A quick guide to collaborative gain

What is it?

Collaborative gain (sometimes called collaborative advantage) is about making sure that something is achieved through partnership working that could not have been achieved by any one organisation working alone.

Who is it for?

Anyone! It’s about getting individuals to understand the processes of partnership working a bit better. And also about helping groups or organisations think about what collaboration means in practice.

How does it work?

Collaborative gain is a theory which focuses on the process of collaboration, the reasons why it can be a challenge and how to address these.

The issue?

Collaboration is something that is promoted as a ‘good thing’ within the regeneration sector. But there can be differences in why people choose to work in partnership, what they assume ‘partnership working’ means, and what happens in practice.

Guiding principle 1: Managing aims

In any collaboration, there will be an overall purpose, but each partner organisation and each individual participant will also have different motivations for being involved. These motivations may be explicit, assumed or hidden, and this can make it difficult to reach agreement. Sometimes in partnerships, actions need to happen before there is full agreement on detailed objectives.

Guiding principle 2: Balance of power

Partnerships often involve power relations. For example, those who fund partnerships, or who organise them, are generally believed to have more influence on how the partnership works. In practice though, the balance of power shifts within partnerships over time.

Guiding principle 3: Building trust

Trust between partners does not happen automatically but must be built. It is good to start with some modest but realistic activities  in order to allow trust between partners to develop slowly. Doing this also helps partners learn how to form shared expectations and take risks together.

Guiding principle 4: Partnership complexity

In some partnerships it may not be clear exactly who the members are and what their relationships are to each other. Individuals may also represent their organisation in multiple networks or collaborations. A network map can help but recognising that partnerships are by their very nature ambiguous and complex is important.

Guiding principle 5: Managing change

Policy changes, both at national level and within organisations, can mean collaborations have to restructure. Partnerships can also be affected when individual members change jobs. Although all organisations transform over time, partnerships are at risk of changing very quickly. The process of nurturing relationships within partnerships must therefore be continuous.

Guiding principle 6: Leadership structures

A difficult balance needs to be struck in partnerships between making sure that they are ‘owned’ by their members and making sure ‘things happen’. Partnerships need to achieve their aims but power and decision making should not become too centralised.

Guiding principle 7: Active leadership

Attempting to move a collaboration forward in its work, should centre on embracing, empowering, involving and mobilising members. Recognising the individual strengths and encouraging potential contributions of all members is important. At the same time a guiding hand may be needed to keep the partnership focused and effective.

What next?

The challenges of partnership working are inevitable but can be managed and minimised. Simply agreeing that collaboration can be hard work can be a good place to start!

Designing collaborative gain

Collaborative gain can be achieved in a number of ways. For example, bringing different partners together can help in describing a complex situation, in understanding the causes of a problem, thinking about what needs to be done to tackle the issue and what the priorities are for action. It also helps to see issues from different perspectives and come up with new solutions. Regeneration is complex and will not be solved by one group or profession working in isolation. There are lots of tools available to help identify where collaborative gain can be achieved.

Core skills

To achieve collaborative gain there are a number of core capacities that are needed by partners in a collaboration. Organisations must know what they can offer and deliver in a partnership, and there must be a way to share the lessons from the collaboration back to members (knowledge management). Activities must be tracked and monitored to make sure that partnerships meet their aims (project skills). Members should integrate commitments made as part of the partnership back into their own operational plans (strategic planning). And partnerships should make sure that lessons from research and experience elsewhere are found, evaluated, shared and applied (evidence-based practice).  

Partners in Regeneration

Currently Partners in Regeneration is acting as a vehicle for ‘interaction’ rather than a vehicle for ‘collaboration’. It shares information and offers opportunities for people and organisations to develop relationships and their understanding of each other. The potential to go beyond this is huge though. Partners in Regeneration is a unique group of networks, who have a shared interest in regeneration and have committed to helping each other. Individual partners should think about how they can use this incredible resource to add value to their own work.

Resources

Scottish Centre for Regeneration ‘How to guide – partnership working’

Partners in Regeneration ‘A-Z guide to networking’

Improvement Service ‘Briefing note on collaborative gain’ [Describes tools in detail]

Chris Huxham ‘Realising the advantage or succumbing to inertia?’, published in Organizational Dynamics, Vol 33 No 2 pp199-201
