Building and Managing Partnerships: From First
Contact to Long-Term Alliance

Executive Summary

Understanding why partnerships matter and what kinds are available (covered in Guide 1) is
the foundation. The harder, more practical challenge is building and managing them well:
making the first approach, negotiating partnership agreements that work, navigating the
inevitable tensions that arise in collaborative relationships, and keeping partnerships
productive over time.

This guide is a practitioner's handbook for the full partnership lifecycle — from identifying
and approaching potential partners to structuring formal agreements, managing
relationships through good times and difficult ones, and making the decision to end a
partnership when that is the right call. It draws on the best available evidence from
organizational behavior, partnership management research, and the specific experience of
NGOs that have built lasting, productive alliances.

The guide is organized around a critical and often underappreciated insight: most partnership
failures are not caused by bad intentions, mismatched missions, or resource constraints. They
are caused by insufficient investment in the relationship infrastructure — the shared
understanding, explicit agreements, regular communication, and honest conversation — that
allows partners to work effectively together even when things get complicated. Building that
infrastructure is the central skill this guide develops.

Evidence Table
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Key Finding Strength NGO Implications
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Step-by-Step Framework

Step 1: Identify and Approach Potential Partners

Identifying potential partners:

The most effective starting point is your strategic goal, not your existing relationships. Ask:
"To achieve X, what organizations, institutions, or communities do Ineed to be in relationship
with that Tam not currently?" Work backward from this question to identify specific target
organizations.

Then conduct due diligence before making an approach:

e Mission and values alignment: Does this organization's mission and values genuinely
align with yours? Where might there be tension?

e Reputation and track record: What do peer organizations say about working with them?
Have they been involved in any significant reputational incidents?

e Organizational stability: Are they financially stable and well-governed? An unstable
partner creates risk.

e Complementarity: Do they bring something your organization lacks —and do you bring
something they lack? Partnerships between similar organizations often compete more
than they collaborate.

e Relationship to communities you serve:If this potential partner interacts with the same
communities you do, what is their relationship quality and history with those
communities?

Making the first approach:
The first approach sets the tone for the relationship. Key principles:

e Be specificabout why you are approaching them:not "we think we should work together"
but "we are working on X and we believe your expertise in Y could be valuable, and here is
what we might offer you in return.'

e Approach at the right level: senior leaders connect best with senior leaders, and program
staff with program staff. Cold outreach from a junior staff member to a CEO rarely
produces results.

e Use warmintroductions where available: a mutual connection who can make the
introduction is worth more than a well-crafted cold email.



e Start small:a specific, concrete collaboration opportunity is a better first step thanan
abstract "let's explore partnership! It is easier to build trust through a successful small
project than through months of strategic conversation.

Step 2: Structure the Partnership Conversation

Before negotiating any formal agreement, invest in a genuine partnership conversation—a
structured exploration of whether a deeper partnership makes sense, what it might look like,
and what both parties need for it to work well.

Key topics to explore in a partnership conversation:

Strategic fit: Why does this partnership make sense strategically for both organizations?
What outcome would each organization expect from the partnership that it cannot achieve
alone?

Mutual benefit: What does each organization genuinely bring to the partnership? What does
each organization get fromit? Be explicit and honest — partnerships built on vague mutual
goodwill rather than clear mutual benefit do not last.

Values alignment: Where do your organizational cultures, values, and ways of working align
well? Where might there be friction? Naming potential tensions early is a strength, not a
weakness.

Decision-making : How will decisions be made within the partnership? Who has authority to
commit resources? Who needs to be consulted? What happens when partners disagree?

Resources: What will each partner contribute (time, money, expertise, relationships,
platforms)? Is this genuinely equitable and sustainable?

Risk and accountability: What are the risks of the partnership for each party? How will you
hold each other accountable?

Exit: Under what circumstances might this partnership end? How would that be handled?
Discussing exit at the beginning is not pessimistic — it is mature.

Document the outcomes of the partnership conversation. Even if no formal written
agreement follows, a shared written summary of the conversation ensures that both parties
have the same understanding.

Step 3: Negotiate and Document Partnership Agreements

For any partnership beyond a simple, one-time collaboration, a written partnership
agreement is essential. It does not need to be a legal contract (though formal Memoranda of
Understanding or formal agreements may be appropriate for larger partnerships). It does
need to be a clear, honest document that both parties have read, understood, and agreed to.

Key elements of a partnership agreement:



Purpose and scope: What is this partnership for? What does it cover, and what does it not
cover?

Roles and responsibilities: What will each partner specifically do? Who is responsible for
what? Who is the lead partner for different functions?

Resource contributions: What will each partner contribute — financially, in-kind, in staff time?
On what schedule?

Decision-making : How are decisions made? What can each partner decide independently?
What requires joint agreement? What is the escalation process when partners disagree?

Communications: How will partners communicate? How often? Through what channels? Who
are the designated contacts on each side?

Intellectual property and branding: How will joint outputs (reports, events, advocacy
materials) be branded? Who owns intellectual property created through the partnership?

Accountability and reporting: How will partners report to each other? What are the reporting
expectations and timelines?

Conflict resolution: What process will partners follow when there is a disagreement? Who
mediates?

Review: When and how will the partnership agreement be reviewed? (Annual review is
standard for partnerships of 12 months or more.)

Exit: Under what circumstances can either party end the partnership? What is the notice
period? What happens to shared resources and joint outputs?

Keep agreements as simple and clear as possible. A two-page agreement that both parties
have read and understood is more valuable than a comprehensive contract that neither party
consults after signing.

Step 4: Launch the Partnership Well

The first 90 days of a formal partnership set the tone for everything that follows.Investina
strong launch:

Partnership kickoff: Hold a structured kickoff meeting or session with key staff fromboth
organizations. Use it to:review the partnership agreement together, clarify roles and
responsibilities, establish communication channels and cadence, build personal relationships
between the people who will be working together, and surface any concerns or questions.

Relationship mapping: Ensure that relationships exist not just between organizational leaders
but between the staff members who will actually be working together. Leaders often initiate
partnerships;staff often deliver them.

Early wins: Identify one or two concrete, achievable joint activities in the first 90 days that can
generate early momentum and demonstrate the value of the partnership to internal and
external audiences.



Internal communication: Brief your own team clearly on the partnership — who the partner s,
what the partnership involves, how staff should interact with partner organizations, and who
the internal point of contact is.

Step 5: Manage the Partnership for the Long Term

Partnership management is ongoing work, not a set-and-forget function. Key long-term
management practices:

Regular communication: Establish and protect a regular communication cadence — at least
quarterly for active partnerships, more frequently for intensive collaborations. Use
structured agendas rather than ad hoc catch-ups. Alternate who hosts.

Relationship maintenance: Invest in the human side of the partnership —not only formal
meetings but informal contact, celebrating shared wins, acknowledging each other's work
publicly. People sustain partnerships; organizations do not.

Regular review: Conduct a structured annual review of each significant partnership. Assess:Is
it achieving its stated purpose? Are contributions equitable? Is communication working? Are
there any unspoken tensions that need to be addressed? Would either party adjust the terms
if renegotiating?

Managing tensions: Tensions in partnerships are inevitable. The organizations that manage
them most successfully are those that address them early and directly rather than allowing
them to accumulate. Build a culture of honest communication within the partnership from the
beginning — make it normal to name concerns before they become crises.

Navigating power differentials: In partnerships between organizations of significantly
different size, resource level, or reputational standing, the more powerful partner hasa
specific responsibility: to actively share credit, defer to the less powerful partner's expertise
in relevant areas, ensure that decision-making is genuinely shared rather than nominally
shared, and create channels for the less powerful partner to raise concerns without fear of
retaliation.

Evolving the partnership: Partnerships that remain static tend to atrophy. Build in regular
conversations about whether the partnership should evolve — new activities, expanded
scope, deeper integration. Partnerships that grow and deepen tend to sustain better than
those that operate on autopilot.

Step 6: End Partnerships Well

Not all partnerships should last forever, and ending a partnership is not a failure —itis a
normal part of organizational life. Key principles for partnership endings:

Plan the exit at the beginning : Partnership agreements should include explicit exit provisions,
including notice periods and arrangements for shared resources and joint outputs.

Distinguish between types of endings: A partnership that has achieved its purpose and is
concluding successfully is very different froma partnership that is ending due to



irreconcilable differences or a partner's failure to meet commitments. The process for each
type of ending is different.

Communicate clearly and respectfully: Inform your partner of the intention to end the
partnership directly and in advance of any public announcement or operational change. Do
not let them find out through third parties.

Honor commitments: Complete any joint commitments that are outstanding before ending
the partnership. Do not leave a partner in a difficult position because of your decision to exit.

Learnfrom it: Conduct an internal review of the partnership — what worked, what did not,
what you would do differently. This organizational learning is valuable for future
partnerships.

Preserve the relationship: A partnership ending does not have to mean a relationship ending.
Many productive sector relationships exist between organizations that once partnered
formally and now relate more informally. Exit gracefully.

Tools and Templates

Partnership Due Diligence ChecKklist: A structured checklist for evaluating a potential partner
before making a formal approach: mission and values alignment | reputation and track record
| organizational stability | complementarity | relationship to shared communities.

Partnership Agreement Template: A modular template for a written partnership agreement:
purpose and scope | roles and responsibilities | resource contributions | decision-making |
communications | intellectual property | accountability | conflict resolution | review | exit.

Partnership Health Check: An annual partnership review tool: purpose still relevant?
(Y/N/partially) | contributions equitable? | communication working? | any unspoken tensions?
| relationship between key people? | recommend continue/evolve/end? (with rationale).

Partnership Communication Charter: A brief one-page document specifying the agreed
communication framework for a partnership: channels, frequency, meeting format, decision
protocols, and escalation paths.

Power and Equity Reflection Guide: A set of structured questions for use at partnership
initiation and in annual reviews, explicitly surfacing power dynamics and equity dimensions of
the relationship.

Case Vignettes



Case Vignette 1: Negotiating a Research Partnership — An Animal Welfare NGO
and a University

An animal welfare advocacy organization seeking to strengthen its legal personhood
strategy needed robust scientific evidence on cognitive complexity and sentience in marine
mammals. They had a clear strategy: partner with a marine biology research programto
generate peer-reviewed evidence that could be cited in court filings and policy briefs. They
identified a suitable research partner — a university laboratory with leading expertise in
dolphin cognition — and approached them.

The initial conversation revealed a significant misalignment: the research team was interested
in the collaboration because it offered funding for research they wanted to do, but they were
uncomfortable with their work being directly affiliated with advocacy — they feared it would
compromise their scientific credibility. The NGO, for its part, was specifically interested in the
advocacy utility of the research, not just its scientific value.

The partnership negotiation took three months and centered on this tension. The outcome
was a carefully designed structure: the research team would conduct and publish their work
fully independently, with no NGO involvement in methodology or publication; the NGO
would provide funding through an unrestricted grant (not a designated research fund)
through the university's foundation;and both parties would agree separately on how the
published research could be cited and used by the NGO in advocacy contexts. The intellectual
property arrangement was explicit: all research outputs belonged to the university; the NGO
had a license to cite and distribute them freely.

The partnership produced three significant peer-reviewed publications in five years, all of
which were cited in multiple advocacy documents and one legal brief. The research team
received meaningful funding for their program; the NGO received credible, independent
scientific evidence.

Key lessons: (1) Tension in partnership negotiations is not a failure signal — it is an
opportunity to design a relationship that genuinely works for both parties. (2) Structure can
solve what goodwill cannot: the explicit separation of research independence fromadvocacy
utility allowed both parties to achieve their goals. (3) Intellectual property agreements are
essential in research partnerships — establish them clearly at the beginning, before either
party has invested significant work. (4) The patience invested in a three-month negotiation
produced five years of productive collaboration.

Case Vignette 2: Managing Partnership Tensions — A Multi-Organization
Advocacy Coalition

A six-organization coalition working on farmed animal welfare policy in a national legislature
had operated productively for two years before a significant tension emerged: the two
largest organizations (by budget and public profile) began positioning themselves as the
coalition's public face in media interactions, while the smaller organizations — who had
contributed substantial grassroots organizing capacity — felt their contributions were being
undervalued and their voices crowded out.



The tension came to a head when one of the smaller organizations discovered that the two
larger ones had submitted a joint policy brief to a parliamentary committee without circulating
it to coalition partners for review, using the coalition's name without explicit endorsement.

The coalition held a facilitated conversation (using an external facilitator mutually agreed by
all parties) to address the breach of process and the underlying power dynamics. The
facilitated conversation produced: an explicit acknowledgment by the larger organizations of
the breach and its impact; a revised communications and publication protocol requiring
unanimous approval for any use of the coalition name;a revised governance structure with
rotation of the "lead spokesperson”role;and an explicit equity commitment recognizing the
different but equal value of organizational versus grassroots contributions.

The coalition continued for another three years, producing significant legislative outcomes.
The governance restructuring was cited by all partners as the intervention that made
continuation possible.

Key lessons: (1) Power imbalances within coalitions are the most common source of unspoken
tension — name them before they explode. (2) External facilitation of difficult conversations is
a worthwhile investment when internal relationships are too strained for direct dialogue. (3)
Process agreements (who speaks for the coalition, how are joint outputs approved) are as
important as substance agreements. (4) A well-managed crisis can strengthen a coalition
rather than weaken it.

Metrics and KPIs

Metric / KPI What It Measures How to Measure

% of active partnerships with written

agreements Governance quality Partnership registry

Partnership health score (annual review) Relationship quality Sta.ndardized partnership
review

Partner satisfaction rating Mutual value perception Annual partner survey

Joint outputs produced Partnership productivity Activity log

Communication cadence adherence Relationship maintenance Meeting log

Power equity rating Equity in partnership dynamics Facilitated equity review

Partnership tenure Relationship longevity Registry data

. . Partnership development L .
Early-stage partnership conversion rate . Pipeline tracking
effectiveness



Risks and Mitigations

Risk: Partnership agreements not being honored, damaging relationships and reputation.
Mitigation: Build monitoring and accountability mechanisms into agreements. Establish a
regular review process that creates structured opportunities to address compliance issues
before they become crises.

Risk: Partnership misalignment emerging after formal agreement, as organizational strategies
evolve.

Mitigation: Build annual strategic alignment reviews into partnership agreements. Normalize
strategic realignment conversations as part of regular partnership management rather than
allowing drift to accumulate.

Risk: Partnership confidentiality breaches — information shared in partnership context being
disclosed inappropriately.

Mitigation: Include explicit confidentiality provisions in partnership agreements. Build a
culture of partnership discretion within your organization.

Risk: Partnership dependency — over-reliance on a single partner for critical functions.
Mitigation: Maintain portfolio diversity in partnerships. Build organizational capacity for
functions that are currently entirely partnership-dependent.

Risk: Harm to smaller partners from inequitable power dynamics.

Mitigation: Build explicit power and equity reflection into partnership management from the
beginning. Designate a specific responsibility for the larger/more powerful partner to actively
share credit and decision-making authority.

Implementation Checklist

e [] Due diligence checklist completed for each prospective partner before formal
approach

e [] Partnership conversation agenda prepared and key topics covered before agreement
negotiation

e [] Written partnership agreement completed for all formal partnerships
e [] Partnership kickoff meeting held with key staff from all partner organizations
e [] Communication cadence established and calendar entries created

e [] Relationship mapping completed: staff-to-staff connections across partner
organizations

e [] Annual partnership review dates scheduled for all active formal partnerships
e [] Power and equity reflection guide used at partnership initiation
e [] Exit provisions included in all partnership agreements

e []Internal teambriefed on each new partnership and their role



Glossary

Due Diligence: A structured assessment of a potential partner before entering a formal
relationship, covering mission alignment, reputation, stability, and complementarity.

Intellectual Property (IP) Agreement: A provision in a partnership agreement specifying who
owns outputs created through the partnership and how they may be used by each party.

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU): A formal document that records agreed terms
between two or more organizations. Less legally binding than a contract but an important
governance and accountability tool for NGO partnerships.

Partnership Agreement: A written document recording the agreed terms, roles,
responsibilities, and governance of a partnership relationship.

Partnership Health Check: A structured annual review of a partnership's effectiveness, equity,
and strategic relevance.

Partnership Kickoff: A structured launch meeting or process at the beginning of a formal
partnership, establishing communication practices, role clarity, and early momentum.

Power Differential: A difference in relative power, resources, or influence between two or
more partners in a collaborative relationship. Must be explicitly acknowledged and managed
in equitable partnerships.

Warm Introduction: An introduction to a potential partner facilitated by a mutual
acquaintance, as opposed to cold outreach. Significantly more effective at initiating
productive partnership conversations.
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