[image: image1.jpg]KINHARVIE t

institute of facilitation




The Challenge of Working in Partnerships

I have recently been recruiting and interviewing people for the Community Facilitators’ Network which we have been running for the last three years at Kinharvie Institute. The Network offers a subsidised opportunity for those working for not-for- profit and statutory organisations in Glasgow to improve their facilitation skills. The application process to join the Network is always an interesting process. It provides an opportunity to meet people, to learn more about their organisations and to hear about some of the challenges in their work.  

I have been struck this year by the applicants’ responses to one of the interview questions I asked them, “Why facilitation and why now?”  Many of the applicants have said that their motivation to join is a result of the expectations of funding bodies that are requiring them to work more in partnership. Some applicants had recently had situations where a huge amount of energy and resources were taken up when the different understandings of partners surfaced. 

Prospective members had clearly seen that real collaboration, partnerships that last; require more than a signed agreement. There are skills and awareness in partnership-working which need to be developed if the partnership is to run smoothly and achieve its objectives. Members of the Community Facilitators’ Network have been learning and practicing a variety of different tools and processes that can be used with groups to facilitate shared understanding and collective decision-making. 
Contracts feature significantly in establishing effective partnerships. As well as any written contract you may, there will be ‘psychological contracts’. People will have implicit expectations of what they expect to give and receive in the relationship. This is often covert and includes assumptions and expectations unique to that individual/organisation concerning the exchange of promises believed to have been ‘agreed’.  They are unseen and un-negotiated agreements and yet possess all the psychological force of a binding agreement.  Breaking the psychological contract (where a party perceives another party has not kept the promises that they made on their behalf) often results in more stress and extra work than breaking an actual contract. Taking some time at the beginning of a joint project to explore with partners what their expectations are over and above what is outlined in any written contract can save time and a lot of stress at a later date.
So if you are considering or entering into a partnership, it is worthwhile to think through the process, how you work together, as well as the content of the partnership. What processes are you going to use to surface any difficult issues early so that they can be transparently dealt with? What psychological contracts are in place? How can you surface these early? And what ways of decision-making can be used to ensure the level of transparency necessary to build trust between organisations? 
Kinharvie Institute offers a variety of facilitation services and training to voluntary sector organisations. We will be running the Community Facilitators’ Network in 2011/12. For further information about all our services, contact info@kinharvie.org.uk or 0141 3371070. 
