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Collaborative 
Governance 

with LIZ WEAVER

What are the collaborative
governance questions and 
challenges you are bringing
to this workshop?  

Question
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Vibrant Communities Trail Builders
• 16 different collaborations 

Other Community Change Efforts
• Waterloo Region Community Safety 

and Crime Prevention Council
• Thirteen urban Aboriginal groups 

participating in Urban Aboriginal Strategy
• Healthy Communities 

Governance Experts/Practitioners
• Joan Roberts 
• Mabel Jean Rawlins 
• Eric Leviten-Reid 
• Anne Kubisch 
• Tonya Surman

Sources of Information 

Key Concepts
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Governance vs Government

"Governance" is the process by which 
public ends and means are identified, 
agreed upon, and pursued. This is 
different than "government," which relates 
to the specific jurisdiction in which 
authority is exercised.

"Governance" is a broader term 
and encompasses both formal and 
informal systems of relationships 
and networks for decision making 

and problem solving.”

Organizational governance : the processes, customs, policies, laws and institutions 
affecting the way people direct, administer or control an organization 
(e.g. public, non-profit, corporate).

Global governance : making decisions and solving problems that transcend the 
authority or mandate on any one organization or sector.

Collaborative governance: an (in)formal in which participants (parties, agencies, 
stakeholders) representing different interests are collectively empowered to make 
a policy decision or make recommendations to a final decision-maker who will not 
substantially change consensus recommendations from the group. 

Participatory Governance : deepening democratic engagement through the 
participation of citizens in the processes of governance of public, private or 
non-profit institutions.

Governance Ideas 
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Complex problems are difficult to frame 

The cause and effect relationships are unclear 

There are diverse stakeholders 

Each experience of is unique 

The characteristics & dynamics of the issue evolves 

There is no obvious right or wrong set of solutions 

There is no objective measure of success 

Characteristics of Complex Problems 

Convene stakeholders 

Focus public attention

Cultivate high aspirations 

Use framing as a tool 

Build a good enough vision, let direction arise 

Chunk and link areas of work 

Go for multiple – sometimes competing – actions 

Court and mediate conflict 

Maintain productive distress 

Acknowledge multiple accountabilities and measures of progress 

Adaptive Leadership Principles
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Three Types of Governance
Type I – Fiduciary Type II – Strategic Type III Generat ive

Nature of Group Bureaucratic Open System Non-rational

Nature of Leadership Hierarchical Analytical/Visionary Reflective

Central Purpose Stewardship of Assets Partnership with Staff Leadership

Core Work Technical, operations.

Accountability

Analytical, shape 
strategy, review 
performance

Creative: discern 
problems, engage in 
sense-making.

Role Sentinel Strategist Sense maker

Key Question What’s wrong? What’s the plan? What’s the question?

Problems are … Spotted Solved Framed

Process Parliamentary/orderly Empirical/logical Robust/playful

Decision-making Reaching resolution Reaching consensus Grappling/grasping

Knowing It stands to reason The pieces all fit It makes sense

Communication Limited, ritualized to 
legitimate.

Bilateral, episodic to 
advocate

Multi-lateral, ongoing to 
learn

Governance As
Leadership. Chait.
Ryan. Taylor.

Governance
Models



10/6/2011

6

Model

Organizational
Governance

Inter-Organizational
Governance

Community
Governance

See Handout

Governance Models

Closed

Advisory

Body

Inter-Organizational Open

Community

SystemNetwork Coalition Coordinating Collaboration

Purpose

Members

Structure & 
Process

Authority &

Accountabili
ty

Resources & 

Rewards

Looser Tighter
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with a variety of work groups and committees  

Convener :  A person(s)/organization(s) that convene the members of the 
change effort.

Collaborative :  A stakeholder group – with a variety of work groups and committees  
With broader participation – that give direction, make decisions, and – usually –
‘do’ the work. 

Fiscal Sponsor :  A fiscal/legal agent(s) that  manages the human resource and 
Financial arrangements to support the change effort.

Staff :  A staff support group to support the members carry out their strategic 
and operational work. 

Steering Committee :  An executive or coordinating committee that deals with
specific issues related to strategy or operations on behalf of the leadership
group and fiscal/legal agent.

Collaborative Governance Elements

Example: Constellation Governance
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Community Convenors (Fiscal 
Agent)

Approach to Action

Saint John Social Planning Council, City, 
Activist Group, (Business 
Community Anti-Poverty 
Initiative)

A core of four diverse organizations with significant influence – complemented with 
other organizations – that use issue specific engagement mechanisms to pursue and 
an ambitious poverty reduction target of reducing local income poverty rates by one-
half through action in four key areas (e.g. housing, neighborhood, education to 
employment, early childhood development). 

Saint-Michel 
(Montreal)

(Vivre Saint-Michel en santé 
(NGO)

A collection of ‘partnership clubs’, guided by a common vision and organized around 
a variety of thematic areas and 34 projects identified by the community in extensive 
consultation and ongoing community meetings. Members are project specific, highly 
member driven, and supported by a staff team using a community development 
approach.  

Hamilton City of Hamilton and 
Hamilton Community 
Foundation – co-conveners

A network of networks created by a very influential and committed group of diverse 
leaders, guided by organized around an ambitious poverty reduction vision, catalytic  
set of principles and five critical points of investment. Staff assume servant leadership 
and support role to very engaged leadership members: e.g.  scanning, networking, 
communication, monitoring, policy briefs, community meetings.

Waterloo
(1997-2000)

Regional Municipality, S-S 
Technologies, (Lutherwood 
CODA)

A very influential leadership group supporting the bottom-up, self-organizing efforts of 
four sector working groups (e.g. business, government, non-profit, voices of 
experience) to contribute to a poverty reduction goal of assisting 2,000 families exit 
poverty.  Staff used a community development approach in their support of sector 
groups. 

Calgary Incorporated 
NGO/(Momentum (NGO)

A small of people with mid-level influence whose framework emphasizes the use 
social media to raise awareness of poverty and convene relevant stakeholders for 
specific ‘policy-change’ opportunities as they emerge.

Edmonton Incorporated 
NGO/(Community 
Foundation)

A leadership group of fairly influential members who provide direction, advice and 
access to networks to a very staff driven team focusing on programmatic 
demonstration initiatives that often lead to ‘systemic’ changes.

Organizational (and collaborative) culture eats 
strategy and work plans for breakfast. 

Culture and Collaboratives
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refueling, leading to greater ambition and capacity.

member attributes (e.g. diversity, commitment, influence, authority, insight, etc.);

A good arrangement is one in which:
• the group is making satisfactory progress on the issue;
• the effort and conflict required to make progress is reasonable;
• members are achieving some personal/organizational objectives;
• everyone involved is learning about the issue and how to address it; 
• the overall process is self-refueling, leading to greater ambition and capacity.

There is no best arrangement.  They tend to reflect the following:  
• local context (e.g. public interest, civic culture);
• member attributes (e.g. diversity, commitment, influence, authority, insight, etc.);
• the magnitude and pace of change desired by members;
• leadership style & spirit; 
• framework for change (working definition of issue, strategies, roles, etc.);
• credibility/preferences/orientation of conveners and fiscal agents; 
• flexibility & adaptability.  

Collaborative Governance Effectiveness

Principles for Collaboratives
Transparency and Accountability
• Decisions take place in the public eye.

Equity and Inclusiveness
• All interests who are needed and willing contribute to solution.

Effectiveness and Efficiency
• Solutions are tested to make sure they make practical sense.

Responsiveness
• Public concerns are authentically addressed.

Forum Neutrality
• Different perspectives are welcome; the process itself has no bias.

Consensus-Based
• Decisions are made through consensus rather than majority rule.
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Membership 
• Membership Contributions – Play your Position
• Members not clear about the problem 

• Member organizations not engaged

Decision Making 
• Unclear decision making processes 
• Not sticking to decision making process 

• Collaborative does not know what decisions they can make

Governance 
• Governance is not defined
• No governance or operational policies 

• Levels of accountability not defined

Collaborative Governance Traps

Collaborative Governance

Multiple Layers and Levels of 
Accountability 
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The responsibility of one ‘body’ to another ‘body’ for 
fulfilling functions, completing pieces of work, 

and/or achieving certain outcomes and the manner 
in which this is carried out.

Accountability

The Complexity of Accountability

Type Accountability

Advisory 
Group

Primary accountability to the host organization’s board 
of directors.

Inter-
organizational

Dual accountability to member’s home organizations 
and between collaboration members: increases with 
the intensity of collaboration arrangement.

Fiscal Sponsor 
Powerful host

Triple accountability to home organizations, 
collaboration members, collaboration hosts.

Broader 
Community

Quadruple accountability to home organizations, 
collaboration members, collaboration hosts, and 
broader community.
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Fiscal Sponsor

Purpose

•Mandate and mission are aligned 
with that of the collaborative
•Holds financial and HR legal 
accountabilities 
•Provides admin services (in kind 
donation or for a fee)
•Typically, well-established, 
trusted and respected

Composition

– An existing organization 
(e.g. UW, Foundation, City 
Social Planning Council, 
NGO)

– Co-sponsored by existing 
Organizations.

– Independent Entity: 
• full incorporation. 
• part IX company.
• Tides Canada Initiative.

Advisory Group – Collaborative Table

Purpose
•Vision and leadership for the 
collaboration

•Overall direction-setting and 
decision-making 

•Accountable for evaluation and 
outcomes

•Strategic guidance and support 
to staff and each other 
(connections, influence)

•A learning, trusting table, 
modeling best collaborative 
practice

Composition

• 4 sectors

– Voices of Experience

– Nonprofit Organizations

– Business 

– Government

• Average Size – 22 

– High - 42; Low - 11

• Usually meet monthly.
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Coordinating/Exec Committee

Purpose
• Acts on behalf of the 

Leadership Table between 
meetings

• Helps coordinate various 
elements of the structure and 
the initiative

• Provides input on strategic 
planning to the Leadership 
Table

• Provides guidance and support 
to staff

Composition

• 4-10 members

• Often includes staff on an 
active but ex-officio basis

• Usually includes legal sponsor 
and funders

Note: power may reside here, to 
the detriment of the larger 
leadership table and 
community network

Lead Staff Person/Coordinator

Role

• Manage the overall initiative 
(staff, finances, reporting)

• Keep an eye on the big picture
• Help shape strategic direction
• Play a hands-on role engaging 

partners and facilitating their 
collaboration

• Ensure the work of the 
initiative is effectively 
communicated with others.

Description

• Typically a highly experienced 
persons with strong networks, 
a good understanding of the 
substantive issues, an ability to 
work with a wide range of 
community partners and the 
capacity to manage a complex 
change process.



10/6/2011

14

Staff

Purpose: Hands-on support for 
the initiative on a day to day 
basis
– Planning
– Facilitating
– Researching
– Organizing
– Communicating
– Coordinating

Accountability
- hired/contracted by legal 

sponsor therefore 
accountable within that 
agency HR structure

- Directed by the exec cttee, 
supervised/oversight by 
CEO of legal entity. 

Composition
Fully operational initiatives usually 

have the equivalent of 2-4 (10) 
full-time staff

– Full-time lead staff 
person/coordinator

– One or two project organizers
– At least a half time administrative 

assistant
– Some contractors (e.g., 

evaluation, communications)
Staffing arrangements vary

– Some use decentralized staffing 
models (small core staff 
supplemented by staff from legal 
sponsor or partner organizations)

– Legal sponsor may provide 
substantial leadership and in-kind 
support even if not formally part of 
the staff.

�����������	��
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• It depends. In the majority of collaborations, the staff team is accountable to:

– the fiscal agent for following basic human resource and financial policies and procedures. 
This is usually – but not always – the policies and procedures of the fiscal agent;

– to the fiscal agent to avoid activities that put the agent at legal, financial or reputational risk 
(may include a decision-making and communication protocol);

– the leadership roundtable – or through an executive committee – for job performance and 
their role in the overall initiative.  

• The importance of clearly describing and closely monitoring this relationship is greater when:

– the work is largely staff driven, as opposed to member driven with staff playing a servant 
leader role;

– the fiscal agent is also the (co) convener and/or a (co)funder of the initiative, and therefore 
agent’s representatives have a lot of concentrated power and liability, an understandable 
sense of extra responsibility for the initiative, and an urge to be quite involved in the day to 
day decisions of the initiative;

– the resources to support the work are fractured and linked to concrete objectives rather than 
core grants, multi-year grants to support the overall change effort.
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The Broader Community

Role

• Sense of Ownership of the 
initiative:
– Opportunities for engagement
– Celebration and recognition

• Staying informed:
– written reports
– media
– public gatherings

• Feedback:
– Presentations
– Public gatherings
– Interactive social media

Description

- May include geographic 
communities and communities 
of interest.

- May occur at multiple levels 
(e.g. neighbourhood, city-
wide).

- May include ‘direct’ 
involvement or representative 
involvement.

Your Turn

Draw an accountable flow chart for a 
collaborative partnership with which you 
are involved.  How does information and 
decision making flow?  

Pair and share. 

What are your observations?  
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First Among Equals

The Impact of the Convener 
Organization/Fiscal Sponsor as a 

Powerful Host

First Among Equals ����	���
�����

Governance is all about power. Most of the power 
associated with the governance function is assigned 
through terms of reference and partnership agreements 
with respect to decision-making (voting or consensus), 
rights, roles, and responsibilities. 

If members are not conscious of who has power and 
there is no clear documentation of power relationships, 
then assumptions are made that may determine the 
structure of the collaborative. Often the most common 
assumption is that one or a small group of members are 
making all the decisions and doing all the work. 

It is important to agree to an organizational and 
governance structure that is clear to all members and 
stakeholders.
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• Both accountabilities are usually described or implied in organizational structures, 
principles, terms of reference. 

• Host Organization(s) to Members

– In practice, in most ‘hosts’ are in(formally) accountable to the members for 
creating, supporting and maintain a productive ‘holding environment’ and ‘civic 
space’ for members to work on – and make progress -- on poverty.  When this 
does not occur, member participation generally falls.

• Members to Host Organization(s)

– It is not clear (to me) that there is any clear or meaningful way to ask members of 
an inter-organizational or community-wide arrangement to be accountable to 
the host organization. The most typical exception appears to be for project-
based or discrete pieces of work that have funding, where members with a 
high stake in the project agree to work help achieve an agreed upon deliverable 
using a certain process.  In this case, the fiscal agent has the responsibility for 
ensuring the terms of the contract are met and when members are recruited to 
assist the project. For example, in the Quality of Life in Victoria, the host 
organization (Community Council) received money to do some labour market 
research in partnership with several organizations. 

Funders as Powerful Hosts

Roles

• convene 
members

• operate 
secretariat of 
staff

• act as the fiscal 
agent for funding

• provide funding 
to the group.

Advantages

• instant credibility

• organizational 
stability

• access to 
networks

Disadvantages

• become ‘center’ 
of gravity for the 
effort

• difficult to develop 
shared ownership 
of members

• tend to be extra 
cautious

• may discourage 
‘full’ participation 
by NGOS
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Determine the term of the MOU and when it will be reviewed  

• Determine how the collaborative will meet the trustee’s 
organizational standards for financial and staff management 

• Decide how to comply with funding requirements
• Determine how the trustee will be involved with funders
• Settle on a fair amount of compensation for the 

trustee/fiscal sponsor role 
• Identify the role and influence of the trustee agency in 

policy development (versus the steering committee) 
• Describe the legal responsibility of/to the trustee’s board 

of directors
• Determine the term of the MOU and when it will be reviewed  
• Describe how conflicts will be resolved 

Memorandum of Understanding 

Resources
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Resources
Catalytic Leadership: Strategies for an Interconnec ted World.
Luke

Community Visions, Community Solutions: Grantmaking  for Comprehensive Impact .
Connor and Kadel-Taras.

Governance for Collaboratives: Resolving Power and Conflict Issues.
Roberts. 

The Collaborative Leadership Fieldbook: A Guide for  Citizens & Civic Leaders . 
Chrislip.

Effective Collaboration: Strategies for Pursuing Co mmon Goals.
Hogue and Miller.

Governance as Leadership: Reframing the Work of Non profit Boards . 
Chait, Ryan and Taylor.

Listening to the Stars: The Constellation Model of Collaborative Social Change . 
Surman

The Nimble Collaboration: Fine-Tuning Your Collabor ation for Lasting Success . 
Ray.

Working Across Boundaries: Making Collaboration Wor k in Government & Nonprofits .
Linden. 

Reflection Questions

What insights from the 
plenary speaker of the 
day (or previous) apply 

to this topic? How?

What particularly 
resonated for me in this 

workshop?

What seemed “off” in 
this workshop –
what didn’t work

for me?

Have any new questions 
emerged for me?
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Questions?

Thank-you!


