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Building Bridges through Collaboration 
By Joseph Alustiza, AEAP Coordinator 
How often do you collaborate with fellow Catholic Volunteer Network member organizations? Throughout the year, Catholic Volunteer Network works with our members to facilitate the collaboration process among programs across the country. Collaboration is based on developing organizational networks and establishing partnerships to address common goals and challenges. Collaborations are crucial for the long-term success of small and large organizations. Paul W. Mattessich from the Wilder Foundation has noted the following factors that lead to the success of collaborations developed among nonprofit organizations, government agencies, and other organizations: 

History and Reputation
A history of collaboration or cooperation is a good starting point for non-profit organizations. An organization needs to spend time to share expectations and develop buy-in among potential partners, funders and others community-based stakeholders. The reputation and legitimacy of the organization within the community being served is also important for initiating collaborations. If the community does not know or trust the organization’s reliability, competence and intentions, it will take time and effort to establish community trust and support. Community-based support and limited opposition means that an organization will spend less time trying to overcome roadblocks and focus on what can be accomplished among collaborative partners. 

Membership, Trustand Shared Vision
Cross sectional representation from the groups that have influence is vital for the success of any collaboration. Each partner must clearly understand how the collaboration is going to benefit them and help them to accomplish their goals. This sense of self-interest among partners must be strong enough to offset the costs of collaboration including extra time and resources. 
Collaborative partners need to devote energy and time to develop mutual respect, understanding and trust. These partners can begin with common courtesy and taking time to learn about the others around the table including the individuals and the organizations they represent. Furthermore, partners must be ready and willing to compromise. In most cases, many decisions made by collaborative partners will not perfectly fit the preferences of each member.
In addition to trust and compromise, a shared vision is needed very early in the collaboration process. The vision must be unique and cannot be identical to the mission and goals of any of the partner organizations. If the partners in a collaborative effort are actually groups that are competing to achieve the same goals, the shared ownership of true collaboration will be virtually impossible. The vision should be linked to specific, realistic goals that lead into action steps and measurable results. Some of those goals can be big and long-term, but some should also be immediate and doable. 

Structure and Process
Successful collaborations are based on partners clearly understanding what is expected of them and what they can expect from the collaboration. A letter of agreement can be helpful, spelling out the roles, rights, and responsibility of each partner, and perhaps even stating the basic values and philosophy of the collaboration.
Collaborations should not be limited to top leadership or management staff. Each partner should involve people at all levels of the organization at different phases of the collaboration. In the early phases of collaboration, modest and short-term goals can help to build trust and develop your collective strength and reputation. Most of the funding and staff time is applied during the start-up phase and during the implementation of the plans developed among partners. More experienced and successful collaborations may be ready for more complex, large-scale projects in the long-term. 

Communication 
Open and frequent communication is highly required to ensure the success of collaborations. Partners share constant updates, discuss issues openly, and consistently convey an appropriate level of information to people outside the group. Communication cannot be limited to formal communication tools such as memos, email and newsletters. Partners need to get to know each other through personal meetings and conference calls. Furthermore, communication styles and methods should reflect the diversity of the partners involved in the collaboration process. 

Resources 
Collaborations require substantial and reliable funding and staffing resources from committed partners. Based on available means, each partner organization must be prepared to contribute staff hours, fundraising efforts, in-kind support and funds. 
Another important resource is skilled leadership. Leaders of successful collaborative efforts have strong organizing and interpersonal skills. These leaders are knowledgeable about the topic the collaborative group is addressing. In addition, these leaders provide attentiveness and fairness during the collaboration process. 

Collaboration Opportunities available through Catholic Volunteer Network  
Successful collaborations can result in improved community conditions, stronger social networks, and increased capacity among community-based organizations. Here are some collaboration resources available through Catholic Volunteer Network: 

1) Online Networking - Collaborations can be initiated through our Catholic Volunteer Network listserv and/or our Facebook group. Please contact Katie Mulembe at kmulembe@catholicvolunteernetwork.org to learn more about these exciting opportunities. 

2) National Service Days – Catholic Volunteer Network member organizations can engage, network and collaborate with other organizations through National Service Days. Some examples include Martin King Jr Day of Service and National day of Service and Remembrance. For more information, please visit here: serve.gov/index.asp.  

3) Catholic Volunteer Network National Conference – Faith-based organizations and other nonprofit organizations have the opportunity to network and collaborate through the Catholic Volunteer Network National Conference. Catholic Volunteer Network is collaborating with members of the Catholic Mission Forum to organize the 2010 Mission Congress. It will take place October 28-31, 2010 in Albuquerque, New Mexico. To learn more about the Mission Congress, please visit here: www.missioncongress.org.

Additional information and ideas on collaboration can be found here: 

National Service Resource Center
Partnerships and Faith-Based Organizations
