
PARTNERSHIP 
CAPACITY

Five Cooperative States
of Partnership Performance

FRANK PAGE & ERIC WOLTERSTORFF
December 2019

Cooperative Capacity Partners
fcpage@cooperativecapacity.com



46

47
47
51

TABLE OF CONTENT

INTRODUCTION

Issues with Defining and Assessing the Quality of Partnerships

A New Framework to Measure Partnership Capacity

OUTLINING THE FRAMEWORK

CCP’s Definition of Partnership	

Mapping the Partnership System

The Cooperative States: Indicators of Partnership Performance

Simple Rules

Combining the Partnership System with the Cooperative Capacity Ladder

Implications of the Framework

THE COOPERATIVE STATES 
AND PARTNERSHIP PERFORMANCE

The Fragmented State

Fragmented Organizations as Partners

Case Study: A Fragmented Partner

Fragmented Partnerships

Case Study: Fragmented Partnership

The Top-down State

Top-down Organizations as Partners

Top-down Partnerships

Case Study: The Upside of Top-down Partnerships

Case Study: The Downside of Top-down Partnerships

The Collaborative States

The Inclusive State

Inclusive Organizations as Partners

Inclusive Partnerships

Case Study: An Inclusive Partnership

The Accountable State

Accountable Organizations as Partners

Case Study: An Accountable Partner

Accountable Partnerships

The Integrated State

Integrated Organizations as Partners

Integrated Partnerships

IMPLICATIONS OF PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY

Uses in Project Planning

Uses in Project Management and Development Effectiveness

Uses in Monitoring and Evaluation

4

4
6

6

6
7

10
12
13
14

15

15
15
16
18
19
22
22
23
24
27
29
30
31
32
33
37
38
40
41
42
43
44



TABLE OF FIGURES

FIGURE 1: The Partnership Egg

FIGURE 2: A Generic Partnership System

FIGURE 3: The Cooperative Capacity Ladder

FIGURE 4: Example Partnership System

FIGURE 5: Fragmented Partnership System of Partner F

FIGURE 6: A Top-Down Partnership in the Partnership System

FIGURE 7: An Inclusive Partnership

FIGURE 8: An Integrated Partner’s Highest Potential Partnerships

FIGURE 9: Example Growth Curve with Performance Doubling in Each State

FIGURE 10: Growth of “Collin’s Companies”

CONCLUSION

A Testable Framework for Measuring Partnership Effectiveness	

Applications of the Cooperative Capacity Framework

49

49
52

7

8

11

13

17

27

36

44

46

47



•	 “Consensus has not been reached about 
how to measure the health of partner-
ships” (Caplan and Jones, page 2). 

•	 “… there is limited systematic evidence 
of a link between partnership and im-
proved development outcomes. Along-
side this, there is a widespread lack of 
clarity regarding how best to practically 
ascertain the effectiveness of partner-
ships” (Hollow, page 4).

•	 “There is a clear need for more system-
atic and in-depth empirical research 
on partnership experiences” (Horton 
et al., page vi).

INTRODUCTION

Partnerships and relationships are intrinsic to 
international development. The development 
community recognizes that strong partnerships 
and relationships are necessary for the achieve-
ment of development goals.1 Almost every effort 
by the international development community 
involves, whether recognized or not, a web of 
partnerships and relationships between outside 
agents and national actors. We have observed 
that that the quality of these partnerships and 
relationships affect every aspect of development 
projects, including risk, performance, sustain-
ability, scalability, and impact.

We believe these relationships have not been 
managed as well as they could have been, and 
that this is due in part to the lack of tools to 
measure the quality of partnerships. Our firm 
has solved this problem. Our tools enable any 
actor to measure the current quality of a partner-
ship, and, in particular, its cooperative capacity. 
Knowing the current cooperative capacity of a 
partnership is important because it predicts the 
future behavior of the partnership and its ability 
to complete its mission. This essay introduces the 
concept of cooperative capacity, its application, 
and its immediate uses and benefits.  

ISSUES WITH DEFINING AND ASSESSING 
THE QUALITY OF PARTNERSHIPS

“Partnership” is a fuzzy concept within the de-
velopment community, and partnership-building 
remains difficult to plan, monitor, and evaluate. 
This is a widely-recognized problem. 

There is not yet a consensus on the definition of 
“partnership”. A literature review by Horton et al., 

in an incomplete list, sets out thirteen different 
definitions for partnership. This lack of consensus 
is abetted by the different types of partnerships, 
the variety of partnership goals, and the variability 
in the quality of partnerships. 

Furthermore, research on partnership effective-
ness is scarce and weak. Much of the research 
has been focused on overall project results and 
not on how the structure and management of the 
partnership affected those results (Caplan et al.). 
There also appears to be little empirical testing of 
partnership hypotheses in the research (Horton 
et al.). Our own review of the literature found that 
while the development field has developed a 
large number of partnership frameworks, there 
is little documentation tying those frameworks to 
measures of partnership or project effectiveness. 

This means that within the development com-
munity there is currently no validated framework 
for partnerships with hard, predictive measures 
of partnership effectiveness. This absence is 
reflected in the literature:
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•	 Exclusion of national agents from the 
planning, implementation, evaluation, 
and learning outcomes of development 
programs

•	 Projects not being adopted by local 
agents or scaled by national agencies

•	 Loss of reputation and confidence in 
outside assistance by national gov-
ernments

This inability to measure the effectiveness of 
partnerships in real-time is a serious impediment 
to development effectiveness for a number of 
reasons. First, key actors at the local, national, 
and international levels are often unaware of the 
partnership problems within their stakeholder 
system that are impeding performance. And, if 
they are aware, they are often unable to accu-
rately identify which partnerships in the system 
are affecting project performance, sustainability, 
and capacity to scale.

Second, project and program designers are un-
able to justify the time and resources necessary 
to build effective partnerships in existing planning 
frameworks. This puts undue pressure on imple-
menters to achieve outputs before developing 
the relationships necessary for sustainable results 
or scaling up of activities, often “stepping on the 
toes” of local actors in the process. Even when 
partnering is recognized as a priority, project-level 
actors must “hide” partnership-building activities 
inside other activities in order to implement and 
expense them. As a result of poor partnering, 
relationships deteriorate and both outside and 
local actors can become highly frustrated with 
their lack of influence, inadequate coordination, 
and the poor performance of the partnership. 

Third, when these relationship problems are final-
ly recognized, projects are then forced to spend 
time and resources repairing relationships that 
should have been developed prior to full-scale 
implementation. 

Finally, without an accepted framework for as-
sessing partnerships, reporting on partnership 
issues and lessons learned is ad hoc and appears 
to be situation specific; there is no systemic way 
to report on partnership issues and learnings that 
can be shared across projects.

All of these issues increase the risk of partnering 
in development programs. Weak or problematic 
partnerships significantly increase the risk of:

To reduce these risks and improve development 
effectiveness, a set of concrete, real-time indica-
tors of partnership performance is needed. These 
indicators must be applicable to all partnerships 
in any program, and provide consistent analysis 
of the power distribution among the partners; 
communication and information flows within 
the partnership; responsiveness of the partner-
ship; sustainable transfer of knowledge, skills, 
and capacity between the partners; and overall 
partnership performance.

Such indicators would allow project stakeholders, 
at almost any level, to create a program stake-
holder map and determine partnership perfor-
mance among the stakeholders. Such a map 
would benefit both implementers and designers. 
For implementers at all levels, the map would 
show the organizational and systemic blocks to 
the system’s ability to respond to issues, provide 
support, achieve impacts, transfer capacity, and 
scale. Moreover, the framework would provide 
goals and objectives for improving partnership 
performance, and hence the system’s perfor-
mance. For designers, the framework would 
allow them to integrate partnership building 
into project planning and provide them with 
goals and timelines for establishing effective 
partnerships. In our experience, the earlier effec-
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•	 Predict organizational performance and 
capacity based on any stakeholder mea-
sure

•	 Predict a partner’s capacity to cooperate 
and partner, including capacity to share 
power, communicate, and accurately 
assess and respond to threats and op-
portunities

•	 Predict a partnership’s performance 
based on any stakeholder measure

tive partnerships are established, the faster high 
levels of performance are reached, resulting in 
exponential increases in results as the project 
matures. This new framework now exists.

A NEW FRAMEWORK TO MEASURE PARTNER-
SHIP CAPACITY

Cooperative Capacity Partners’ (CCP) partnership 
capacity framework provides hard, real-time indicators 
of partnership effectiveness. CCP’s model provides 
planners and implementers with a results framework 
based on a simple set of leading indicators that:  

Applying these indicators to a map of a stakeholder 
system, from the international level to the local level, 
allows managers to develop system-level strategies 
to improve both partnership and program capacity 
to deliver desired results.

The crucial feature of CCP’s framework is that its 
indicators are leading indicators—they predict future 
performance. Moreover, these indicators apply to 
all types of partnerships and relationships and are 
consistent across time.

This paper is a first step at taking up Horton et al.’s 
challenge to present empirical examples of a frame-
work that accurately reflects performance of part-
nerships. The discussion starts with brief review of 
current partnership frameworks, describes CCP’s 
partnership capacity framework and indicators, and 
gives examples from the partnership literature and 
CCP’s own field experience to show that these indi-
cators measure concrete levels of partnership per-
formance.

OUTLINING 
THE FRAMEWORK

CCP’S DEFINITION OF PARTNERSHIP

Most definitions of partnership describe some 
form of mature relationship in which, for the most 
part, goals are shared; structures are in place; 
responsibility, resources and accountability are 
shared; communication is two-way, open, and 
honest; and benefits and respect are mutual. 

But these ‘definitions’ are also targets of part-
nership development; they describe an ideal 
level of cooperation for a partnership. Clearly, 
organizations can also be in a new or problematic 
partnership that does not meet these standards 
of cooperation. Bezanson et al. nicely describe a 
range of partnership relations. They write, “The 
very term ‘partnership’ is vague and can span 
objectives that range from—at the lower end—
information sharing and ‘getting to know each 
other better’, to learning about how two parties 
might work together, to specific actions of an 
interdependent nature that assign responsibilities 
and accountabilities to two or more parties; to—at 
the higher end—an almost seamless blending of 
actors” (Preface). 

In essence, what Bezanson et al. have described 
is four different levels of cooperation within part-
nerships, from low to high. CCP’s framework 
takes a similar, progressive approach to part-
nership. CCP recognizes that partnerships come 
in many arrangements, and cooperation may 
range from non-existent to excellent. Therefore, 
CCP’s framework adopts a broad definition that 
encompasses the many possible forms partner-
ships can take:

A partnership is the relationship between two 
or more organizations needed to achieve a goal.

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
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THE PARTNERSHIP

Partner A Partner B

•	 Partnership is not defined by the quali-
ty, structure, or type of the relationship

•	 An organization is automatically in part-
nership with all of its stakeholders 

•	 The quality of partnerships can range 
from “negative”, where the organiza-
tions are in conflict, to “positive”, where, 
as described above, there is “an almost 
seamless blending of actors”

•	 Each partner’s ability to collaborate 
is an integral element of partnership 
assessment

•	 The international and diplomatic level 
(e.g., presidents, diplomats, heads of 
multilateral agencies and other donors, 
and international advocacy groups)

•	 The national level (e.g., national gov-
ernment departments, national mission 
or agency offices, local embassies, and 
national-level advocacy groups)

•	 The programmatic level (e.g., local gov-
ernment agencies, implementation 
teams, other local stakeholders) 

•	 The population level (the groups receiv-
ing the benefits of the program, often 
referred to as target groups) 

Figure 1: The Partnership Egg

There are a number of corollaries that flow from 
this model: 

MAPPING THE PARTNERSHIP SYSTEM 

In order for international aid projects to be sus-
tainable and scalable, our analysis shows there 
has to be cooperation among a number of actors 
at the international, national, and programmatic 
levels. Strong partnerships and capacity transfer 
to permanent actors at the project level promote 
sustainable projects. Strong partnerships be-
tween the project level and a higher (e.g. national) 
level are necessary for projects to scale. At a basic 
level, the actors that make up the partnership 
system in typical development programs include 
outsiders and national actors working at: 

CCP illustrates partnerships in a graphic we refer to 
as “the egg”, shown in Figure 1 on the next page. 

This illustration shows each of the partners and 
the partnership itself, indicating the necessity to 
assess each partner’s abilities to collaborate as well 
as the collaboration of the partnership itself.

The partnership criteria in most current definitions 
of partnership mentioned above— e.g., shared goals, 
resources, and power—no longer define partnership, 
but, as described below, become key performance 
indicators for determining the  quality of a partnership. 

The breadth of this definition is critical to the CCP 
framework as it allows for the assessment of any re-
lationship between two entities, and it promotes the 
application of the concept of partnership to all of the 
relationships within a project’s partnership system.

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
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INTERNATIONAL 
PARTNERSHIP

INSTITUTIONAL 
PARTNERSHIPS
(NATIONAL LEVEL)

PROGRAM 
PARTNERSHIPS

(FIELD LEVEL)

National
Political Leadership

National
Institutions

National
Local Partners

Local Clients
‘Target Group’

Outside Nation
Political Leadership

Outside Nation
Institutions

Outside Nation
Program

In these complex development systems, each 
stakeholder, or in CCP’s nomenclature, partner, 
potentially influences the performance of all the 
other partners. Critically, we have observed that 
the weakest of these partners, or the weakest 
relationship between these partners, will con-
strain the ability of a project to achieve its goals, 
become self-sustaining, and scale. Actors need 
to collaborate in a many-sided dance to develop 
the changes that lead to desired impacts, and are 
sustainable locally and institutionalized nationally. 

CCP uses a simple template, based on the part-
nership egg, to map out this partnership dance. 
This map is made up of a) the horizontal partner-
ships between the national CCP uses a simple 
template, based on the partnership egg, to map 
out this partnership dance. This map is made up 
of a) the horizontal partnerships between the 
national institutions and outside development 
institutions at local, national, and international 
levels, and b) the vertical (often hierarchical) 
partnerships of national and international de-
velopment actors (such as the government and 
donors) at each level. These connections are 
illustrated in Figure 2.

In Figure 2, the partnership eggs denote the 
horizontal partnerships. These partnerships are 
critical for the two-way movement of informa-
tion and capacity between national and outside 
agencies. These partnerships, most notably the 
program-level partnerships, promote or constrain 
the capacity-development performance and 
sustainability of any development project. 

Figure 2: A Generic Partnership System

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
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•	 Lack of real-time feedback among parties, 
particularly between the field program and 
other partners​

•	 The exclusion or disassociation of key 
stakeholders

•	 Lost opportunities for capacity transfer, 
sustainability, and scalability

•	 High risk of sudden changes in mandates, 
cuts in funding, or other negative 
surprises emanating from any of the 
partners 

QUICK CASE STUDY 

To give one example of the usefulness of 
this map, a client called on CCP to come 
in and help improve the management 
skills of their teams working in the field. 
Our systems mapping showed that the 
program was dysfunctional, and a major 
source of that dysfunction was the poor 
partnership between two government 
agencies in the donor’s home country.  
The confusion between the two agencies 
filtered through the system, resulting in 
the field staff being asked to achieve 
two contradictory goals--a conflict that 
could not be resolved at their level. Thus, 
a major part of the solution to the man-
agement weaknesses in the field was 
the repair of a partnership in the donor 
country, some five levels of management 
above the field teams.

Dashed lines denote the vertical partnerships, 
which for clarity of nomenclature we refer to 
as “relationships.” These relationships include 
both hierarchical institutional and organizational 
relationships, and relationships between part-
nerships or institutions at different levels. These 
relationships are critical for the movement of 
information up and down the system. Effective 
vertical communication is required for a) ensuring 
programs receive timely and responsive support 
from actors higher up the system; and, b) the 
scaling of projects to a regional or national level, 
as these relationships are the major drivers and 
conduits for introducing local successes higher 
up the system.

Failure to track and nurture all of the relationships 
in this dance results in: 

To complete the partnership system maps, there 
needs to be a simple way to measure the quality 
and effectiveness of all partners and partnerships 
included in the maps. 

CCP’s cooperative capacity model answers this 
need by providing objective, leading indicators 
called cooperative states that measure both. 

The cooperative state of partners indicates their 
ability to partner, and the cooperative state of the 
partnership indicates the potential performance 
of the combined partnership. In order to improve 
partnership systems, it is important to know the 
cooperative states of partners and partnerships 
in the system. A poor partnership can disrupt the 
system, and the performance of a partnership 
can be held back by one partner’s inability to 
partner at a higher level.

Now it is time to look at the cooperative capacity 
levels, or “states.”

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
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Fragmented
•	 Fragmented partnerships perform 

extremely poorly, are often unable to 
generate outputs nor able to transfer 
capacity. They often face the risk of 
outright failure.

Top-Down
•	 Top-down partnerships are a b l e 

to generate outputs but tend to be 
highly bureaucratic, unresponsive, 
and ineffective at capacity transfer. 

They can survive in stable, predictable 
environments, but are ineffective and 
tend to fail in shifting, unpredictable 
environments.

Inclusive
•	 Inclusive partnerships are able to 

generate outputs and outcomes, are 
responsive, and can transfer capacity. 
They are able to survive in changing 
and competitive environments.

Accountable
•	 Accountable partnerships are able to 

generate outcomes and some impact. 
The are effective at capacity transfer and are 
strong competitors in unpredictable and 
changing environments.

Integrated
•	 Integrated partnerships are able to 

generate outcomes and impact. Capacity 
transfer and skill sharing is integral to the 
partnership. Integrated partnerships 
compete at the highest levels in complex 
and changing environments.

THE COOPERATIVE STATES: INDICATORS 
OF PARTNERSHIP PERFORMANCE

The cooperative capacity model is based on 15 
years of CCP research and experience working 
with both for-profit and non-profit organizations 
in the US, Europe, and Indonesia. This research 
identified five unique, discernable, cooperative 
capacity states that apply to both organizations 
and partnerships.2 The names of the states are 
Fragmented, Top-Down, Inclusive, Account-
able, and Integrated. 

The key to the framework is that partnerships 
in each state produce measurable differenc-
es in performance. Each state is a direct mea-
sure of ability to cooperate, and higher levels 
of cooperation enable increased adaptability, 
responsiveness, and performance. Moving to 
a higher, more cooperative state therefore re-
sults in improved performance. CCP’s 15 years 
of action research and review of the literature 
has shown us that, starting in any of the states, 
a jump to the next highest state will more than 
double performance by any stakeholder metric. 
In general, the performance levels of each state 
are as follows: 

CCP has mapped out the states in a graph named 
the Cooperative Capacity Ladder. It shows each 
of the states as a relationship between the quality 
of cooperation and stress. The y-axis represents 
the level of cooperation, and thus performance, 
ranging from low (Fragmented) to high, (Inte-
grated). The  x-axis represents the way stress is 
experienced, ranging from dissociation to (felt) 
stress. Dissociation means that overwhelming 
stress is dealt with by dissociating from the vi-
sion, mission, or strategy—in other words, the 
feeling of stress is managed by not caring about 
achieving goals or objectives. Stress is only felt 
when there is broad ownership of the vision, 

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
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Figure 3: The Cooperative Capacity Ladder

1.	 Vision and Mission
2.	 Governance
3.	 Leadership
4.	 Management Systems
5.	 People and Culture
6.	 Communications and 

Knowledge Management
7.	 Monitoring and Evaluation
8.	 Stakeholder Relations

mission, and strategy, and a sense of obligation 
toward achieving goals.

Figure 3 shows the relationship between cooper-
ation and stress for each state. As a partnership 
jumps up to the next higher state, first dissocia-
tion and then stress decrease, and cooperation 
and performance increase. The two lower states, 

Fragmented and Top-down, are classified as 
“detached states.” In these dissociated states, 
members are neither enabled nor incentivized 
to invest in the vision, mission, or strategy of the 
group. This means they cooperate only minimally; 
they either sabotage the vision and mission (in 
Fragmented) or just do what they are told to do 
without concerning themselves with the strategy 
(in Top-down).

The three higher states, Inclusive, Accountable, 
and Integrated, are classified as “collaborative 
states.” In these states, members are invested in 
the vision, mission, and strategy, and cooperate at 
progressively higher levels to achieve them. The 
Inclusive state is the first state in which members 
begin to truly cooperate.3 However, members are 
unable to prioritize, hard metrics are not available, 

and systems that promote cooperation are not 
yet in place, making Inclusive the least organized 
and most stressed of the collaborative states. In 
moving into the Accountable state, members 
learn to prioritize, metrics for those priorities are 
developed, and ownership of priorities and areas 
of responsibility are clear. This leads to special-
ization and defined “lanes” within the system, 
as well as improved results, but performance is 
suboptimal due to lack of real-time coordination 
among the lanes. The move to Integrated entails 
the learning to coordinate the specialties of the 
lanes so that the lanes adapt strategically in the 
service of the overall vision and mission.

Each state has its own profile of management 
attributes and practices, which makes each state 
measurable. CCP has identified these profiles 
using key performance indicators (KPIs) for each 
state. The set of KPIs used by CCP covers: 

Each of these KPIs has distinctive characteristics 
for each state of the Cooperative Capacity Lad-
der. For example, in a Fragmented partnership, 
the vision and mission are unclear or contest-
ed and management systems are ad hoc. In a 
Top-down partnership, the vision, mission and 
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strategies are clear and held by the dominant 
partner; management systems are set by the 
dominant partner and are inflexible; and subor-
dinate partners follow the lead of the dominant 
partner.  In Inclusive Partnerships, all the partners 
are invested in the vision and mission, and take 
responsibility for implementing the strategies.

This ability to profile each state allows for the 
creation of a maturity matrix to assess the current 
state of a partnership.4

Later in this article, we will describe the profiles 
of each state in more detail, and apply the pro-
files of the three lowest states to case studies 
of partners and partnerships. Each case study 
supplies enough information to determine the 
partner’s or partnership’s cooperative state and 
performance. In so doing, we are able to illustrate 
the correlation between cooperative capacity 
state and performance 

Case studies are presented only for partnerships 
in the Fragmented, Top-down, and Inclusive 
states. This is because these are the most com-
mon states of partners and partnerships found 
in development. Due in part to the time it takes 
to move up the cooperative capacity ladder, first 
for partners and then for partnerships, and the 
limited time of most projects, it is rare that large 
projects are able to achieve Accountable or In-
tegrated partnerships. Thus, we have not been 
able to find case studies of partnerships in the 
Accountable or Integrated states.

Finally, because the states apply to both partner 
organizations and partnerships, when describing 
factors that apply to both partners and part-
nerships, the term “system” will be used. For 
example, the phrase “Fragmented systems” will 
be used instead of “Fragmented partners and 
partnerships.” 

Before we begin assessing the case studies, we 

want to discuss a set of corollaries and complete 
the partnership system map.

SIMPLE RULES

The set of corollaries are called Simple Rules; 
they simplify the application of the framework for 
both partnership assessment and development.

Four of the most important Simple Rules are:

1.	 A system will move only one state at a time. 
When moving up the ladder, each state pro-
vides the foundation for the next state. For 
example, a Fragmented workgroup cannot 
jump to Inclusive, because the Fragmented 
group lacks, among other things, the distinct 
vision, clear structures, and defined processes 
necessary to be inclusive; these elements are 
developed during in the intermediate state, 
Top-down. 

2.	 It takes time and energy to move from 
one state to the next. There is no natural, 
effortless progression from one state to the 
next. The appropriate management systems, 
structures, and behavior must be conscien-
tiously introduced and applied to move up the 
Cooperative Capacity Ladder. If no concerted 
effort is made to improve cooperative capaci-
ty, the workgroup will stay in its current state. 

3.	 The time it takes to move up one state on 
the cooperative capacity ladder depends 
on how long the system has been in its 
current state and the size of the system. 
The longer a system has remained in one 
state or the larger the size of the system, the 
more difficult it is and more time it will take to 
move up a state. Under good management, 
newly formed small groups may take as little 
as six months to move up to the next high-
est state, but larger groups (of around 100 
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INTERNATIONAL 
PARTNERSHIP

FRAGMENTED

TOP-DOWN

TOP-DOWN

INSTITUTIONAL 
PARTNERSHIPS
(NATIONAL LEVEL)

PROGRAM 
PARTNERSHIPS

(FIELD LEVEL)

National
Political Leadership

(Inclusive)

National
Ministry

(Top-down)

National
Local Agency

Local Clients
‘Target Group’

Outside Nation
Political Leadership

(Accountable)

Outside Nation
Development Institutions

(Inclusive)

Outside Nation
Program

Fragmented

Accountable

Top-Down

Inclusive

TOP-DOWN

TOP-DOWN

VARIABLE

VARIABLE

INCLUSIVE

TOP-DOWN

members or more) may take anywhere from 
18 months to two years to make that move. 
Large businesses may take from three to five 
years to move up a state, again assuming 
good management.

4.	 Bringing a new member into a group tem-
porarily returns it to the Fragmented State. 
This occurs because at the start, new mem-
bers do not immediately know the vision and 
mission, and thus bring the group into the 
Fragmented State. They need to learn the 
vision and mission and strategies, and then 
learn the basics of the job so they can move 
into Top-down. Once in Top-down, they can 
absorb the strategy and begin to effectively 
collaborate and move on to the higher states. 

For group members, this may be a quick 
process. If the new member is the leader, the 
process is more extreme and the return to a 
higher state may take longer. This is because 
there most likely will be some change in the 
vision and mission as defined by the new 
leader. This fragments the group until they 
move to Top-down by learning the new vision 
and mission and any changes in their job this 
may entail. Only then can the group return to 
the higher collaborative states.

COMBINING THE PARTNERSHIP SYSTEM 
WITH THE COOPERATIVE CAPACITY 
LADDER

The partnership system map is completed when 
the cooperative states are mapped onto the 
partnership system by applying the color codes 
from the cooperative capacity ladder (Figure 4). 
Through the color coding, we can begin to see 
the strengths and weaknesses of the system, 
and develop strategies to improve the system’s 
performance. 

Figure 4: Example Partnership System

Figure 4 shows a simple example to demon-
strate how the cooperative capacity ladder can 
be mapped on to the partnership system map. 
Each color denotes a cooperative capacity state. 
Arrows indicate the direction of information flows. 
On this map, we see both the cooperative states 
of the partners and the partnerships. In this exam-
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ple, one of the partnerships is in the Fragmented 
state and two are in the Top-down state. The two 
partnerships in the Top-down state are limited to 
that state by one member likewise being in the 
Top-down state. 

From this, we can see the weakest parts of the 
system are the two Top-down partnerships, one 
at the program level and one at the national 
level, and the Fragmented partnership at the 
international level. 

In accordance with Simple Rule 3, the Top-down 
states of the partners at the program and national 
level limit their partnerships and relationships 
to, likewise, the Top-down state. Therefore, any 
strategy to improve the system’s performance 
would include first moving those partners and 
then their partnerships and relationships into the 
Inclusive state (how this is done will be discussed 
in an upcoming article). As we shall see below, 
in Top-down partnerships, the dominant partner 
controls the partnership and tends not to act on 
information flowing from the other partner. Thus, 
these Top-down partners are key blocks to the 
system’s performance. These issues are solved 
when the partnership moves into the next high-
est cooperative state, Inclusive. Moving these 
partnerships into Inclusive greatly increases the 
flow of information between the partners and the 
responsiveness of the partnership. This in turn 
increases the system’s prospect of achieving 
better results, including sustainable outcomes 
at the field level, scaled programs at the national 
level, and impact.

Another opportunity for improvement is the Frag-
mented (ad-hoc) national partnership. Moving 
this partnership into Top-down would also have 
a positive impact on the system, particularly if 
more support were needed from this level.

Completing the partnership system map with the 
cooperative states of partners and partnerships 
gives designers and managers an overhead view 
of their partnership system, and guides them 

to make strategic interventions for system im-
provement.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE FRAMEWORK

The CCP framework provides planners, 
implementers, and evaluators with useful tools:

1.	 For program planners, it provides goals 
(each cooperative state) and objectives (the 
underlying KPIs) for developing strong part-
nerships, and a tailored case for allocating 
time and resources to partnership devel-
opment early in project implementation.

2.	 For national planners, it provides partner-
ship development strategies for increasing 
the likelihood of program sustainability and 
scaling.

3.	 For implementers, it provides a monitoring 
and diagnostic framework for identifying 
and correcting weaknesses in their part-
nership and stakeholder systems.

4.	 For evaluators, it provides baseline and end 
line indicators of partner and partnership 
capacity that correlate with performance.

The following sections use case studies (where 
available) and CCP’s own experience to describe 
in more detail how and why performance, re-
sponsiveness, and capacity transfer increase as 
partnerships move up the cooperative capacity 
ladder. Our experience is that the cooperative ca-
pacity states are leading indicators of the above. 
Moreover, we believe the framework is testable, 
and, at the end of the paper, invite interested 
parties to test it themselves.

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
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THE COOPERATIVE 
STATES AND 

PARTNERSHIP 
PERFORMANCE

As described above, it takes effort to move a 
partnership up the capacity ladder. Therefore, 
leaders and managers need to feel confident that 
the effort and resources expended on partnership 
development will be worth the gains achieved. 
This section provides leaders and managers 
with the business case for making the effort by 
showing that moving up to next highest state 
greatly reduces risk and improves performance. 

We will describe the profile of each of the five 
cooperative states for partners and partnerships, 
and, through case studies for the first three states, 
show the difference in the ability of partners and 
partnerships in each state to partner effectively, 
achieve results, transfer capacity, and adapt and 
learn.

These descriptions start with the Fragmented 
state and move up the ladder to the Inclusive state.

A Fragmented system is characterized by poor 
management and lack of coordination. Vision and 
mission are unclear or contested. Leadership is 
weak or split. Therefore, members pursue work 
based on either what they individually perceive 
to be the goals of the partnership or their own 
self-interest. In both cases, this results in sabotage, 
either conscious or unconscious; members work 
at cross-purposes as they improvise to accomplish 
anything at all.

Performance of Fragmented systems is extremely 
poor; systems have difficulty achieving outputs, and 
the cost for their limited achievements can be very 
high. In competitive environments, Fragmented 
systems will fail. Even in non-competitive environ-
ments, the poor performance in the Fragmented 
state creates a high risk of losing key stakeholder 
support, resulting in the need to reorganize the 
system or to close it down due to lack of results.

Fragmented Organizations as Partners

Fragmented organizations make terrible partners. 
Their unclear vision, weak leadership, lack of power 
center, and the ad hoc nature of their internal work-
ings means that they are unable to make reliable 
organizational commitments. Other partners often 
hear different promises from different sections of 
the Fragmented partner. When Fragmented part-
ners do appear to make a commitment, they are 
unable to follow up on that commitment because, 
behind the scenes, not all parts of the organi-
zation have actually agreed to the commitment; 
therefore, the commitment will be sabotaged. 
With Fragmented partners, all commitments will 
be ad hoc agreements with individuals within the 
Fragmented partner.

For organizations in higher states, partnering with 
an organization in the Fragmented state is like 
negotiating with Jell-O, and leads to high levels 
of frustration since the partnership will be stuck 
in the Fragmented state (see Simple Rule 3: the 
cooperative capacity of a partnership cannot be 
higher than the lowest cooperative capacity of any 
of the partners).

THE FRAGMENTED STATE
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•	 Confusion over who was accountable for 
the partnerships within Partner F

•	 Confusion over who was the contact 
person for the partnerships within Partner F

•	 Poor information flows and coordination 
between the partners 

•	 Difficulty in joint problem solving by the 
partnership 

•	 Inefficient and slow negotiations of 
partnership contracts and contract 
variations on the part of Partner F

•	 Inability to follow through on commitments 
apparently made by partner F

Characteristics of Partners in the Fragmented 
StateCase Study: A Fragmented Partner

ORGANIZATIONAL 
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission
Vision and mission are unclear or 

contested

Governance
Conflict of interest in the governance 

structure and little or no oversight

Leadership
Leadership is unclear, divided, or 

constantly changing

Management & Systems

Management is ad hoc and 
inconsistent, and systems, if they 

exist, are not adhered to

Decisions are negotiated based on 
each individual’s goals and political 

power

People & Culture

A culture of intentional or 
unintentional saboteurs 

Due to ad-hoc nature of management, 
it is not possible to accurately assess 

staff performance

Communication & 
Knowledge Management

Internal and external communications 
are ad hoc and inconsistent

Knowledge held informally and 
scattered throughout the partnership

Monitoring & Evaluation None

Stakeholder Relations
Terrible – stakeholders are unable 

make solid agreements

Performance
Poor – unable to make or follow 

through on commitments

CCP has had extensive experience facilitating 
partnerships in which a key partner was in the 
Fragmented state. 

In the following case, Partner F’s fragmentation 
was evident from its structure and lack of vision 
and mission. Partner F’s leadership was struc-
turally shared among three officers who were 
seldom on the same page as to project direction 
and priorities. In addition, two other staff held 
veto power over all program activities, giving 
them immense informal power without mana-
gerial accountability. 

Within this group of senior managers, there were 
at least three informal operational versions of the 

program’s vision and mission. The leadership 
were not consciously aware of these differences, 
and thus were handing down conflicting deci-
sions to the project staff and partners based on 
different versions of the vision and mission. The 
result was unconscious sabotage and gridlock. 

Another result of the lack of unity among senior 
staff was that they had not been able to agree 
on and establish internal management systems; 
all their internal systems—planning, financial, 
and monitoring and evaluation systems—were in 
disarray. All communication and decision-making 
were ad hoc.

This situation led to the following complaints 
from the partners of Partner F:

Each of these issues was directly related to the 
fact that Partner F was in the Fragmented state. 

First, Partner F was itself not clear who in the 
chain of command had management and nego-
tiation responsibility for their partnerships. This 
meant that negotiating partnership agreements 
needed ad hoc meetings among the leadership 
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KEY

group. At best, this led to great difficulties and 
many delays in finalizing any form of contract or 
agreement. At worst, part of the leadership would 
move ahead without consulting the other mem-
bers of the leadership team. This would result 
in agreements being cancelled or amended as 
those who were initially excluded responded after 
the fact. This problem became so acute that field 
staff refused to implement decisions until they 
were absolutely positive that the decision would 
not be rescinded or changed (which is a form of 
sabotage consistent with the Fragmented state).

Second, the ad hoc approach to communication 
and knowledge management within Partner F 
meant that it could not effectively communicate 
internally. Decisions did not pass down the chain 
of command and information from the field did 
not move up the chain of command. In general, 
because information within Partner F resided 
only informally with individuals throughout the 
organization, Partner F was unable to systemi-
cally and accurately communicate partnership 
agreements to its staff, or partnership issues and 
progress to its partners.

The result was that Partner F was unable to 
effectively participate in any partnerships. The 
situation became so bad that its formal partners 
were on the verge of pulling out, and local agen-
cies and villages no longer wanted to work with 
the project.  The fragmentation of Partner F had 
fragmented the project’s partnership system. 
The partnership system map below shows the 
impact of Partner F’s fragmentation at both the 
national and field level.

Figure 5: Fragmented Partnership System of 
Partner F

Figure 5 shows that all the partnerships and re-
lationships of Partner F were in the Fragmented 
State (see Simple Rule 3). Due to the poor perfor-
mance of Partner F, the foreign funding agency 
had begun the process of documenting reasons 
for closing down the project. At the national 
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THE PARTNERSHIP

Partner B Partner A

levels, the national ministries partnered with 
the project were highly frustrated with its lack 
of outputs. And at the field level, local partners 
had stopped inviting Partner F to participate in 
activities that were core to Partner F’s work. In 
addition, some of the local village had stopped 
working with the project, and others were con-
fused or angry about what they thought the 
project was doing.  At this point in the project’s 
life, Partner F had become isolated and was on 
life support.5

This case demonstrates the inability of Fragment-
ed organizations to partner effectively. All of the 
Fragmented relationships described above and 
shown in Figure 5 were due to Partner F’s own 
fragmentation. This is also clear demonstration 
of  Simple Rule 3, that the cooperative capacity 
of a partnership cannot be higher than the lowest 
cooperative capacity of any of the partners.

Fragmented Partnerships

Fragmented partnerships are likewise ineffective. 
Their lack of vision and mission, lack of leader-
ship, and ad hoc systems prevent the partners 
from coming together and actually working for 
the interest of the partnership. If performance is 
not a priority, these types of partnerships may 
survive. However, where performance is neces-
sary, Fragmented partnerships will generally fail 
to meet the needs of the partners or the needs 

of the partnership’s stakeholders. In these cases, 
the partnership will face either reorganization or 
closure.

Characteristics of Partners in the Fragmented 
State

PARTNERSHIP
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission
Lack of shared vision, mission, or 

exit strategy within the partnership

Governance
None or ineffective

Resource commitment is ad hoc

Leadership Divided or contested

Management & Systems

Agreed-upon decision-making 
mechanisms are not defined or 

are contested, and are therefore, 
management is ad hoc

People & Culture
A culture of intentional or 
unintentional saboteurs

Communication & 
Knowledge Management

Communication systems are ad hoc

Knowledge is held informally 
and scattered throughout the 

partnership

Monitoring & Evaluation None

Stakeholder Relations
Stakeholders are unclear of 

mission and dissatisfied with 
implementation

Performance
Poor – only able to achieve a 

scattering of outputs

Partnerships always start out in the Fragmented 
state, because they have only begun to form. 
They are Fragmented during the period when 
each partner assesses the desirability of commit-
ting to work together and through the period of 
partnership negotiations. Partnerships are only 
able to move into the Top-down state when they 
develop clear vision, mission, strategies, struc-
ture, and systems, and then empower a single 
party to ensure compliance to those structure 
and systems (see the following section, on Top-
down partnerships).
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Case Study: Fragmented Partnership

To see the results of Fragmented partnerships 
in action, Keith Bezanson and Paul Isenman 
provide eleven short case studies of global part-
nerships. In the CGD Policy Paper, “Governance 
of Global Partnerships: Challenges, Weaknesses 
and Lessons”, they review evaluations of eleven 
multi-stakeholder global partnerships. Each of 
these partnerships was designed to bring to-
gether a broad range of constituents, including 
NGOs, national governments, and bilateral and 
multilateral donors in order to mobilize resources 
and improve development responses.

The common theme for most of these partner-
ships was the desire to be all-encompassing—to 
give voice to as many constituents as possible. 
This resulted in fragmentation for at least two 
reasons. 

First, these partnerships were often, due to the 
broad range of their membership, unable to 
agree on a clear vision and mission. For example, 
Bezanson and Isenman report that an indepen-
dent evaluation of the Consultative Group for 
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) found 
that, “Expectations of the different constituen-
cies that comprised the new partnership were 
at fundamental variance from the outset and the 
differences were never addressed” (page 8). In 
another example, they recount an independent 
evaluation of The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tu-
berculosis and Malaria (GFATM) that found that, 
“Board discussions on money are compromised 
by the presence of recipients who openly lobby 
for their region or group” (page 10).

Second, many of these partnerships initially creat-
ed large and complex governing bodies in order 
to include all of their constituents. Some of the 
boards of these partnerships included up to forty 
members, and other partnerships had up to four 
separate boards or management committees. 
These organizational designs split leadership 

and divided responsibility. For example, Bezan-
son and Isenman report that an evaluation of 
the Global Water Partnership (GWP) “found that 
‘the overly complex partnership governance ar-
rangements reduced accountability [and that]... 
the range of divergent interests on the Steering 
Committee made this a very weak body, unable to 
set strategic directions or oversee management 
effectively’” (page 15).

Overall, Bezanson and Isenman found that ten 
out of the eleven partnerships experienced failed 
governance. The indicators they chose to de-
scribe failed governance are mixed, variable, 
and difficult to generalize, but the cooperative 
capacity framework addresses this problem. In 
the table below, we show how the elements or 
symptoms of the bad governance reported by 
Bezanson and Isenman correlate to the measures 
of the Fragmented cooperative state (described 
above). The left column indicates the KPI; the 
next column describes the symptom and number 
of times reported by Bezanson and Isenman; 
the right columns show the cooperative capac-
ity framework’s measure of that symptom and 
corresponding cooperative capacity state.
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KPI
BEZANSON AND 

EISENMAN’S  SYMPTOM 
OF POOR GOVERNANCE

COOPERATIVE CAPACITY 
MEASURE

COOPERATIVE CAPACITY 
STATE

Vision and Mission

No developed strategy or 
unified work plan – 6 cases

Contested or unclear vision 
and mission

Fragmented
Disagreements between 
constituents, particularly 
between donors and non-

donors regarding the 
purpose of the partnerships 

– 5 cases

Governance

Cases of conflict of 
interests between members 
and partnerships – 4 cases Conflict of interest

Fragmented

Corruption and fraud – 1 
case

Fragmented

Insufficient resources or 
inefficient use of resources 

(high costs) – 4 cases

Ad hoc resource 
commitment 

Fragmented

Leadership

Rapidly rotating leadership 
– 2 cases6

Ill-defined, contested, 
or constantly changing 

leadership and decision-
making mechanisms

Fragmented
Problems with decision 

making – 1 case

Confusions around roles 
and responsibilities within 
the partnerships – 5 cases

Management Systems

Commitments not being 
carried through – 2 cases

Ad hoc management and 
communication systems

FragmentedNo accountability systems 
to enforce agreements – 8 

cases

People and Culture

Focus on micro-activities 
or members’ interest at 

expense of (usually unclear) 
strategic approaches – 4 

cases
A culture of intentional or 

unintentional sabotage
Fragmented

Constituents act in own 
self-interest over interest of 

partnerships – 2 cases

Communications and 
Knowledge Management

No examples reported

Monitoring and Evaluation

Weak monitoring and 
evaluation – 2 cases

Disorganized M&E and ad 
hoc measurements

FragmentedNo evidence, or inability to 
demonstrate, any added 

value of the partnership – 4 
cases

Stakeholder Relations
Highly unsatisfied 

stakeholders – 10 cases

Stakeholders are unclear 
of mission and dissatisfied 

with implementation
Fragmented
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•	 One partnership collapsed and remained 
dysfunctional

•	 At least two partnerships were unable 
to increase collaboration among its 
members

•	 At least two partnerships were unable to 
offer the level and quality of hoped-
for support

•	 In ten out of the eleven partnerships, the 
partnerships did not provide, or could 
not measure, any value added from the 
partnerships

Each of the ten failed partnerships had at least 
three examples of the symptoms described 
above—symptoms determined to be debilitat-
ing enough to explicitly mention in the authors’ 
synopsis of evaluations. The fact that each part-
nership suffered a number of these symptoms 
(measures) characteristic of the Fragmented 
state indicates that each of these failed partner-
ships was in the Fragmented state. 

Because Bezanson and Isenman were focusing 
on governance issues, their reporting of pro-
grammatic results is incomplete (a common 
issue in management writing). The results that 
were reported include:

The management response to the poor eval-
uation results of these partnerships confirm 
the dangers of partnerships getting “stuck” in 
the Fragmented state. Due to their suspected 
poor performance (since they were not able to 
document added value), seven out of the ten 
experienced restructuring and strategic reori-
entation; one remained dysfunctional; and two 
did not respond to the recommendations of their 
evaluators. 

These are the expected levels of performance 
of partnerships in the Fragmented state: very 
low performance and high stakeholder dissat-
isfaction, leading to dissolution or restructuring. 

Bezanson and Isenman’s descriptions of these 
multi-stakeholder global partnerships show that 
the ten failed partnerships were in the Fragment-
ed state. As is characteristic of this state, none of 
the ten partnerships were able to be responsive 
to their members, transfer capacity, innovate, 
adapt, or learn while in the Fragmented state. 
Performance of these partnerships was poor, so 
poor that the survival of each the partnerships 
was threatened, forcing most of them to face re-
structuring and implement a turnaround process.  

According to the CCP framework, improving a 
partner or partnership in the Fragmented state 
requires moving into the Top-down state. The 
next section describes the Top-down state and 
provides cases showing both the positive and 
negative aspects of Top-down.
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THE TOP-DOWN 
STATE

On the positive side, the Top-down state adds 
a “spine” to the ad hoc improvisation that is the 
Fragmented state. In Top-down, the “top” holds 
the vision and mission and directs implementa-
tion either through direct orders, well-defined 
systems, or both. It is in Top-down where systems 
form, and team members learn discipline. This is 
a vast improvement from the adhocracy of the 
Fragmented state. Top-down systems are able to 
consistently and efficiently conduct activities and 
achieve outputs. Moreover, well-managed Top-
down systems put in place the vision, mission, 
strategies, and structures necessary for coop-
eration. Paradoxically, the move to the Inclusive 
state starts as a Top-down order to ‘be inclusive’.

The downside of becoming stuck in Top-down is 
that systems can become bureaucratic and lack 
the flexibility to respond to internal and external 
changes. In the Top-down state, members obey 
or follow the lead of leadership or the dominant 
partner. Those not in a leadership role do what 
they are told, follow the systems in place, avoid 
risk, and, as best they can, keep leadership or 
the dominant partner happy. Only positive infor-

mation is conveyed to the top; criticism and bad 
news is minimized and distorted as it moves up 
the chain of command or is withheld altogether. 

Performance in the Top-down state is weak. It 
is able to produce outputs, and is a stable state 
when funding and resources are assured. How-
ever, the combination of passivity and inaccurate 
information reaching the top leads to sluggish, 
risk averse organizations that cannot meet the 
exact needs of their constituents. In competitive 
environments, Top-down is neither stable nor 
sustainable, being unable to keep up with more 
cooperative competitors.

TOP-DOWN ORGANIZATIONS AS PARTNERS

Top-down partners are unable to form collabora-
tive partnerships. Due to their hierarchical culture, 
Top-down organizations only feel comfortable 
either being the dominant decision-making part-
ner, or the subordinate follower. The inability of 
information to flow up the hierarchy prevents 
Top-down organizations from establishing two-
way collaborative partnerships. Partnerships 
will only be managed from the top level. Lower 
staff, being risk averse, will only participate in 
the partnership as directed by the leader, and 
will not risk independent contributions to the 
partnership.
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THE PARTNERSHIP

Partner A Partner B

ORGANIZATIONAL 
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

Vision, mission, and strategies are held 
by leadership

The workgroup knows the vision and 
mission

Governance

Governance is dominated by one 
stakeholder

Governing body has empowered 
leadership to achieve the vision and 

mission

Leadership

A strong, empowered leader holds the 
vision, mission, and strategies and leads 

by command

Initiative or criticism of leader by 
members is discouraged

Management & Systems

Management and systems are Top-
down, clear, and rigid

The chain of command and systems 
must be followed whether or not 

efficient or effective

People & Culture

A culture of bystanders, risk averse and 
passive

Obedience to the chain of command, 
protocols, and agreements is valued

System members do not initiate 
solutions without guidance and 

permission

Communication & 
Knowledge Management

Communication flows from top to 
bottom; negative information does 

not flow up the chain of command to 
leadership

Effective communication within a 
partnership will only be with the leader

Monitoring & Evaluation Only inputs and activities are monitored

Stakeholder Relations

The system is unresponsive to 
stakeholders

Stakeholders understand the vision, but 
are often dissatisfied, and want more 

details or results

Performance
Able to achieve outputs as assigned by 

leadership

Characteristics of Partners in the Top-down 
State

Organizations in higher states find it difficult to 
partner with Top-down partners due to their rigid-
ity. A key aspect of partners in higher cooperative 
capacity states is that they move decision-making 
authority further down the chain of command. 
However, in Top-down systems, decision making 
is invested in the leader; those down the chain 
of command must follow established procedure 

and wait for the leader’s decision before acting. 
This difference in management style can create 
great amounts of frustration for the partners in 
higher cooperative states, as they are not used 
to the sluggish decision making inherent in Top-
down systems. 

Top-down partners, when they are in the domi-
nant position in a partnership, will generally focus 
on their own goals regardless of the goals of 
other partners. They require the other partners 
to adopt and adhere to their systems and prac-
tices (for example, planning, financial, and M&E 
systems), which are designed to only meet the 
needs of the dominant partner. They will be unre-
sponsive to feedback or needs of other partners.

TOP-DOWN PARTNERSHIPS

Top-down partnerships form when (assuming 
all partners are in at least the Top-down state) 
a Fragmented partnership moves up due to the 
partners agreeing on the partnership’s vision 
and mission, empowering one of the partners as 
a strong leader, instituting a clear structure and 
defined processes, and compelling all staff in all 
partners to do their jobs and follow processes 
as defined. 

Top-down partnerships are poor at promoting 
sustainability and capacity transfer. Sustainable 
continuation of outputs and results are unlikely 
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because, during the life of the partnership, they 
depend on the dominant partner. If and when 
the dominant partner leaves the partnership, 
it will take with it its resources, skills, and man-
agement systems, leaving the non-dominant 
partner(s) unable to continue the activities of 
the partnership. Capacity building is weak for a 
similar problem. Generally, the dominant partner 
maintains control of the resources and activities, 
thereby ensuring that new skills and systems are 
not transferred to the non-dominant partner(s). 

Characteristics of Partners in the Top-down 
State

PARTNERSHIP
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

Mission, vision, and strategy are held 
by a dominant partner or managing 

body and are uncontested by the 
other partner(s)

Governance

There is one dominant partner or 
managing body

Asymmetrical sharing of resources, 
with more (almost always) coming 

from the dominant partner 

Leadership
The dominant partner or managing 

unit provides the leadership and 
drive of the partnership

Management & 
Systems

The dominant partner or 
management body mandates 

management systems and enforces 
compliance

People & Culture
The non-dominant partner(s) are risk 
averse, passive, and acquiesce to the 

dominant partner

Communication 
& Knowledge 
Management

Communication flows are one way, 
from the dominant partner to the 

others

Feedback from the other partners is 
not heard by the dominant partner

Monitoring & 
Evaluation

Inputs, activities, and outputs are 
monitored by the dominant partner

Stakeholder Relations
Stakeholders understand vision but 
feel ignored by the implementation 

process

Performance

Able to achieve outputs as assigned 
by the dominant partner

High probability that any results 
achieved are unsustainable

If capacity building is attempted, it will be thwart-
ed by two factors. First, due to lack of two-way 
communication, the content of the capacity 
transfer will reflect what the dominant partner 
thinks is necessary, not the actual needs of the 
subordinate partners. Second, Top-down part-
nerships do not generate the enthusiasm and 
readiness on the part of non-dominant partner(s) 
necessary for them to first learn and then take up 
ownership of the partnership’s program. These 
factors mean that most activities and almost all 
capacity development initiated by a Top-down 
partnership will not continue after the partner-
ship ends.

Top-down partnerships will succeed at achieving 
outputs as directed by the dominant partner, 
which leads to a great increase in performance 
over a Fragmented partnership. But the dominant 
partner’s control of decision making, and the 
one-way, top-down flow of communications pre-
vents Top-down partnerships from responding 
effectively to their partners or benefiting from the 
knowledge, skills, or resources the non-dominant 
partners bring to the partnership.

CASE STUDY: THE UPSIDE OF TOP-DOWN 
PARTNERSHIPS

To look at the benefits of Top-down, we return 
to Bezanson and Isenman. In their review of 
multi-stakeholder global partnerships, they found 
one partnership that received consistent pos-
itive evaluations of its governance and clear 
evidence of value added by the partnership over 
mainstream development organizations with the 
same goals and mission.

What is clear from Bezanson and Isenman’s de-
scription of this partnership is that it had moved 
into at least Top-down, and potentially to a more 
collaborative state. The partnership was able to 
move out of the Fragmented state because its 
larger multi-stakeholder body empowered and 
delegated to two small groups—whose mem-
bers were mainly technical and professional 
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•	 “The governance structure provided 
sound strategic, policy, and operational 
guidance to the [partnership]” (page 20) 

•	 The larger governing body included 
generalists who stayed out of day-
to-day operations and which empowered 
small groups made up of technical 
and professional specialists to implement 
strategy, policy decision-making, and the 
exercise of fiduciary responsibilities 

•	 The roles of the three bodies managing 
the partnership—the multi-stakeholder 
body, the executive committee, and the 
investment committee— were clear

•	 The executive committee was a small group 
(9 members), made up of technical experts 
who were empowered to manage the 
partnerships activities

•	 The investment committee was also 
small (11 members) and made up of 
technical experts who provided fiduciary 
oversight

specialists—the responsibility of managing the 
work of the partnership and exercising fiduciary 
responsibilities (page 20). Bezanson and Isenman 
report that in the successful partnership.

See page 26 for the table how these attributes 
correlate with the Top-down state.

The result of moving into at least the Top-down 
state was that, according to the evaluation re-
viewed by Bezanson and Isenman, “there was 
clear evidence that the [partnership] demon-
strated valued added over [other mainstream 
institutions tackling the partnership’s issue]” 
[emphasis added] (page 20). 

In addition, the governance structure had gained 
strong legitimacy among the partners and pro-
moted effective participation (a potential indica-

tor of a higher state) from almost all the major 
stakeholders (page 17). This could not have 
happened in the adhocracy of Fragmented. It 
only begins to take place in Top-down with the 
imposition of organizational order based on, as 
in this case demonstrates, clear vision, mission, 
and operational guidance. 

As this was the only partnership which was able 
to demonstrate value added, it is clear the overall 
result is a level of performance far greater than 
the lower levels of performance demonstrated 
by the partnerships in the Fragmented state.
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The table below shows how these attributes 
correlate with the Top-down state:

KPI
BEZANSON AND 

EISENMAN’S  SYMPTOM 
OF POOR GOVERNANCE

COOPERATIVE CAPACITY 
MEASURE

COOPERATIVE CAPACITY 
STATE

Vision and Mission

“The governance provided 
sound strategic [and] 

policy… guidance… “ (page 
20)

Mission and vision held 
by the management body 
and uncontested by other 

partners

Top-down

Governance

“...relative lack of 
friction within the multi-
stakeholder partnership 

over the role of the 
World Bank as host, a 

role stronger than that in 
[other partnerships in the 

review]” (page 20)

The larger body that 
included generalists, 
delegated strategy, 

policy decision-making, 
and exercise of fiduciary 
responsibilities to small 

groups made up of 
technical and professional 

specialists (page 20)

One dominant partner or 
managing body 

Top-down

Leadership

The executive committee 
was a small group (9 

members) made up of 
technical experts who were 

empowered to act 

The director/CEO of 
[the partnership] was 

appointed by the World 
Bank

One dominant partner 
or management unit that 
provides leadership and 
drives the partnership 

Top-down

Management Systems

The roles of the three 
bodies managing the 

partnership were clear

“The governance provided 
sound … and operational 

guidance …” (page 20) 

The dominant partner 
or management body 

mandates management 
systems, and enforces 

compliance

Top-down

Monitoring and Evaluation

The investment committee 
was also small (11 

members), and made 
up of technical experts 
who provided fiduciary 

oversight

Organized M&E; 
measurements are of tasks 

performed.
Top-down

Stakeholder Relations

“The governance structure 
had gained strong 

legitimacy... [with] almost 
all major stakeholders…” 

(page 20)

Understand vision & 
mission – pleased enough 
to want to keep working 

together

Inclusive 
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INTERNATIONAL 
PARTNERSHIP

INSTITUTIONAL 
PARTNERSHIPS
(NATIONAL LEVEL)

PROGRAM 
PARTNERSHIPS

(FIELD LEVEL)

National
Political Leadership

National
Institutions

National
Local Partners

Commercial Farmers
Smallholders
Collaborative

Outside Nation
Political Leadership

Donor
Top-down

Implementer
Collaborative

THE TOP-DOWN
PARTNERSHIP

Unknown State

Top-down

KEY

One of the collaborative states

CASE STUDY: THE DOWNSIDE OF TOP-
DOWN PARTNERSHIPS

An extreme, but not uncommon, result of a Top-
down relationship with a dominant Top-down 
organization is described by Lauren Dodds and 
Mike Klassen in “Targets or Results: A Case Study 
on Project Learning”. The project the authors de-
scribe was an agriculture development project in 
which commercial farmers would provide tractor 
services and other inputs on credit to smallhold-
ers in order to increase production and income; 
payments for the services and inputs were to 
be made in kind at harvest. The partnership 
discussed here is the partnership between the 
project implementer and the donor.

The early stages of the project met with success. 
But as the project progressed, smallholder repay-
ment became a problem. Project discussions 
with the commercial and smallholder farmers 
found that both actors had become overextend-
ed; the commercial farmers were providing ser-
vices and inputs to more farmers than they could 
monitor, and the smallholders were farming more 
land than they could manage. The results were 
poor yields and the inability of the smallholders 
to make their payments. As the case study points 
out, “The compounding result was a lose-lose 
situation: both the business [commercial farmers] 
and out growers [smallholders] had low profits” 
(page 1).

The solution the field staff and one commercial 
farmer agreed to try was to scale back the lend-
ing and limit the amount of smallholder land 
plowed and provided for. The following season, 
the commercial farmer scaled back from serving 
3,000 smallholders to serving 1,000 smallhold-
ers. The result was higher yields and incomes 
for the farmers and over 95% repayment for the 
commercial farmer. This was a win-win for both 
actors (page 1).

It is important to note here that the relationship 
between the farmers and implementer appears 

to be in one of the collaborative states. The im-
plementing team heard the problems and issues 
being faced by farmers in the field and respond-
ed. Moreover, at least one farm was involved in 
determining a solution.

Figure 6: A Top-Down Partnership in the 
Partnership System
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However, when this solution was proposed to 
the donor, it was rejected for going “against what 
the project was ‘trying to achieve’” (page 1). The 
donor continued to assume that extensification 
was the path to greater returns, even in the face 
of hard evidence to the contrary, and refused 
to adjust the high target numbers for farmers 
and acreage the project was required to reach. 
This left the project to struggle to meet project 
output targets that did not achieve the desired 
results in the field.

This set of relationships can be mapped out 
using the generic partnership map as shown in 
Figure 6 to the right. The map shows the whole 
system; the colored agencies and connecting 
line show the relationships described in the case 
study. The greyed-out agencies represent other 
stakeholders, for whom there is no data on their 
cooperative or partnership states. 

The map illustrates that since the implementer 
and recipients were able to develop an alterna-
tive approach that fit the reality in the field, they 
most likely had a partnership that was in one of 
the collaborative states (Inclusive or higher); such 
collaborative problem solving does not happen 
in Top-down relationships. That was clearly seen 
when the implementer approached the donor 
with the solution. It was rejected as it did not 
conform with the contract or expectations of the 
donor. The donor, a Top-down partner, enforced 
the standing agreement and was not willing to 
respond to its partner: a clear indication of a 
Top-down partnership.

In addition, the map shows a potential block for 
scaling the project. The Top-down relationship 
between the donor and the implementer pre-
vents lessons learned in the field from reach-
ing the donor at the national level. Thus, these 
lessons can neither be scaled by the donor, nor 
transferred to other national-level partners to be 
applied at a greater scale. 

This example does not allow us to compare the 

results between a Fragmented partnership and 
a Top-down partnership, but it does show us the 
potential differences between a Top-down and 
Inclusive partnership. If the partnership between 
donor and implementer stays in Top-down, the 
project may succeed in reaching the targets for 
numbers of smallholders and acreage served as 
set by the donor; however, it will fail to achieve 
the goals of sustainably increasing smallholder 
yields and incomes due to low repayment rates 
and the eventual abandonment of the program 
by the commercial farmers. 

On the other hand, could the donor-implementer 
partnership move into the Inclusive state, it would 
be much easier and likelier for the system to 
adjust based on field experience. If the system 
were able to make the adjustments demonstrat-
ed by its field people, there would be a greater 
likelihood of achieving a sustainable, win-win 
approach for increasing yields and incomes for 
smallholder farmers, albeit potentially fewer than 
originally envisioned. In this case, it is possible to 
make the case that moving the partnership from 
Top-down to Inclusive would improve its results 
substantially, from a non-sustainable extensive 
program to a sustainable intensive program.

This case study exemplifies our observation 
that Top-down partnerships have great difficul-
ty in responding to unexpected situations and 
innovating and adapting to lessons learned by 
non-dominant partners. It also shows that while 
Top-down partners are able to achieve outputs, 
but due to inability to learn, those outputs may 
not be appropriate for the situation.
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COOPERATION

THE 
COLLABORATIVE 

STATES

The collaborative states are a jump upward from 
the dissociated states. In the collaborative states, 
the partners make the leap to become truly in-
vested in the vision, mission, and strategy, and 
increasingly share power within the partnership. 
The CCP model identifies and defines three col-
laborative states: Inclusive, Accountable, and 
Integrated.

These three states are seldom found in partner-
ships in development, largely for two reasons. 
First, the key actors in development, aid agencies 
and local governments, tend to be Top-down 
bureaucracies, and thus unable to develop collab-
orative partnerships. Second, the short lifespan 
of many projects means that the project units 
themselves rarely reach the higher collaborative 
states, particularly the Accountable and Inte-
grated states. As a result, we were not able to 
find case studies in the literature that described 
partnerships in any of the collaborative states.

Therefore, our descriptions of the collaborative 
states will provide only two case studies, a part-

nership in the Inclusive state (below) and a part-
ner in the Accountable state (in the next section), 
both drawn from our experience managing a 
child nutrition program. The descriptions of the 
Accountable partnerships and Integrated states 
will consist of illustrating the model profiles and 
characteristics of those two highest states.

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
FIVE COOPERATIVE STATES OF PARTNERSHIP PERFORMANCE 29



THE INCLUSIVE
STATE

The Inclusive state is the first state where collab-
oration, both internally and externally, actually 
takes place. With the “spine” of clear vision and 
mission, and top-down management systems in 
place, three key things are able to happen. First, 
members of the system are able to connect to 
the vision, mission, and strategy and begin to 
align their actions with the shared purpose. Sec-
ond, communication begins to flow up from the 
‘bottom’ of the system. And finally, leadership is 
able to start sharing power, delegating authority, 
resources, and responsibility down the chain of 
command in the system.

The upside of the Inclusive state is that the mem-
bers of the system believe in the vision, mission, 
and strategies of the work; they can articulate 
them; and they come to own them. Now that all 
the members feel ownership of the strategies, 
they are able to, and are encouraged to, self-align 
their actions to implement them. 

Communication flows change from top-down 
to include bottom-up and across member com-
munications. All members, particularly the lead-
ership, are required to accept critical feedback; 

bad news is invited, even demanded (as accurate 
information is necessary for decision making), 
and responded to constructively. 

Next, leadership starts pushing responsibility for 
higher-level results (outcomes) down the system. 
In the Top-down state, those lower in the system 
are only responsible for activities and outputs. In 
the Inclusive state, leadership delegates authority 
and resources to those lower in the system, giving 
them more responsibility to achieve the vision, 
mission, and strategies. However, in the Inclusive 
state, strategic metrics may not have yet been 
completely developed, and performance may 
be measured more by ‘direction’ than achieving 
goals. That said, in the Inclusive state, inputs, 
outputs, and outcomes are measured.

Effective capacity transfer begins in the Inclusive 
state. For partners, the role of leadership begins 
to shift from direction-giver to coach and mentor, 
working with their subordinates to develop their 
capacity to take on new and heavier responsi-
bilities. For partnerships, the dominant partner 
begins to share power with its partner(s). As will 
be discussed below, this increases the ability to 
transfer capacity and the likelihood of sustainable 
projects and programs. 

There are two major downsides of the Inclusive 
state. One is that as members come to own the 
vision, mission, and strategies they may come to 
feel responsible for all of their implementation. 
Members concern themselves with all aspects of 
the operation, not just their part of it. This leads 
to a culture of “loyal complaint” where members 
now care enough about the vision, mission, and 
strategy to complain about actions of other parts 
of the system. This aspect of the Inclusive state 
leads to high organizational stress, as shown by 
being the most stressful state on the cooperative 
state ladder.

The other downside of the Inclusive state is that 
the systems developed in the Top-down state 
can no longer handle the new power and deci-
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sion-making processes (inclusion and delegation) 
nor the new bottom-up communication flows. 
These new practices overwhelm the existing 
systems, and thus management systems and 
access to information become disorganized. In 
particular, information collection and dissemina-
tion channels remain in flux in this state. 

Performance in the Inclusive state is a great 
improvement over Top-down.7 As system mem-
bers become invested in the vision and mis-
sion, their energy levels and excitement for the 
work increase dramatically, and they voluntarily 
work harder, smarter, and with more care than 
in Top-down. Moreover, with the delegation of 
responsibility for results to some of the system 
members, system productivity increases, being 
less constrained by the limits of leadership’s 
ability to micromanage. Finally, with the initiation 
of an upward flow of information, the system is 
better able to respond effectively to its users, 
target groups, customers, and other stakehold-
ers, thus creating more effective processes for 
capacity transfer and enhanced sustainability.

INCLUSIVE ORGANIZATIONS AS PARTNERS

Partners in the Inclusive state are markedly better 
partners than ones in the Top-down state due 
to their capacity to delegate and share decision 
making, accept and respond to critical feedback, 
and communicate with partners. 

A great advantage for Inclusive partners is that 
leadership does not have to directly manage a 
partnership, as in Top-down. The management 
of and participation in a partnership can be del-
egated to an appropriate member or section of 
the partner. This means that members or sections 
with the appropriate skills, wherever they reside 
in the partner organization, can take responsibility 
for their part of the partnership. With dedicated 

staff empowered to manage the partnership and 
able to work collaboratively (as opposed to only 
the leader managing all partnerships as in Top-
down), combined with bottom-up information 
flows, the ability to respond to the needs of their 
stakeholders, partners, and partnership is greatly 
increased over Top-down partners.

That said, for partners in cooperative capacity 
states higher than Inclusive, working with an 
Inclusive partner may be somewhat frustrating 
and require patience given the disorganization 
inherent in partners in this state. 

The ability of Inclusive partners to listen to and 
respond to partners also greatly increases their 
ability to effectively transfer capacity. Through 
listening and including other partners in all 
phases, from planning to implementation of 
capacity-building interventions, Inclusive part-
ners can design customized systems to transfer 
capacity based on accurate information and in 
such a way that capacity-building interventions 
will be received by the receiving partner. This abil-
ity to effectively transfer capacity increases the 
likelihood of the continuation of project activities 
and benefits (sustainability) when time-bound 
outside-initiated projects end.
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THE PARTNERSHIP

Partner A Partner B

Characteristics of Partners in the Inclusive State

ORGANIZATIONAL 
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

Staff are invested in vision and 
mission and know the strategies

Strategies are aligned with vision and 
mission

Governance
Governance is shared – the governing 
board and stakeholders are integrated 

into strategic planning

Leadership

Leaders and leadership are 
inspirational

Leaders invite feedback from below

Leadership is shared and delegated 
down the chain of command

Management & 
Systems

Disorganized empowerment across 
the organization 

Responsibility becomes shared in 
the organization as responsibility 

for higher-level results (outcomes) 
are delegated down the chain of 
command; however, measurable 

metrics for these results may not yet 
exist or are not yet used

Management and systems 
overwhelmed as information begins 

to flow up to leadership

People & Culture

A culture of loyal complaint

Members grasp the whole of the 
vision, mission, and strategy, and 

embrace responsibility, but may lack 
all the skills necessary to implement 

them

Communication 
& Knowledge 
Management

Communication and information flow 
up and down, but in a disorganized 

manner 

Members have access to much of 
the information they need, but in a 

disorganized form

Staff can communicate partnership 
needs

Monitoring & 
Evaluation

Inputs, outputs, and outcomes are 
monitored

Staff have some ability to learn and 
innovate; innovation may be blocked 

by lack of systems

Stakeholder Relations
Stakeholders understand vision, 
mission, and strategy, and have 
channels to express feedback

Performance
Able to achieve outputs and some 

outcomes

INCLUSIVE PARTNERSHIPS

Inclusive partnerships are higher performing, 
more able to create sustainable (ongoing) proj-
ects, and have greater ability to transfer capacity 
among the partners than Top-down partnerships. 

Partnership performance improves dramatically 
as responsibility and authority is delegated from 
the dominant partner. The work of the partnership 
becomes more distributed among the partners, 
and each partner puts more effort into the part-
nership. The non-dominant partners no longer 
acquiesce to the control of the dominant partner; 
rather, they start taking responsibility for their 
part of achieving the goals of the partnership.

PARTNERSHIP CAPACITY
FIVE COOPERATIVE STATES OF PARTNERSHIP PERFORMANCE32



Characteristics of Partnerships in the Inclusive 
State

PARTNERSHIP
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

All members of the partnership share 
the vision, mission, and strategies 

Strategic directions are owned by all 
the partners and aligned with the vision 

and mission

Governance

Power is shared between the partners, 
though often asymmetrically

Both partners are included in the 
planning process

There is substantial investment of 
resources from both partners

Leadership
Leadership listens and responds 
to feedback from and needs of all 

partners

Management & 
Systems

Results are delegated among the 
partners; however, metrics are not yet 

established or not yet used

Partners are required to listen to each 
other

Management systems are undeveloped 
or overwhelmed as the partnership 

transitions to support two-way 
communication and delegation of 

results

People & Culture

Open communication and inclusion are 
valued

Partnership effort to achieve vision and 
mission not highly disciplined  

Communication 
& Knowledge 
Management

Partners have access to information in 
a disorganized manner 

Information flows up and down within 
and among partners

Monitoring & Evaluation

Inputs, outputs, and outcomes are 
monitored

Innovation may be blocked by lack of 
systems

Stakeholder Relations
Stakeholders understand mission, 

vision, and strategy, and are included 
to some degree in the planning process

Performance
Able to achieve outputs and outcomes 

with potential for real sustainability

Sustainable continuation of project results is more 
likely because each partner is more able to share 
and respond to other partners’ needs, delegate 
to the appropriate partner, and use the partner’s 

management systems that are most consistent 
with the exit strategy. Thus, at the end of a project 
when one partner leaves the partnership, the oth-
er partners are able to continue their part of the 
work of the partnership because that work has 
been embedded into their regular management 
systems. The remaining partners do not have to 
scramble to replace a departing resources and 
management system.

Likewise, capacity building is more likely to suc-
ceed because the partners are required to listen 
and respond to the issues and needs of all other 
partners. In the Inclusive state, it is no longer ac-
ceptable for the dominant partner to dictate what 
the capacity building effort will be; both partners, 
the one providing capacity building and the other 
receiving it, are now required to communicate 
with each other their wants and needs, respond 
to their partner’s wants and needs, and address 
each need in the capacity-building effort.

CASE STUDY: AN INCLUSIVE PARTNERSHIP

The following case study describes CCP’s experi-
ence with a partnership between an international 
NGO implementing a child nutrition program and 
a local district health department.

The contract for the NGO’s child nutrition program 
dictated that the program implement a number 
of activities and achieve set targets for improving 
the nutrition of children ages five and under. The 
exit plan was essentially a statement that local 
government agencies would take over the pro-
gram’s activities. No specifics for achieving this 
exit strategy were laid out in the contract.

The design and contractual requirements of the 
program prevented a collaborative implemen-
tation of the program. Neither time nor budget 
were available to develop a partnership with a 
local agency for joint implementation of program 
activities. Therefore, the program adopted the 
strategy of treating all its activities as demon-
strations for local agencies. All of the program’s 
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activities were on offer, like a buffet, to any per-
manent local institution to choose the ones they 
would like to adopt.

The first agency to take the program up on this 
offer was a district health department. After a 
period of observing the program’s activities, this 
district health department partnered with the 
nutrition program to a) learn how to implement 
the activities and b) incorporate the activities 
into their annual plans and budgets. This part-
nership eventually reached the Inclusive state. 
As stated above, in order to achieve an Inclusive 
partnership, both partners must be in one of the 
collaborative states. So, first, we will look at key 
characteristics that show that both organizations 
were in collaborative states, and then we will show 
that the partnership itself reached the Inclusive 
state and the results of that collaboration.

The history of the how the district health depart-
ment engaged in the partnership strongly indi-
cates that it was in, at least, the Inclusive state. As 
the program began implementing interventions to 
teach mothers child nutrition, the program invited 
the district health department to observe the pro-
grams activities. In response to these invitations, 
lower-level staff observed and participated in a 
number of activities, such as community-based 
workshops and trainings. These lower-level staff 
were impressed and gave positive reports to 
their superiors. Soon, higher-level staff were also 
visiting and observing the program’s activities. 

The higher-level staff were also impressed by 
the activities of the program, and could see that 
the program’s approaches were more effective 
in reaching the community than those of the 
health department. As a result, they approached 
the program’s project manager (not the program 
director) and asked to be taught how to imple-
ment the program’s activities. 

After this approach, the project manager of the 
nutrition program and division heads of the health 
department came together to plan and implement 

a process where the health department could 
test out and, if appropriate, adopt the nutrition 
program’s activities.

In addition, one of the key startup activities of the 
nutrition program was a survey of child nutrition 
in the project area. This survey showed a level of 
under-nutrition in the area that was much higher 
than the official government statistics. At the time, 
this worried the nutrition program’s staff, who, 
assuming a Top-down health department, were 
afraid that the health department would reject 
the program’s findings. This did not happen; 
the health department actually acknowledged 
the weaknesses in their data collection, and ac-
knowledged the program’s data.

There are some very strong indicators in this chain 
of events that show that this health department 
was in the Inclusive state. The first was that infor-
mation, even negative information, flowed up the 
chain of command. Subordinates reported to their 
superiors that the program’s approaches looked 
to be more effective than the what the health de-
partment were using, and their superiors acted. 
This would not happen in a Top-down system; 
in a Top-down system, subordinates would tend 
not to make such reports, fearing any implied 
criticism of their organization.

Second, the negotiations to begin working to-
gether took place mostly between the program’s 
project manager and senior health department 
staff,  not between their bosses. If established 
systems were not in place for such negotiations, 
as was the case here, this would not happen in a 
Top-down organization. In Top-down, the leader 
would make the approach and negotiate the de-
tails of the partnership, and then delegate tasks 
to subordinates. In this case, the head of the 
health department and director of the program 
only met a couple of times to confirm what their 
subordinates had already collaboratively planned 
and were implementing. This arrangement in 
which subordinates are free to collaboratively plan 
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and implement, without micromanagement from 
above, or well-defined bureaucratic systems, can 
only happen between two collaborative partners.

Third, the data collected by the program showed 
worse nutritional results than the official health 
department statistics; the health department 
not only accepted the data, but acknowledged 
weaknesses in their data collection system. A 
Top-down system would tend to ignore and or 
reject negative data such as this, and generally 
would not acknowledge systemic weaknesses. 

All of these behaviors and responses are strong 
indicators that the health department was in the 
Inclusive state.

Regarding the nutrition program itself, by the 
latter part of the program’s life, it had passed 
through the Fragmented, Top-down, and Inclusive 
states and had reached the Accountable state. 
The Accountable state will be described below, 
but briefly: The program had three strategies to 
achieve its overall goal, one of which was working 
directly with mothers to improve their children’s 
nutrition.8

These were the activities the health department 
were interested piloting and adopting. Each strat-
egy was delegated to a project manager under the 
supervision of the program manager. The project 
managers were accountable for developing their 
own action planning, budgeting, and implemen-
tation to meet measurable strategic goals and 
implement the exit strategy. The program director, 
who was not a technical expert, provided support 
where necessary and managed the coordination 
between the three strategies, particularly the dis-
tribution of resources and preventing overlapping 
activities. The delegation, clear strategic goals, 
and type of coordination done by the program 
director indicate the nutrition program had reach 
the Accountable state. 

Thus, both partners were capable of building an 
Inclusive partnership, provided they could shep-
herd the partnership from its initial Fragmented 
state, through the Top-down state, and into the 
Inclusive state. And that is what happened.

The partnership started in the Fragmented state: 
This was the period in which the health depart-
ment observed the program’s activities, and then 
negotiated how to move forward with the pro-
gram. During this phase, there was no common 
goal; that was worked out during negotiations.

The partnership moved into the Top-down state 
during the early phase of implementation. During 
this period, due to its practical expertise, the 
nutrition program took the lead as the dominant 
partner. The nutrition program staff explained 
their work, and conducted the first pilot activities 
themselves, with health department staff at first 
as observers, and then later as co-facilitators 
following the nutrition program’s scripts. During 
this phase, the program staff also helped the 
department of health staff to assess how these 
activities could benefit the department of health.

During this Top-down phase, the nutrition pro-
gram was working toward the goal of handing 
over these activities to the health department, 
but the health department had not yet made the 
commitment to incorporate the activities into 
their work.

The partnership moved into Inclusive when the 
health department committed to adopting the 
activities piloted by the nutrition program. At 
this point, both parties were committed to the 
goal of having the department of health learn, 
pilot, and adopt activities being carried out by 
the nutrition project. 

Through a series of regularly scheduled meetings, 
strategies, roles, and an exit strategy emerged, 
and power and decision making became shared 
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THE PARTNERSHIP
INCLUSIVE

Partner A
Inclusive

Partner B
Inclusive

based on the expertise of each partner. This fur-
ther established the partnership in the Inclusive 
state.

The nutrition program staff took the lead in train-
ing and mentoring the department of health staff 
in conducting activities. By this time, department 
of health staff were conducting activities them-
selves, with nutrition program staff as observers. 
From this process, the department of health staff 
gave feedback and the two partners worked 
together to customize the activities for the de-
partment of health. 

The department of health staff took the lead in 
advocating for the adoption of the new activities 
to the district government and parliament. They 
understood the government systems and knew 
who to work with to get the activities adopted. 
The nutrition program staff supported this ad-
vocacy with assistance in creating budgets and 
providing technical data. 

This process was managed through a series of 
meetings where actions were assessed, feedback 
from both sides was listened to, and adjustments 
to plans and activity designs were made. Other 
than these meetings, there were no formal man-
agement and information systems, nor were any 
formal, measurable, strategic goals set. According 
to the project manager, “the core values of their 
work were open communication, listening, and 
inclusion”.9

The achievements grew out of the collaborative 
arrangement that developed as the partnership 
progressed.   

Both partners provided resources, staff, time, and 
money to the partnership. The program provided 
staff and resources for training and consultation, 
and continued support for their activities within 

Figure 7: An Inclusive Partnership

Figure 7 shows the states of the partnership at 
its most developed. The partnership achieved in 
the Inclusive state by virtue of its shared vision, 
mission, strategy; shared power and decision 
making; shared leadership; the ability to share 
feedback; and use of under-developed manage-
ment and information systems.

The final results of this partnership were sub-
stantial. First, the advocacy effort was successful; 
the activities were incorporated into the annual 
plans of the department of health, and awarded 
a budget of approximately $500,000.10 Second, 
there was a sustainable transfer of capacity; the 
health department staff had mostly been trained 
in implementing the activities, and when the nu-
trition program closed down a year earlier than 
expected, the health department continued im-
plementing the activities—going as far as hiring 
ex-program staff to ensure they had the skills and 

the project area. The health department also 
provided staff, time, and resources; in particular, 
they funded pilot activities outside of the nutrition 
program’s project area.
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knowledge on staff to continue the work.

This case study demonstrates the improvement 
in performance of Inclusive partnerships over 
Top-down partnerships. Top-down partnerships 
are limited in their responsiveness, as illustrat-
ed in the previous section, by the leadership or 
bureaucratic systems in place. Partnerships in 
the Inclusive state, on the other hand, are more 
responsive, sharing more responsibility among 
the partners. This leads both to greater perfor-
mance, and to a greater likelihood for capacity 
transfer to be successful. This ability to transfer 
capacity increased the likelihood of sustainable 
project activities and results.

THE ACCOUNTABLE
STATE

The Accountable state builds on the bottom-up, 
but less organized collaboration initiated in the 
Inclusive state. In the Accountable state, the 
system learns to organize its internal systems by 
prioritizing and setting measurable goals for its 
higher results, outcomes, impacts, and strategies. 
Accountability for achieving these goals is then 
delegated down the chain of command.

This strengthens the structure of the system 
(much like Top-down added spine to a Fragment-
ed system), and tends to create clear lanes of 
authority and accountability. When this happens, 
system members responsible for each of the 
‘lanes’ prioritize their work to achieve that lane’s 
goals, and stop involving themselves in any work 
that is not consistent with their priorities. 

These lanes are often defined by the system’s 
strategic goals, which are now fully measurable. 
The accountability for achieving these goals is 
now transferred from the top leadership to the 
leaders of the lanes. Each lane has a clear pur-
pose and measurable goals. This allows for the 
continued development of systems that promote 
collaboration within each lane. Within the lanes, 
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responsibility, authority, and resources are bound 
together and clearly delegated down the chain 
of command for the achievement of the lane’s 
goal. Post mortems of actions or issues become 
standard procedures to identify and solve prob-
lems. Information systems are established that 
promote the flow of information up and down 
each of the lanes. Therefore, each lane becomes 
highly cooperative. 

With full responsibility delegated to the lanes, 
the motivation and opportunity for learning and 
improving the performance within the lane in-
creases. Each lane is able to focus on its goal or 
function, and through experience, create free 
flows of information and collaboration, and devel-
op deep skills around the lane’s goal or function.

However, this prioritization and creation of lanes 
leads to the downside of the Accountable state: 
silos within the system. Although each lane is 
highly cooperative and effective within itself, the 
lanes tend to concentrate on their own priorities 
and work and are not able to cooperate effective-
ly with other lanes, leading to sub optimization. 
Each lane tends to believe it is the solution to the 
challenges confronting the system, and will push 
for its solution at the expense of other solutions 
put forward by other lanes. In Accountable, the 
lanes are not yet able to support other lanes in 
the name of achieving the larger, system-level 
vision and mission. For example, in for-profit 
organizations facing retrenchment, the R&D 
department will push for more R&D; the mar-
keting department will push for more marketing; 
and the production department will push for a 
production solution – with little regard for the 
best system-wide strategic solution. The result 
of this is the development of a culture of heroes 
and drama, as each lane competes for resources 
and prominence. 

In non-profits, this focus on lanes often causes 
high frustration for lanes that are designed to 
cut across other lanes. For example, sections 

designated to ensure gender inclusion and em-
powerment across the non-profit’s work may 
face great resistance from the fundraising and 
project implementation lanes, because a) the 
latters’ metrics do not hold them accountable 
for gender inclusion, and b) work or revisions to 
improve gender inclusion are seen to interfere 
with achieving the metrics for which they are 
accountable.  

Because of these coordination issues, in Account-
able systems it is the role of the top leadership 
to hold the interests of the whole system and to 
strategically coordinate the lanes, as the lanes are 
not yet disposed to sharing in the management 
of coordinating among themselves.

Nevertheless, despite the sub optimized coopera-
tion among silos, performance is still measurably 
greater than partnerships in the Inclusive state. 
The newfound accountability for measurable 
results and clarity of organization lets the system 
be more efficient and responsive than one in the 
Inclusive state. 

ACCOUNTABLE ORGANIZATIONS AS 
PARTNERS 

Accountable organizations make good partners 
due to the strong cooperative capacity within 
their lanes. In Accountable organizations, part-
nerships are mostly built and maintained lane-
by-lane. Due to the high level of cooperation 
within the lanes, the Accountable organization 
is able to collaborate and respond effectively 
with partners that have the same focus as the 
lane. For example, a lane dedicated to mother 
and child health will be able to develop a strong 
partnership with any organization (or organiza-
tional silo) dedicated to mother and child health. 
In these partnerships, the partnering lane of the 
Accountable organization will be able to delegate 
responsibility to the most appropriate level, ac-
cept and share feedback with its partners, and 
allocate resources as needed to achieve the 
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partnership’s goals.

Partners in the Accountable State

ORGANIZATIONAL 
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission
Staff are invested in vision, mission, 

strategies, and their own direct 
piece of the work plans

Governance

Stakeholders are integrated 
into strategic planning and 

implementation in one or more of 
the lanes

Leadership

Leadership is shared; each lane has 
its leader who looks out for that 

lane 

Ambition may be more for lane 
success than overall partner 

success

Top management works to 
coordinate the lanes

Management & 
Systems

Management and systems able 
to prioritize and focus on their 

priorities – creating lanes

Each lane has its own measurable 
goals, work plans, and KPIs

People & Culture

Within lanes, teams have the skills 
to achieve results and manage 

partnerships 

Cross-lane cooperation is an issue

A culture of heroes and drama

Communication 
& Knowledge 
Management

Within lanes, communication and 
information flows freely as needed

Cross-lane communication and 
information sharing becomes an 

issue

Monitoring & 
Evaluation

Inputs, outputs, and outcomes are 
measurable and monitored 

Lanes implement effective ‘post 
mortems’ of activities, and monitor 
to measure results achievements

Within silos, learning and 
innovation can take place

Stakeholder Relations

Lanes able to develop strong 
stakeholder relations 

Lanes can manage effective 
partnerships 

Stakeholders are satisfied

Performance
Able to achieve outputs, outcomes, 

and some impact

While Accountable organizations can be good 
partners due to their lane’s ability to partner, 
if the partnership requires the cooperation of 
more than one lane, the difficulty in coordinating 
between lanes results in an Accountable orga-
nization being a less perfect partner. In such 
cases, the suboptimal cooperation between 
lanes affects the partnership. For example, if an 
Accountable partner (partner A) that had one 
lane for nutrition and another for agricultural 
production partnered with an organization or 
network (partner B) that integrated both of these 
issues, it would not be able to undertake its role 
in the partnership in an integrated manner. For 
partner B, working with partner A could seem like 
working with two separate organizations because 
the low levels of coordination between the two 
lanes. This would lead to sub optimizations in 
the partnership such as duplication of effort or 
resources, or differing approaches to achieving 
the objectives.

The bottom line is that Accountable organiza-
tions, through their lanes, are able to respond 
effectively to both partners and stakeholders 
consistent with their lanes. However, results will 
remain suboptimal to the degree that coordina-
tion between silos is required for achieving the 
goals of the partnership.

That said, there are few organizations that achieve 
Accountable in the field in development. For 
international development organizations, imped-
iments to achieving high levels of cooperative 
capacity include the relatively short project cycle 
that limit the life of project offices; the practice 
of routine transfers of personnel in missions; 
and the natural tendency toward bureaucracy 
of many of the players.

It takes time to move from state to state, and 
for a large, well-managed project, a reasonable 
expectation to move from one state to the next 
is a year and half to two years (although smaller 
projects may move faster). This means that it 
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could take from four and a half years to six years 
for large projects to achieve the Accountable 
state. This time period is longer than the life of 
many projects. 

In addition, both projects and missions are affect-
ed by turnover. Simple Rule 4 tells us that bringing 
in new team members returns a system to the 
Fragmented state as the new members become 
oriented and move up the ladder. The ride up the 
ladder may happen quickly, but there is always 
a reduction in cooperative capacity when new 
members join the team. Thus, organizations that 
rotate staff and leaders periodically essentially 
block the organization from achieving the higher 
cooperative states. This effect is compounded 
when leadership changes, and new variations of 
the vision, mission, and strategy are introduced.

Finally, many of the agencies in development 
(from both home and outside countries) are 
government agencies, which are typically bu-
reaucratic and stuck in the Top-down state.

For these systemic reasons, the project cycle, 
staff turnover, and natural bureaucracies, there 
are few examples of Accountable partners in 
the field.

CASE STUDY: AN ACCOUNTABLE PARTNER

Though there are not many partners in the Ac-
countable state in development, there are excep-
tions. The nutrition program described above is 
one, and provides a case study of how a partner 
in the Accountable state partners.

As mentioned above, the nutrition program was 
organized into three sections: child nutrition, 
water and sanitation, and community health 
center capacity building, each representing a 
strategy for achieving the program’s greater goal 
of improving child nutrition. 

Each section was accountable for achieving clear 
and measurable goals. Each project manager was 
responsible for developing and implementing the 

action plans to achieve their section’s goal, and 
for monitoring their results and making adjust-
ments as needed. This set an expectation for the 
nutrition program to operate in an Accountable 
state.

As the program moved into the Accountable 
state, this resulted in the development of slightly 
different approaches by each “lane” to achieving 
their goals. The sub-optimization of the Account-
able state played out in the program’s partnership 
with the local villages in the project area.

From the local villagers’ perspective, working with 
the nutrition program was like working with three 
different projects. The child nutrition section 
worked with one group in the village, water and 
sanitation worked with another group (though 
there was overlap), and the community health 
center capacity-building section worked directly 
with the community health centers. Each section 
conducted their own activities in each village, 
and each section had their own contact person 
in each village. 

Individually, each section performed very well, 
and created effective partnerships compatible 
with the cooperative capacity of their partners in 
each village. The child nutrition section trained 
mothers in infant and child feeding practices, 
created mother support groups, and built the 
skills of village health workers. The water and 
sanitation section mobilized the communities 
to upgrade wells, repair drainage systems, and 
install toilets. And the community health center 
introduced  participatory self-assessments to the 
centers and then supported the implementation 
of the plans that came out of the assessments.  

The program’s strategy had been built on the 
following change theory: Better feeding practices 
plus reduced diarrhea plus improved health ser-
vices would complement each other for a greater 
improvement in the status of child nutrition in 
the district. However, even though each section 
did good work and achieved their goals, it was 
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THE PARTNERSHIP

Partner A Partner B

difficult to perceive any direct synergy between 
the three program components. This lack of 
visible synergy between the three components 
in the program was reflected in its relations with 
its partner village, as the village groups that 
partnered with each section of the nutrition pro-
gram also stayed separate; they learned better 
child feeding, how to prevent diarrhea, and saw 
improvements in the health centers, but did not 
wholly make the connection how these three 
changes were designed to complement each 
other in improving child nutrition. 

One way of achieving that goal of building on the 
synergy of these activities would have required 
the nutrition program to jump to the Integrated 
state, which will be discussed in the following 
section.

ACCOUNTABLE PARTNERSHIPS

Accountable partnerships are seldom achieved 
in development programs in large part due to 
the scarcity of partners in the Accountable state. 
Therefore, we have found no descriptions of 
accountable partnerships in the literature. The 
description below shows the potential of Ac-
countable partnerships, were Accountable part-
ners available, and the partnership had time to 
move up the ladder to the Accountable state. 

Accountable partnerships, due to their ability 

to prioritize and create high-functioning lanes, 
which could be determined by strategic goals or 
strengths of the partners, are higher performing 
than Inclusive partnerships. Due to their set-
ting of measurable strategic goals, their greater 
ability delegate appropriately to the lanes, and 
their strong ability to communicate up, down, 
and across, Accountable partnerships are better 
able to create sustainable (ongoing) projects 
and, through their lanes, have greater ability to 
transfer capacity than the more general and often 
muddled approach of Inclusive partnerships.

Partnerships in the Accountable State

PARTNERSHIP
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

Partners are invested in and share 
strategic goals and exit strategy, and 

assign priorities and measurable goals 
and develop action plans together 

Governance
Power is shared between the partners  

Both partners invest substantial 
resources into the partnership

Leadership
Overall leadership is shared

Each lane of the partnership has its own 
leader

Management & Systems

Power and decision making are shared 

Management systems promote and 
enable prioritization to create clear lanes 

of accountability

Measurable goals for achieving results 
are in place and assigned to each lane

Communication 
& Knowledge 
Management

Within silos of the partnership, 
communication and access to 

information is as needed

Monitoring & Evaluation

Inputs, outputs, and outcomes are 
assigned to lanes and are measurable 

and monitored 

Lanes implement effective ‘post 
mortems’ of activities and monitor to 

measure results achievements

Learning and innovation takes place 
within the lanes of the partnerships

Stakeholder Relations

Stakeholders understand vision, 
mission, strategies, and work plans of at 

least one lane

Stakeholders are satisfied

Performance
Most outputs and outcomes are 

achieved; impact is probable; high 
potential for sustainability
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Performance improves in Accountable partner-
ships because responsibility, authority, and mea-
surable goals are delegated down the chain of 
command in line with the partnership’s strategic 
priorities, creating the lanes. Within the lanes, 
information and communication flows provide 
information where and when needed, allowing 
more rational decision making. The ability of the 
lanes to create multi-directional communication, 
feedback, and response systems promote the 
development of strong partnerships that respond 
to the needs of the partners and stakeholders.   

Likewise, capacity building is even more likely to 
succeed because the shared responsibility and 
increased delegation within the silos continue 
to build the ability to learn and respond that be-
gan in the Inclusive state. Due to clearer goals, 
stronger delegation, and better communication 
within the lanes, the partners can more effectively 
listen and respond to each other.       

A partnership in the Accountable state will 
achieve high levels of capacity development 
and programmatic results. The partnership is 
able to focus on its vision, mission, strategy, and 
work plans (including capacity development) by 
prioritizing and saying “no” to lesser priorities, 
and setting metrics for the priorities. Within the 
partnership’s lanes, information is openly shared, 
and roles and responsibilities are appropriately 
delegated among the partners. This leads to the 
effective use of resources, and the flexibility to 
potentially develop innovative responses to both 
capacity development and goal achievement.

THE INTEGRATED
STATE

The Integrated state solves the problem of the 
Accountable state’s sub-optimization and is the 
pinnacle of collaboration and performance. In the 
Integrated state, managers have the incentives 
and ability to meld their areas of responsibility 
to do whatever it takes to achieve the system’s 
vision and mission. Systems and practices are in 
place to share information and transfer resources 
strategically among the lanes and to the parts of 
the system that need them.

There is no longer competition between lanes. 
Lane leaders now put the system’s vision and 
mission achievement above lane achievement, 
and lane leaders participate in making rational 
adjustments in strategic and lane goals to max-
imize system achievement.11 Management is 
now able to move resources in a timely manner 
across lanes in order to meet the system’s goals 
or to respond to systemic threats. 

In Integrated systems, transparency is maximized; 
each member has easy access to the information 
(and the authority and resources) they need to 
make a decision in the moment to achieve the 
vision and mission of the systems. This allows 
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these systems to be agile and innovative. Per-
formance in the Integrated state is maximized, 
particularly in uncertain and rapidly changing 
situations.

The Integrated state unites the strengths of the 
previous states: the discipline of the Top-down 
state; the awareness of the whole system of the 
Inclusive state; and the prioritization and mea-
surable goals of the Accountable state. It adds 
the ability to make integrated, rational, strategic 
and tactical adjustments to achieve the vision 
and mission of the whole system. 

In practice, the Integrated state is difficult to 
achieve and sustain. For example, the Baldrige 
Award, the United States Presidential award for 
performance excellence, is set up to measure 
best business practices with a 1000-point scale, 
which represents a highly Integrated state, and no 
winner has ever scored out of the 600s. Moving 
into the Integrated state is hard.

For this reason, aside from the literature on turn-
arounds, almost all current management literature 
is designed to help systems move from Account-
able to Integrated.12 At this time, many modern 
organizations, including many development or-
ganizations, are experimenting and searching for 
systems and practices that will move them up into 
the Integrated state. This is why it is important for 
systems to understand their current state before 
applying the latest trends in the management 
literature. These trends will most likely be neither 
useful nor accepted by systems in the Top-down 
or Inclusive states (Simple Rule 1: A system will 
move only one state at a time), but perfect for 
those systems already in Accountable.

INTEGRATED ORGANIZATIONS AS PART-
NERS

Integrated organizations make excellent partners. 
They are readily able to share power, resources, 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

All staff invested in vision, mission, 
strategies, and work plans

Each lane understands the relationship 
of its work plans with the work plans of 

other lanes

Governance
Stakeholders are integrated into 

governance, strategic planning, and 
operations

Leadership

Leaders are highly effective, disciplined, 
driven, and often understated

There is a strong leadership group that 
puts the interests of the organization 

first, and is able to coordinate and share 
resources strategically

Management & Systems
Management systems able to focus on 
organization-wide priorities and shift 
resources among lanes as necessary

People & Culture

Members are highly skilled, particularly 
in their area of expertise, and embrace 
accountability for overall organizational 

performance

There is a culture of rationality, 
teamwork, and mutual trust and respect

Communication & 
Knowledge Management

Information flows to where needed, 
when it is needed, throughout the 
organization and with its partners

Monitoring & Evaluation

M&E is a resource and integrated 
with workgroup planning and 

implementation, guiding the building of 
partner performance in all lanes

Stakeholder Relations

Very strong relations with stakeholders 

Stakeholders understand vision, 
mission, strategies, and work plans, and 

are integral to the work

Performance
Able to achieve outputs, outcomes, and 

impact

and information within their own organization and 
within a partnership. Integrated organizations 
are learning organizations, and are able to adjust 
rationally to their partners’ and the partnership’s 
needs as required and appropriate. 

Partners in the Integrated State
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THE PARTNERSHIP

Partner A Partner B

Partners in the Integrated state are able to work 
well with partners in other states, as they are 
able to adjust their behavior to meet the needs 
of their partners, no matter what state the part-
ner is in. For example, an Integrated partner can, 
and must, interact with a Fragmented partner 
in a fragmented way, a Top-down partner in a 
top-down way, and so on up the ladder because 
the state of a partnership is limited to the state 
of the lowest partner (Simple Rule 3). That said, 
partners in the Integrated state can live with and 
manage these constraints as necessary (unless 
they want to invest in increasing the cooperative 
capacity of the weakest partner). Figure 8, to the 
right, shows the highest level of partnership that 
an integrated partner can make with partners in 
each of the other cooperative capacity states.

It is important to note that the cooperative capac-
ity of the partnership does not affect the coop-
erative capacity of the Integrated partner, which 
is able to manage its boundaries and maintain 
its internal cooperative capacity state.13 In all of 
these partnerships, Integrated partners are able 
to make rational decisions to maintain good rela-
tions with their partners while sharing authority 
and shifting resources in appropriate ways, given 
the cooperative capacity of the partner and the 
vision, mission, and strategy of the partnership.

Figure 8: An Integrated Partner’s Highest 
Potential Partnerships

INTEGRATED PARTNERSHIPS

Integrated partnerships are those ideal partner-
ships described above that demonstrate the 
“almost seamless blending of actors”:
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ORGANIZATIONAL 
ELEMENT

CHARACTERISTICS

Vision & Mission

All partners are invested in vision, 
mission, strategies, and work plans

Each partner understands the 
relationship of its workplans with the 

workplans of other partners

Governance

Power is shared rationally between the 
partners  

Both partners invest substantial 
resources into the partnership

Leadership

There is a strong leadership group that 
puts the interest of the partnership 

first, and able to coordinate and share 
resources strategically

Management & Systems

Management systems able to focus 
on partnership-wide priorities and 
shift resources among partners as 

necessary

People & Culture

Partners are highly skilled, particularly 
in their area of expertise, and embrace 
accountability for overall partnership 

performance

There is a culture of rationality, 
teamwork, and mutual trust and 

respect

Communication 
& Knowledge 
Management

Information flows to where needed, 
when it is needed throughout the 

partnership

Monitoring & Evaluation

M&E is a resource and integrated 
with partnership planning and 

implementation, guiding the building 
of partner performance in all lanes

Stakeholder Relations

Very strong relations with stakeholders 

Stakeholders understand vision, 
mission, strategies, workplans and are 

integral to the work

Performance
Able to achieve outputs, outcomes, 

and impact

Partnerships in the Integrated State

Due to their ability to respond rationally and 
effectively to internal and external challenges, 
Integrated partnerships achieve the highest level 
of results—not just outputs and outcomes, but 
also impacts. 

Governance, planning, and implementation in 
Integrated partnerships are both inclusive and 
transparent, employing the skills and knowledge 
of all partners and stakeholders. All partners are 
highly invested in the vision, mission, strategies, 

work plans, and core values of the partnership. 
All partners share responsibility for partnership 
results. Decision making is based on vision, mis-
sion, and core values. Structures are highly flexi-
ble and able to adapt to situations as they arise. 

These partnerships are true learning systems; 
they are able to learn from both successes and 
failures in order to innovate and adapt as needed 
to achieve their goals. Learning across silos is 
promoted by shared accountability and shared 
measurable goals for overall partnership results

Capacity transfer is inherent in Integrated partner-
ships. Authority and responsibility are delegated 
to the most appropriate teams within the part-
nership. The partnership then fully supports this 
delegation by providing the necessary resources 
and information, responding to feedback, and 
capacity building to ensure success. 

Integrated partnerships are the ideal partner-
ships described in the development partner-
ship literature. However, to achieve this level of 
partnership requires the time and effort to build 
a partnership’s management skills, processes, 
and framework by moving through each of the 
previous cooperative states. 
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The cooperative capacity framework is a useful 
tool for planning, managing, and monitoring and 
evaluating as it provides a measurable indicator 
of the health of partnerships that is linked to 
improved performance.

Through the case studies and experiences de-
scribed above, we have shown that each coop-
erative capacity state correlates to measurable 
differences in performance.

As the case study of Partner F and evaluation 
review by Bezanson and Isenman demonstrate, 
partners and partnerships in the Fragmented 
state have extremely low performance, and are 
at risk of, at best, undergoing major turnaround 
efforts, or at worst, being closed down.

As Bezanson and Isenman and the case study 
by Dodds and Klassen show, partnerships in the 
Top-down state avoid these risks and are able to 
produce outputs. If direction from the dominant 
partner or group is good, positive results may be 
achieved. However, if direction from the top is 
poor, the outputs achieved by the partnership 
may not achieve the desired outcomes or im-
pacts.

Finally, as the experience of the nutrition program 
illustrates, partnerships in the Inclusive state are 
more responsive to the needs and capabilities 
of both partners and are able to achieve lasting 
results. Moreover, the Inclusive state is the first 
state in which truly effective capacity transfer 
may take place.

From these examples, the performance gains 
moving up the ladder from each of these states 

is easily double that of the previous state. Con-
sistently producing outputs that ensure contin-
ued funding in the Top-down state is more than 
double the performance of the failing to produce 
outputs and facing possible closure or reorgani-
zation that is common in the Fragmented state. 
And transferring capacity to a permanent local 
actor which will continue providing project ser-
vices as is possible in an Inclusive partnership, is 
more than double the performance of achieving 
a set of outputs that ends when the project ends 
as typical in a Top-down partnership.

The lack of case studies of partnerships in the 
Accountable and Integrated states prevents us 
from demonstrating this trend through the high-
er states of the cooperative capacity ladder. To 
clearly demonstrate this exemplifies the need 
for more systemic and in-depth research to test 
the framework.

However, we have evidence from looking at 
organizations that this trend does continue. If 
we assume that doubling of performance takes 
place as a partnership moves up each state of 
the ladder, its performance curve would look 
something like Figure 9 on the right.
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Figure 9: Example Growth Curve with Perfor-
mance Doubling in Each State
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This correlates with the growth of the stock mar-
ket returns curve of high-performing companies 
researched in Jim Collins book Good to Great. In 
that research, Collins identified companies that 
‘took off’ and beat their industry standard market 
returns by more than ten times over a 30-year 
period. Below is a graph showing the cumulative 
market returns of these companies compared 
to companies in the same industry which, from 
the same starting point, did not take off. The 
research found that the companies that took 
off outperformed the comparison companies 
by more than 30 to 1 (Collins). This growth path 
is shown in Figure 10.

Figure 10: Growth of “Collin’s Companies”

USES IN PROJECT PLANNING

First, the existence of a leading indicator of per-
formance combined with the expectation of 
non-linear growth allows planners to justify and 
include both partner and partnership capaci-
ty-building activities in their planning systems. 

The cooperative capacity ladder provides ca-
pacity-building goals for planners; each higher 
cooperative capacity state becomes a goal and 
the KPIs become objectives which drive capac-
ity-building activities. This allows planners to 
sequence measurable objectives and schedule 
actions that are appropriate to the current coop-
erative capacity state, and will improve partner 
and partnership performance. An example goal 
hierarchy is presented in the box to the right. 

The expected, non-linear improvement in per-
formance provides planners with the case for 

trading off demands for quick performance early 
in a project’s life in exchange for greater perfor-
mance later in the project’s life. The framework 
clearly shows the benefits of providing time and 
resources to build both partner and partnership 
capacity early in the project, and the non-linear 
gains in performance later in the project. 

USES IN PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND DE-
VELOPMENT EFFECTIVENESS

The CCP framework provides a tool for managers 
at all levels to monitor and manage the perfor-
mance of the partners and partnerships in their 
partnership systems. 

By building out the partnership system map, 
project managers can identify the partnerships 
that are most important for achieving their de-
sired results, sustainability, and scaling, and then 
develop partnerships that promote these goals.

Using the map, they can also identify the weak-
nesses in the system, and make the appropriate 
partnership and partner capacity-building in-
terventions that will leverage partnership and 
system performance. This includes having a 

Goal: Move Partner into the Top-down 
State

•	 Objective 1: Officially adopt a functional 
vision and mission.

•	 Objective 2: Ensure staff, board members, 
and partners understand the vision and 
mission.

•	 Objective 3: Establish a clear chain of 
command to ensure all partners know, 
unambiguously, what activities they are 
responsible for and who they report to.
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roadmap (the cooperative capacity ladder and 
maturity matrix) for developing their own team’s 
ability to perform and partner.

Finally, the framework gives project managers 
a technical language that is consistent through-
out their partnership system to report on the 
states and current capacity of their partners and 
partnerships. This provides the whole partner-
ship system with a shared understanding of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the system, and 
enables lessons learned to be transferred across 
projects and programs.

USES IN MONITORING AND EVALUATION

Finally, the framework provides clear and mea-
surable indicators for partner and partnership 
performance. Assessing the cooperative capac-
ity state of partners and partnerships early in 
the program provides a baseline for managerial 
performance, and clear indicators for assessing 
changes in performance over the life of a project. 

The table below shows some of the performanc-
es that can be measured by the cooperative 
capacity framework and used through M&E to 
track and predict the results of partner and part-
nership capacity building.

Summary of Performance of a Partnership in 
Each State

Partnership State:
Expected Results:

Partnership Effectiveness:
Capacity Development:
Innovative & Adaptive:

Responsive:
Risk of Failure:

FRAGMENTED
Failure or Some Outputs
Very Low
None
No
No
High

Partnership State:
Expected Results:

Partnership Effectiveness:
Capacity Development:
Innovative & Adaptive:

Responsive:
Risk of Failure:

TOP-DOWN
Only Ouputs
Low
Unsustainable
No
Low
High

Partnership State:
Expected Results:

Partnership Effectiveness:
Capacity Development:
Innovative & Adaptive:

Responsive:
Risk of Failure:

INCLUSIVE
Outputs and Outcomes
Moderate
Moderate
Low
Moderate
Low

Partnership State:
Expected Results:

Partnership Effectiveness:
Capacity Development:
Innovative & Adaptive:

Responsive:
Risk of Failure:

ACCOUNTABLE
Outcomes, Some Impact
High
High
Moderate
High
Low

Partnership State:
Expected Results:

Partnership Effectiveness:
Capacity Development:
Innovative & Adaptive:

Responsive:
Risk of Failure:

INTEGRATED
Impacts
High
High
High
Very High
Low
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CONCLUSION

A TESTABLE FRAMEWORK FOR MEASUR-
ING PARTNERSHIP EFFECTIVENESS

The goal of this paper was to introduce indica-
tors that accurately reflect the performance and 
effectiveness of partnership systems. 

CCP’s cooperative capacity framework provides 
these indicators. 

The first part of the framework is the partnership 
“egg.” The egg is a model of a partnership that 
explicitly illustrates the need to evaluate both 
the performance and capacity of each partner 
to cooperate and the performance of the part-
nership itself. 

The second part of our framework is a map of 
the partnership system. This map identifies the 
pathways through which information flows up, 
down, and across the system; the partnerships 
necessary for establishing sustainable impacts; 
and the partnerships necessary for scaling suc-
cessful programs.

The final part of the framework is the Cooperative 
Capacity Ladder, with its five cooperative states 
that are indicators of partner and partnership 
capacity. These indicators are directly related 
to measurable differences in both a partner or-
ganization’s performance and ability to partner, 
and the performance of the partnership itself.  
The five cooperative states are named Frag-
mented, Top-down, Inclusive, Accountable, 
and Integrated. 

In this paper, we illustrated the characteristics and 
performance of each of the states for partners 
and partnerships using available case studies 
from the literature and CCP’s own experience. 
Below is a brief recap of each state. 

The Fragmented state is an adhocracy, with 
no clear vision, mission, or leadership to guide 
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The Cooperative Capacity Framework

the system. Fragmented partners make terrible 
partners, as they are unable to make and follow 
up on agreements. Fragmented partnerships 
lack direction and are driven by the (often con-
flicting) individual interests of their members. 
Fragmented systems are unable to consistently 
achieve outputs, and are at high risk of reorga-
nization, going out of business, or closure from 
unsatisfied stakeholders.

The Top-down state adds spine to the adhocra-
cy of the Fragmented state. Top-down is highly 
centralized, relying on a strong leader for direc-
tion or the obedient adherence to established 
systems and procedures. Top-down partners 
are unable to partner collaboratively ; they are 
only able to take a dominant or subordinate role 
in a partnership. Top-down partnerships are led 
by one dominant partner with other partners 
acquiescing to vision and mission, and using the 
systems of the dominant partner. Top-down part-
ners and partnerships are able to achieve outputs 
and survive in non-competitive environments 
where resources (such as funding) are secure; 
Top-down systems are at high risk of failure in 
competitive or rapidly changing environments.

The Inclusive state is the first state in which true 
collaboration begins. Staff or partners are now 
invested in the vision, mission, and strategies. 
Leadership asks for and acts on feedback from 

below. Authority and responsibility are distribut-
ed down the chain of command, and staff and 
partners take charge of implementing strategies 
(but not yet measuring strategic goals). Inclusive 
partners can develop collaborative, responsive 
partnerships that promote capacity transfer. 
Inclusive partnerships are able to share power 
and responsibility for achieving vision, mission, 
and strategic goals, and accept feedback and 
respond to their stakeholders. Inclusive partners 
and partnerships are able to achieve outputs 
and some outcomes, and are able to survive in 
competitive and changing environments.

The Accountable state adds structure by estab-
lishing priorities and setting measurable goals 
for staff and partners. This creates specialties, or 
lanes, in which staff prioritize to achieve their own 
goals and can have difficulty coordinating with 
other lanes. Accountable partners make good, 
collaborative partners as long as the partnership 
corresponds to a lane of the partners; if the co-
ordination of two or more lanes is required in a 
partnership, the lanes will have difficulty coordi-
nating. Accountable partnerships share power, 
expertise, and responsibilities, and organize into 
lanes to achieve clear, measurable strategic goals 
set by the partnership. Accountable partners and 
partnerships are able to achieve outputs, out-
comes, and some impact and typically succeed 
in competitive and changing environments.

The Integrated state solves the coordination 
issues among the lanes. Each lane now priori-
tizes the achievement of the overall vision and 
mission and actively participate in coordinating 
and sharing resources measurably, rationally, 
and strategically across the system. Integrated 
partners are able to adapt and partner well with 
partners in any state. Integrated partnerships 
share power and distribute resources rational-
ly to achieve the partnership’s vision, mission, 
and goals. Integrated partners and partnerships 
achieve outcomes, outputs, and impacts and 
thrive in competitive and turbulent environments. 
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A set of corollaries, what we call Simple Rules, 
determines how performance improves and sets 
the limits on partnership capacity. First, partners 
and partnerships can move up the cooperative 
capacity ladder only one state at a time. Each 
state sets the stage for the next state up the 
ladder. Second, the cooperative state of a part-
nership cannot be higher than the lowest state 
of any of the partners. 

The case studies in this paper demonstrate our 
experience that a partner or partnership moving 
up one state will at least double performance 
by any stakeholder measure. For example, the 
ability of Inclusive partnerships to meet all project 
goals and transfer capacity is more than double 
the performance of Top-down partnerships that 
achieve only outputs. 

This doubling of performance as partners and 
partnerships move up the Cooperative Capacity 
Ladder indicates that performance growth is not 
linear; performance growth will be slower in the 
lower cooperative states and increase in a non-lin-
ear fashion, as cooperative capacity increases. 

We were not able to find examples of Account-
able or Integrated partnerships in the internation-
al public sector literature. This is not surprising 
given that the time needed to move partners 
and then partnerships into these higher states is 
most often longer than the life of development 
projects.

APPLICATIONS OF THE COOPERATIVE CA-
PACITY FRAMEWORK

The cooperative capacity framework provides 
an organizational and partnership assessment 
framework that can be useful to a number of 
development practitioners, including planners, 
implementers, and evaluators. 

For planners, the framework provides goals, ob-
jectives, actions, and timelines to move partners 
and partnerships into the higher states. In addi-
tion, the prediction of non-linear performance 
gains enables planners to justify expending the 
time and resources necessary for building strong 
partnerships by trading off performance early in 
the project for greater performance later in the 
project.

The framework also provides planners and those 
interested in development effectiveness the 
ability to strategically identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of their partnership system, and 
develop interventions to improve the overall 
performance of the system.

For implementers, the framework provides guide-
lines for the sequencing of management systems 
and practices that will quickly move their teams 
and partnerships into higher states. The frame-
work also allows them to monitor and build their 
partnerships to maximize their ability to transfer 
capacity, create sustainable solutions, and scale 
their project.

For capacity builders, the framework provides the 
basic goal hierarchy and sequencing of technical 
and managerial interventions to build capacity 
that is consistent with the current state of the 
recipient organization, and therefore will have 
the most leverage in improving performance.

For evaluators, the framework provides a basic 
assessment framework, objective measures, 
and vocabulary that will allow them to identify 
the impacts of partner and partnership manage-
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ment on goal achievement, and to share lessons 
learned across projects.

Finally, for researchers, we agree with Horton, 
et al. that there is a need for more systemic and 
in-depth empirical research on partnerships. 
The cooperative capacity framework described 
here is a testable framework comparing sets of 
management indicators with performance, and 
offers hypotheses for further research into as-
sessing the quality and effectiveness of partners 
and partnerships.
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