved needs to be able put aside his or her own concerns long enough to listen to others. All this 

sounds so simple, but it can be difficult, especially when the risks are high and everyone has emotions related to the 

outcomes. Still, it is important that the group develops listening skills - and you can lead group exercises that will help 

people learn how to listen well. 

For example, give everyone a turn to speak for a few minutes without being interrupted. Or break into pairs and have 

each person take a turn to talk for five minutes while the other person listens. These simple exercises can let everyone 

have a chance to think without being interrupted. It can clear people's minds so they are more able to listen to someone 

else. 

B UI LD  O N PO IN TS  O F A GREE ME NT  

Don't require people to agree on every point. There will be diversity of opinion, and that is good. Keep track of what 

people agree on and build on those ideas. If people can't agree on an entire program, work towards winning people 

over to a building -block agreement, in which they agree to smaller pieces of a program. Once part of the program 

succeeds, people might be more inclined to add more blocks to the structure. 

LE A R N ABO UT  EA C H OTH E R'S  CU LT U RES  

As was mentioned above, it is important when organizations cross cultural lines, members learn about the culture and 

possible oppression of their organizational partners. Taking the time to do this will build trust and prevent problems 

and crises from taking place. 

Cultural celebrations can help build understanding. Also, facilitators can lead discussions and exercises that will help 

people talk about their cultures and their experiences of oppression. These kinds of exchanges can help people from all 

perspectives heal from the hurts of oppression and discrimination. Also, most people sincerely want to learn about 

cultures other than their own. 

When people go through this kind of exchange and healing process they usually have a stronger sense of unity. They 

also often feel more ownership in the organizational relationship and may be more ready to participate in it fully. 

D O N'T  R EQ UI RE  O R GA NI ZAT IO NS  TO  GI VE  U P T HE IR  I DE NT ITIE S  

Each organization has its own unique identity and culture which hold its members together. Joining efforts with 

another organization may worry some members that their own organization's identity will be diminished. Leaders 



should reassure members that the identity of their organization will stay intact and that joining efforts with another 

organization does not mean you have to blend into one. 

E X PEC T PR OBLEMS  A N D DIS A GREE MENT S -  A N D H A VE PA TI EN CE  

You will have setbacks, and upsets, and disagreements. That is part of the process, and you should not become 

discouraged when this happens. Make time to listen to people voice their concerns and try to resolve the problem. 

Then, minimize the divisions, focus on what has been accomplished, and set out again to reach your next goal. 

C ELE BR ATE  E VER Y  S U CC E SS,  L AR GE  A N D SMAL L  

We all need some fun and connection with others to help us keep our eyes on the prize. Celebrating helps people 

maintain their excitement, recognize the progress being made, and focus on the next step. Whether it's a pizza at the 

end of a meeting or a gala ball, don't forget to celebrate. All work and no play make a dull organization. 

IN SUMMARY 

There is power in numbers - not just numbers of people, but in numbers of organizations too. Many nonprofit 

organizations whose goals are to improve the lives of community members can learn how to be more effective by 

teaming up with other organizations. 

In many regions of the country, in both urban and rural settings, groups are overcoming their isolation and their 

cultural and political differences in order to solve problems and improve conditions for people. People are learning 

how to cooperate, pool resources, time, and create relationships that can help them do what they do better. 

As organizations become better at working together, we are creating a new culture. It is a culture in which we are 

learning how to include many people, and many groups, in making decisions about our lives and about our 

communities. We are making democracy work in a new way. As we get better at working together, we will develop a 

clearer and greater vision of what we can actually accomplish. If we figure out how to work together cooperatively, 

there are really no limits to what we can do. 
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