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“Alone we can do little.  
Together, we can do so much.”  
HELEN KELLER
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“Exciting new things happen 
through collaborations: new artistic 
experiences, exciting energy comes 
in. It is exciting to show that to 
people – it is not the usual, it is 
different.”1

1 Interview with Belfry Theatre.
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INTRODUCTION:  
ABOUT THIS TOOLKIT

Pacific Opera Victoria, Der fliegende Hollander
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COLLABORATIONS AMONG NONPROFIT ARTS ORGANIZATIONS come in all 

shapes and sizes, and can be initiated for any number of purposes. While col-

laborations in the arts sector are pervasive, the practice of collaboration is not 

well understood or it is not consistently applied. 

In contrast, the approaches to collaboration in other sectors are researched, 

detailed and well documented. This toolkit relies on these collaborative 

practices, yet its aims to set forth a practice that is adapted for nonprofit arts 

organizations.

While the information contained here can be applied to many collaboration 

situations, the specific point-of-view is to describe a practice to support two 

arts organizations coming together to jointly present a performance or event. 

Supporting the formative stages of a joint project and offering a means for 

implementation that will produce an efficient, successful process, the de-

scribed practice will appear, to many, to be more involved and labour intensive 

than is customary for collaborations in the nonprofit arts sector. Yet, through a 

systematized process that encourages greater competencies and capacities, it 

is possible to achieve stronger, fulfilling partnerships for greater impact. 

While the toolkit offers a detailed process of establishing relationships, struc-

tures, goals, outcomes and measures, it should not be considered prescriptive. 

Instead it should be scaled and adapted to serve each situation. 

The research also included interviews with marketing directors at seven of 

Canada’s principal opera companies and six key performing arts presenters in 

Victoria, British Columbia, Canada.

Pacific Opera Victoria (Canada), which commissioned this toolkit through the 

support of Canada Council, has participated in a number of successful collabo-

rations. Yet, the company recognized the need to better understand its role as a 

collaborative partner and the desire for a more effective and efficient process. 

That is the aim of this The Art of Collaboration: A Toolkit for Nonprofit Arts 

Organizations. 

Paul Gravett Consulting 

paul@paulgravettconsulting.com     paulgravettconsulting.com

Edmonton Opera, Aida; credit Laurie Callsen, Metro

mailto:paul@palgravettconsulting.com
www.paulgravettconsulting.com
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SUPPORTING TOOLKITS

COLLABORATION: MARKETING AND 

COMMUNICATIONS TOOLKIT

This Toolkit (link) guides organizations through 

the development of a collaborative marketing and 

communications campaign. It considers the various 

elements to be included in the campaign, the 

expectations and the responsibilities. 

COLLABORATION: MEMORANDUM OF 

UNDERSTANDING

This Memorandum of Understanding (link) 

develops an agreement between two organizations 

embarking on a collaboration. It takes the 

organizations through the basic process of 

establishing a collaborative relationships and 

covers areas such as authorities, participants and 

stakeholders; vision and goals; resources; decision-

making processes and conflict resolution; and 

overall responsibilities.

COLLABORATION: BUDGET AND 

RECONCILIATION TOOLKIT

The Budget and Reconciliation Toolkit (link) 

supports the development of a collaborative 

budget projection and aides the partners in 

reconciling the finances.

https://www.dropbox.com/s/de7a8z9x4lvxzhk/Collaboration-%20Marketing%20and%20Communications.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/b3x56ao7azpzptn/Collaboration-%20Memorandum%20of%20Understanding.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/lolsb1urjjah8zk/Collaboration-%20Budget%20and%20Reconciliation%20Workbook.xlsx?dl=0
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COLLABORATIONS  
IN THE ARTS SECTOR

Pacific Opera Victoria, Ariadne auf Naxos; credit Jo-Ann Richards



“No nonprofit organization can long 
survive and succeed in advancing its 
mission while living independent of 
other nonprofits.”2

2 La Piana, Beyond Collaboration: Strategic Restructuring of Non-Profit Organizations, 6
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“COLLABORATIONS ARE LIKE YOUR CHILDREN: you need to handle each one 

differently. Collaboration is a creative process, it is like putting something on 

the stage.”3

The practice of collaboration is well studied and applied in areas such as the 

education, health and social sectors. Within the arts sector, collaborations 

have long been considered important, and increasingly essential, however 

there is little research describing the practice and methodology as it specifically 

relates to this sector.

Collaborations4 can take many shapes and sizes. Their goals are varied, as 

are their approaches, structures and purposes. They can range from informal 

arrangements, such as information sharing, to highly structured arrangements 

that aim for significant societal and organizational impact. They can focus on 

one-off, short-term projects or intense, multi-year commitments. Some require 

little participation, and others require major investments of time, money and 

other resources. It is therefore possible to consider the types of collaborations 

along a continuum or within a matrix.

Michael Winer and Karen Ray in their Collaboration Handbook offer 17 

degrees of joint efforts5.

The practice of two or more organizations working together can be described 

in many ways, including collaborations and partnerships, terms most 

frequently used in the arts sector, as well as strategic alliances and collective 

impacts, which are common in other sectors. 

3 Interview with Darlene Ronald, Manitoba Opera
4 For the purpose of this report, the word “collaboration” will be used to represent the general concept 

of two organizations working together. Other terms will be used when referring to specific practices of 
collaboration. 

5 Wine and Ray, Collaboration Handbook: Creating, Sustaining, and Enjoying the Journey, 23

In the arts sector, the term ‘collaboration’ is typically applied to any number 

of arrangements with external organizations, including transactional-based 

sponsorships with for-profit corporations. This broad application of the word 

may underscore the popularity of and desire for collaboration, yet it may also 

undermine its real potential and scope in the arts sector.

Many arts organizations come together to present an artistic event or activity. 

But, increasingly, there are other motivating factors, such as reduced or frag-

mented funding, a desire or need to diversify artistic output, pressure to reach 

new communities and need to achieve greater social impact. In response to in-

creasing internal and external demands on nonprofit arts organizations, there 

is a growing urgency to maximize current resources and mounting pressure to 

change business models in order to achieve greater goals and outputs.

Collaborations are important to nonprofit arts organizations, yet they do not 

necessarily come easily to the sector. Most of these organizations, bound by 

a mission and artistic vision, typically and purposely differentiate themselves 

from others to define and protect their audiences and funding. 

It is this focus on differentiation, which is often imbedded in an organization’s 

culture, that can produce reactions of protectionism and fear of loss of control 

when challenged by the participation of another, external organization.

However, as the Knight Foundation points out, “Partnerships among nonprofit 

organizations are central to improving the quality of community life. In part-

nerships, nonprofits can achieve a level of performance they might not reach 

on their own.”6

6 Knight Foundation, Marketing the Arts: Lessons from Community Collaboration, 11



“We are working hard, and we have 
to do things differently. It is better 
to fail with a bold new idea, than to 
do just the same thing.”7

7 Interview with Guillaume Thérien, L’Opéra de Montréal
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UNDERSTANDING  
COLLABORATION

Manitoba Opera, Aida; credit R. Tinker
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ESTABLISHING A DEFINITION

“The action of working with someone to produce something.”8

“Any transaction whereby two or more nonprofits combine some (or all) of 

their important activities in a formal long-term or permanent way; possible 

forms include mergers, acquisitions, and various other forms of collaboration 

such as joint purchasing, administrative consolidations, co-locations, and the 

creation of joint-ventures or programming partnerships.”9

“Collaboration is mutually beneficial and well-defined relationship entered 

into by two or more organizations to achieve common goals.”10

“Collaboration is mutually beneficial and well-defined relationship entered 

into by two or more organizations to achieved results they are more likely to 

achieved together than alone.”11

“An organizational partnership is a relationship between two or more agen-

cies and/or organizations characterized by mutual cooperation and responsi-

bility for the achievement of specified goals. Each of the organizations in such 

a relationship retains its own identity and structure but work with the other to 

achieve the goals.”12

8 Oxford Dictionary Online
9 http://seachangecap.org/glossary/collaborations/
10 From Four Keys to Collaboration Success, Fieldstone Alliance
11 Winer and Ray, Collaboration Handbook, 24
12 Wolf and Antoni, More Than The Sum of its Parts: Collaboration and Sustainability in Arts Education, 18

For the purposes of this report, Collaboration will be defined as:

• Two or more organizations willingly coming together:
• To accomplish a project, that can be better accomplished together;
• To share resources, for mutual benefit, through an agreement;
• To achieve one or more definable goals. 

Collaborations can bring together different types of organizations, such as:

• Organizations of different cultural and/or artistic fields;
• Small and large organizations;
• Volunteer-run and professionally-staffed organizations;
• Organizations of different ethnic focus;
• A presenter or producer and owner of space;
• Organizations of different cultural forms, such as a performing arts pre-

senter and a museum;
• For profit and nonprofit organizations;
• Public and private partnerships;
• Cross-sector participation;

Organizations can join together to:

• Achieve a project, the purpose of the collaboration, that cannot be ac-
complished by one organization;

• Develop new sources of funding;
• Develop new audiences, communities;
• Cut costs for financial efficiencies;
• Develop a greater presence in the community;
• Enhance profile and visibility;
• Carry out a common mission;
• Revitalize or grow a program;
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And collaborative effort itself requires many qualities:

• Time
• Nimbleness
• Flexibility 
• Openness
• Resilience
• Transparency
• Patience

Working together can provide major opportunities for the participating organ-

izations. There are many potential benefits, but it is necessary to understand 

the dynamics and makeup of collaborations in order for the organizations to 

be successful in reaching their desired goals.

When a well-structured framework and systematized application is under-

stood and applied, collaborations can be flexible to the type and scale of the 

project, and partnerships can be strengthened. Organizations can benefit from 

unexpected opportunities, improve chances of success, and possibly realize 

unanticipated outcomes.

This study will propose such a framework and systematized application 

through this toolkit and workbooks. Its main focus will be collaborations that 

centre on arts presentations, and it will include a special emphasis on collabo-

rative marketing.

Calgary Opera,Candide; credit, Trudie Lee



“With collaborations come whole 
new worlds, new ideas and new 
exciting projects.”13

13 Mundy, Janina Mundy reflects on how working together is the dream ticket 
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REASONS FOR COLLABORATIONS

WHILE THIS STUDY WILL CONCENTRATE ON COLLABORATIONS that come 

together to produce an artistic event or activity, there are in fact numerous 

purposes or goals to the partnering of organizations. 

Economies of scale, streamlining efforts, enhancing resources, expanding 

reach of marketing and communications are typical reasons for arts organi-

zations to come together. But, fundamental to all collaborative efforts is the 

desire to achieve a result that would not otherwise be possible by one organi-

zation alone.

Following is a list of loosely categorized purposes:

ARTISTIC, PROGRAMMING, SERVICES
• To gain artistic expertise;
• To improve quality;
• To improve connections to artists;
• To increase participation of artists;
• To develop and present performance/production opportunities;
• To introduce a new program or service;
• To expand or build programming/services or move into new areas;
• To access to space (e.g. rehearsal, performance venue) or develop physical 

infrastructure;
• To increase diversity;
• To develop education and outreach;

MARKET AWARENESS AND MARKETING
• To increase market size;
• To develop a favourable brand image or change existing brand image;
• To provide differentiation in the marketplace;
• To increase brand awareness;
• To increase organizational visibility;

FINANCIAL
• To cut costs or for economic efficiency;
• To respond to funder motivations;
• To improve fundraising and financial capabilities;
• To establish new or increased engagement with donors and/or sponsors;
• To gain increased legitimacy with funders;
• To mobilize resources at a time of crisis;
• To share organizational systems, infrastructure;
• To improve financial stability or chances of survival; 

DEMOGRAPHIC
• To respond to changing audiences and demographics;
• To initiate audience growth or reach new constituents;
• To understand new audiences;
• To bridge cultural groups or crossover to new communities;
• To legitimize multiculturalism;
• To respond to community goals or produce social impact;
• To increase visibility within community;

GROWTH
• To grow in defined areas;
• To combine and share resources;
• To establish greater organizational capacity;
• To enhance visibility for programs or services;
• To increase capacities and enhance abilities;
• To engage with community stakeholders and leaders;
• To manage areas of duplication;
• Creation of shared value;

ORGANIZATIONAL/OPERATIONAL
• To support changing leadership;
• To change technology or gain access to new technology;
• To coordinate strategies; 
• To take advantage of synergies of overlapping missions, constituencies or 

activities;
• To share services, or establish joint-business operations or third-party 

services;
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• To share specialized skills;
• To increase or exchange overall knowledge, experience, and expertise;
• To initiate systemic or united change;
• To build administrative/organizational expertise and/or efficiency;
• To increase social capital;
• To increase capacity through volunteers’ time and contributions;
• To mentor;
• To merge;

FUNCTIONAL
• To establish collaborative marketing;
• To improve or diversify programming;
• To achieve deeper impact;
• To increase advocacy efforts and effectiveness;
• To exchange or pool assets, structures, and capabilities;
• To expand networks, which can endure beyond the partnership;
• To embellish legitimacy for organization or program delivery;
• To establish sector or societal leadership;
• To build on community assets.

INITIATING THE COLLABORATION

Before exploring partnership opportunities, it is necessary for the initiating 

organization to first understand its desired purposes and goals, and then 

consider if it can achieve these alone. In this way, it is possible to strategical-

ly consider a partner that cannot only support the objectives, but also bring 

additional value to the project and benefit to the collaboration itself. 

Not every partner will be equal. One organization may have strengths that 

another does not possess. Yet, it can be helpful when the partners come with 

different strengths and weaknesses. For example, an arts organization serving 

a small community may not have significant resources, but it will have exper-

tise in reaching that community.

While each organization may not be able to make equal contributions, 
they nevertheless need to each contribute what is possible based on their 
strengths. Differences need to be identified, understood, appreciated and 
respected, so that they can offer greater potential to the partnership.

Most importantly, contributions are required for successful collaborations and 
each partner needs to have ‘skin in the game’.

The strength of collaborations is found in several key factors:

• Communications: supported by regular face-to-face meetings;
• Consensus building: continually working in the best interest of the part-

nership, setting aside self-interest and individual motivations;
• Trust: an essential product of effective planning, listening, communica-

tions, reliability, consistency and willingness to appreciate each other’s 
perspectives;

• Openness: closely related to trust, a full exchange of information;
• Leadership: an individual or individuals who will maintain the alliance and 

steward the process; a high level of authority involved at least in the con-
ception and initial approval process (e.g. board, executive director);

• Governance: an approved structure to manage the process, people and 
collaboration that bridges organizational and interpersonal differences;

• Resources: including human, financial, and infrastructure;
• Integration: tying organizations together with many points of contact;
• Time: sufficient time is one of the most important commodities of a suc-

cessful collaboration. 
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COLLABORATION EQUATION

In some situations, it may be worthwhile considering the return on investment 
before embarking on a collaboration. 

This considers the net return after the costs. The challenge, however, is arts 
organizations will often be dealing with contributions that cannot be assigned 
monetary values, such as a mail list or community access. 

Opportunity and Benefit
(Real and intrinsic: increased profile, ticket sales, 

increased community participation, extended 

marketing capacity, etc.)

– Collaboration Cost
(Real and hidden costs; paid and unpaid staff, 
time away from other projects, financial 
contributions, etc.)

Net Return and Value 

Pacific Opera Victoria, Le Nozze di Figaro



“Collaboration is a cohabitation –  
it is not an end run.”14

14 Interview with Royal McPherson Theatre Society.
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SMALL AND LARGE ORGANIZATION COLLABORATION

THERE ARE MANY OBVIOUS DIFFERENCES between small and large arts or-

ganizations. Human and financial resources are likely the most obvious, but it is 

important to consider cultural, organizational and structural differences as well. 

A small organization will have fewer financial and human resources than a 

large organization, but both are likely to describe themselves as lacking in 

capacity. A smaller organization may have developed different operational 

practices, but that should not be considered deficient compared to a larger 

organization, as it may be more adaptable. A smaller organization may not 

have significant reach into the marketplace, but it may have knowledge of and 

access to a specific community that is out of reach for a larger organization.

Collaborations involving organizations of dissimilar sizes require an under-

standing of the differences and a willingness to anticipate potential challeng-

es. These arrangements can be part of a growth strategy (strengthening gov-

ernance, administration, financial capabilities; audience development; artistic 

advancement), but they must offer mutual benefit that justifies the inputs. 

Smaller organizations may seek different goals, such as acquiring new skill sets 

and mentoring. 

Differences between large and small organizations include:

• The needs and outlooks of volunteer-run and professional organizations;
• Disparity between the number of people and their positions representing 

each organization;
• Experiences and capabilities; 

• Conflicting cultures;
• Conflicting schedules (e.g. daytime meetings versus evening and 

weekend);
• Inconsistency of operational systems;
• Differences in available technologies; 
• Issues of respect and influence;
• Inequality; lack of recognition;
• Differing abilities to contribute capital;
• Identity subsumed by larger organization; loss of brand awareness.

While the challenges may be more pronounced between small and large 

organizations, differences will occur between any two organizations. In this 

case, the larger organization must recognize and acknowledge the differenc-

es, promote open communication, encourage trust and a readiness to address 

issues at any time in the process.

It is also important to consider peer-to-peer relationships when bringing to-

gether people and seeking parallels between organizations. 

As the ability to contribute equally is not likely possible, these differences must 

be taken into account and accepted so that respect and trust can be estab-

lished. A frank assessment of organizational capacities should occur during 

the formative planning stages, along with careful planning to establish trans-

parent roles and responsibilities and to delineate desired goals.

A smaller organization must feel a responsibility to contribute to the collabora-

tion (and this will likely include funds), in order to be considered a full partner. 

Yet, it is must be clearly acknowledged and remembered by the larger organi-

zation that an equitable contribution is not possible.
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PRIVATE-PUBLIC COLLABORATIONS CROSS SECTOR

Nonprofit organizations tend to operate with leaner structures that offer 

greater flexibility in management and decision-making processes. Public 

organizations, including schools, school districts and government agencies, 

tend to be highly structured institutions requiring multiple layers of review 

requirements. Also, the operating structures, funding models, staffing hierar-

chies, purposes and goals can be fundamentally different, leading to complex 

collaborative relationships.

Public organizations can work with nonprofit organizations in a number of 

ways, such as lending technological expertise and equipment, volunteerism, 

providing expertise and advise, and supplying products. These can be contrib-

uted as in-kind and can potentially have greater impact than cash contribu-

tions. 

For the public organizations, collaborating with nonprofit entities can support 

goals in affecting social good, quality of civic life, good will, and enhancing 

corporate image.

CONFLICT RESOLUTION15 16

Michael Winer and Karen Ray, in their Collaboration Handbook17, propose 

conflict should be expected. They suggest conflict is desirable and the lack of 

it is often an indicator of buried issues. 

The authors offer four steps in resolving conflicts:

• Expect conflict
• Clarify the issues
• Create a conflict resolution process
• Resolve the unresolvable

EXPECT CONFLICT

By their very nature, collaborations form new cultures that are distinct from 

those of each of the participating organizations. Differences in preferences, 

experiences, histories, communication styles and decision-making processes 

can easily contribute to conflict. 

These differences are unique to each individual and each organization, so 

inevitably conflict will occur. It is by understanding and managing these 

differences, remaining open to new possibilities, divergent ideas and all per-

spectives, and not attempting to draw lines between right from wrong, that 

resolution can be found. 

CLARIFY THE ISSUES

It is important to deal with conflict as soon as it arises, so that it does not 

become entrenched in the process, irritating participants and the partnership. 

Sufficient time must be allotted to the discussion, which must retain a single 

focus on the issue.

15 Tips for Managing Conflict in Collaborations (Fieldstone Alliance)
16 Winer and Ray, Collaboration Handbook
17 Ibid.
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It is possible to describe six overall sources of conflict:

• Power struggles;
• The wrong people as part of the team;
• Low trust;
• Vague vision and focus;
• Incomplete desired results and strategies;
• Lack of clear authority.
It should be recognized that these issues, while perhaps not eliminated, can be 

anticipated and minimized during the formative stages of the collaboration.

CREATE A CONFLICT RESOLUTION PROCESS

A conflict resolution process should allow participants to consider differences 
within the collaborative process, rather than dealing with them in isolation or 
separate from group meetings.

Revisit the goals and the formative work in order to place the conflict in a 
context of what is to be achieved. Agree on a facilitator, and keep in mind 
someone from within the group cannot entirely be removed from the conflict. 

Avoid personalization of issues by removing the concept of right or wrong to fo-
cus on the differences and the solutions. The goal is to identify and understand 
the issue at the onset of the conflict and to find clarity through a focused and 
respectful conversation during which everyone is heard fairly and equally.

Don’t burn bridges, as those who work through the resolution process will 
once again work together on the collaborative effort.

RESOLVE THE UNRESOLVABLE

Deal with the situation head on, agreeing on a process and, if necessary, 

working on a settlement to agree to disagree. When necessary, bring in an 

outside facilitator or involve senior or influential people. 

Under certain circumstances, it may be necessary to inform stakeholders of 

the collaboration, or even remove the divisive factions from the process. Of 

course, these options will need careful consideration of consequences.

SUSTAINABILITY

In many cases, arts organizations come together around a single event or 

activity. In these cases, sustainability over a long period is not a consideration. 

Nevertheless, sustainability for the expected life span of the project, however 

short, must be considered.

Project sustainability can be challenged for a number of reasons:

• Collaboration is not central to organizational mission;
• Collaboration was established to access funding; collaboration does not 

have sufficient depth of purpose;
• Weak communication;
• Change to or end of funding; insufficient funding;
• Irreconcilable logistical challenges (e.g. meeting schedules);
• Change of focus or direction;
• Insufficient time given to reach the full extend of goals; goals are too 

ambitious;
• Long-term commitments are not in place;
• Change of team membership or leadership;
• Overestimation of availability of resources, including human resources and 

time.

SHARE OF PROFIT AND LOSS

While it may be easiest to default to an equitable 50-50 share, the split of 

profit and loss should be based on what is appropriate to the situation. An or-

ganization that is not able to adequately provide resources should not neces-

sarily enjoy an equal share of the profit. A small organization should consider 

the effect of assuming the burden of a potential financial loss. An organiza-

tion with a goal of acquiring knowledge and experience may be less interested 

in profit. Sometimes, even in an inequitable situation, a 50-50 split seems like 

the right choice.
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COOPERATION COORDINATION COLLABORATION

The Cooperation has the simplest approach to collaboration as it is 

not defined with contributions, risk, or even real commitment. The 

relationship is usually informal and short-lived with little planning 

and little to no investment. The organizations remain completely 

autonomous.  

 

Examples of Cooperation could be an information exchange based 

on common interests and needs, informal networks, mentorship and 

equipment sharing. 

 

Cooperations will benefit individual organizations, but not necessarily 

the collective. 

 

A detailed Memorandum of Understanding is not necessarily 

required, although some situations will require at least a basic written 

agreement. 

In a Coordination, organizations come together for a shared project, but rather 

than working as an integrated unit, they work along side each other as parallel 

operators.  

 

The arrangement is more formal than a Cooperation, with planning, commit-

ments, and joint decision making. 

 

While each organization does commit to contribute to the Coordination, the 

investment and risk is more limited than in a Collaboration. 

 

An example of a Coordination could be access to rehearsal space in exchange 

for performance, or community outreach activity in exchange for technical 

expertise. 

 

Each organization will realize benefits, but the Coordination itself may not 

benefit. 

 

A Memorandum of Understanding should be prepared to set out the terms and 

agreements. 

In the Art of Collaboration: A Toolkit for Nonprofit Arts Organizations, 

Collaboration is defined as: 

 

Two or more organizations willingly coming together, yet remaining 

independent; 

• To share resources, for mutual benefit, through an informal or formal 

agreement; 

• To accomplish a project, that can be better accomplished together; 

• To achieve one or more definable goals.  

 

Collaboration, with its increased risk, requires a higher degree of unifica-

tion and accountability. Each organization is as committed to process as 

it is to the project itself.  

 

Commitment includes shared planning and responsibilities, investments 

of resources, regular communications, goal setting, and joint deci-

sion-making. 

 

A Memorandum of Understanding is required.

COLLABORATION CONTINUUM

As collaboration is used to describe everything from very small and informal arrangements to multi-year, 

highly integrative partnerships, it is best to consider collaboration along a continuum. In this way, it is pos-

sible to consider what is required for each effort, to adjust expectations and outcomes accordingly and to 

scale the process that is appropriate to the situation. 
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ARTS MARKETING AND 
COLLABORATION

L’Opéra de Québec, La vie parisienne; credit Steve Deschêne, Le Soleil



“Marketing is more sensitive 
than almost any other kind of 
collaborative work.”18

18 Backer, Partnerships As An Art Form: What works and What Doesn’t in Nonprofit Arts Partnerships, 66
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WHILE ARTS MARKETING IS LIKELY TO BE A FEATURE common to many col-

laborations between nonprofit arts organizations, it can easily pose its own set 

of challenges.

Branding and potential confusion for the public can cause stress. Skills and 

experiences can differ among arts administrators and marketing personnel, 

who may have distinct approaches and opinions. Budgets can be limiting and 

inequitable among the partners. 

It is not always easy to let go of strongly held beliefs and practices and loss of 

individual choice or authority can seem threatening. 

These issues need to be carefully and fully considered and solutions need to 

be imbedded in the collaborative process. Additionally, the vision and expec-

tations of this type of collaboration need to be underpinned with necessary 

resources.

There are, of course, challenges that lie beyond the scope of most marketing 

collaborative initiatives. Inferior customer service, poor ticket-buying experi-

ences and the public’s perception of poor artistic or programmatic quality can 

easily undermine the best marketing efforts. 

Nevertheless, a collaborative venture that does not realize its goals and 

outcomes should not necessarily be considered a failure. This situation may 

indicate a need for revised plans or it may reveal other unanticipated needs 

and opportunities, which can help shape future collaborations. 

Finally, no organization is capable of doing everything and a strategic partner-

ship can offer a competitive edge.

EXAMINING COLLABORATIVE MARKETING

Collaborate marketing, which may be one component of a larger project 

such as a joint performance or production, needs a strong framework so the 

participants can successfully navigate the challenges that are inherent in arts 

marketing. 

Consultant Alan Brown proposes eight areas of concentrations for arts mar-

keting19:

• People: professional development;
• Technologies;
• Knowledge: market research;
• Information and distribution channels;
• Collaborative programs;
• Constituency development: not just audiences;
• Customer service: residents and visitors such as parking;

Product development: programming including collaborations. 

To these can be added the requirement of sufficient financial resources.

The above eight areas of arts marketing investment relate to Alan Brown’s Ten 

Building Blocks of Collaborative Marketing20: 

• Pooling database resources;
• Sharing design and production;
• Amortizing costs of marketing infrastructure;
• Leveraging media buying power;
• Sharing best practices;
• Cooperating on skills development, planning, research and evaluation;
• Developing cross-institutional product packaging and cultural tourism 

initiatives;

19 Backer, Partnerships As An Art Form, 71
20 Backer, Partnerships As An Art Form, 71
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• Consolidating sales operations;
• Cooperating on advocacy and public information programs and printed 

programs;
• Creating joint outreach and audience development efforts. 

These will result in the following objectives:

• Stabilization and strengthening of marketing, financial and organizational 
capacities;

• Increase of overall effectiveness of marketing campaigns, including plan-
ning and execution;

• Increase of overall quality of marketing materials, including print process, 
paper stock, photography and design.

• Ability to reach new communities and markets;
• Diversification of audience make-up;
• Improvement, access or development of marketing tools; 
• Crossover to partner constituents;
• Increase of marketing reach;
• Expansion of organizational learning and experiences (professional devel-

opment);
• Increase of community visibility and awareness;
• Development of new programming initiatives.

Finally, the objectives can be measured in the following ways:

• Ticket sales and attendance;
• Financial analysis (e.g. return on investment, budget targets);
• Community survey (e.g. awareness);
• Audience survey (e.g. impression of quality, frequency, effectiveness, more 

attentive);
• Audience focus groups (e.g. perception of change and impact);
• Analysis of customer databases (e.g. new patrons, first-time attendees, 

crossover, distribution of postal codes, densification);
• Market segmentation analysis;
• Assessment of materials;
• Leadership interviews and reports.

CHALLENGES PARTICULAR TO ARTS MARKETING COLLABORATION
• Divergent experiences and capabilities, notably between organizations of 

different sizes and backgrounds; 
• Lack of trust, protectionism, territorialism;
• Conflicting values affecting language, images, layout and design; quality of 

materials;
• Loss of brand recognition; 
• Inability or unwillingness to manage timelines;

Of course, there are many elements that are particular to arts marketing that 
will need careful consideration:

• Language to recognize partners and sponsors;
• Inclusion, placement and relative size of logos and word marks;
• Copy writing, editing;
• Ad design and placement;
• Use of mail lists;
• Marketing and communications budgets;
• Collection and ownership of data (e.g. ticket sales, patron data); 

Understanding of legal requirements;
• Sharing, collation, analysis and measurement of newly acquired information; 

As before, understanding the challenges can inform early decision making. 
Issues such as the placement and relative size of sponsor logos, terminology to 
recognize collaborative organizations, and who will prepare promotional copy, 
should be decided early on in order to avoid later conflict. 
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KEY PRINCIPLES FOR COLLABORATIVE MARKETING

PREPAREDNESS

Marketing personnel should be involved in the formative stages of a collabo-

rative effort, so that the planning process includes the benefit of their input. 

(Use Collaboration: Memorandum of Understanding to support the process.)

Organizations that are not part of the collaboration, but are integral to the 

marketing process, should also be consulted in the formative stage (e.g. box 

office services regarding collection of information and customer service).

ESTABLISHING THE PARTNERSHIP

Develop a relationship that takes into account the needs, priorities, and inter-

nal systems of each partner. It will be important to understand cultural and 

language differences, divergent practices, and differing organizational capaci-

ties and capabilities.

Work towards forming a new, cohesive unit in which the partners understand 

and respect differences, are willing to adapt to other ways of doing business, 

and will work towards the common goals of the collaboration.

GOALS AND MEASURES

Marketing and related goals should be prepared before the work begins. It 

will be difficult to work toward and measure goals that are not in place at the 

beginning of the collaborative process. Missing related information, such as 

financial projections, will challenge the development of marketing campaigns, 

and it is not likely the marketing department will be able to compensate for 

any deficiencies in the collaborative framework.

Depending on the types of goals, it may be necessary to investigate baseline 

information. This may include box office data analysis to establish the cur-

rent or starting position, so that it can be compared to information collected 

throughout the collaborative process. 

All elements of marketing and communications should be discussed and an 

agreement should be in place. Communications (including images, copy, of-

fers, etc.) should be prepared for consistency and alignment of messaging and 

good customer service. 

See the Collaboration: Marketing and Communications Toolkit to support the 

process.

PLANNING

Develop a detailed project budget of contributed and shared revenues and ex-

penses. An agreement should outline the inclusions and exclusions of incomes 

and expenses, and the split of the net profit/loss, in order to minimize surpris-

es when reconciling the accounts. 

Collaborative marketing messages need to be as clear and direct as they are 

for other (non-collaborative) activities. An agreement should consider the 

placement of logos and other recognitions, contact information, images and 

copy to avoid excess information in promotional materials and possible confu-

sion for the public.

Use Collaboration: Budget and Reconciliation Toolkit  to support the process.
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Develop a detailed schedule of activities, responsibilities, timelines and dead-

lines. Also consider how the schedule will be monitored and the consequences 

of missed deadlines.

Establish a meeting/communications schedule so the marketing team is able 

to monitor the marketing plan and test goals. This will help to unify the team, 

ensure the terms of the marketing plan are being met, and provide the ability 

to adjust the plan as a result of its deficiencies and missed goals. 

ANALYSIS

While the marketing team will monitor goal progress throughout the process, 

the team will conduct a final analysis to determine the success of the overall 

plan, the extent to which the goals were met, and the lessons learned. 

A thoughtful analysis will allow the partners to better understand the collabo-

rative process and apply the learnings to future collaborations. 

Calgary Opera, Falstaff; credit Trudie Lee
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KEY PRINCIPLES IN BUILDING AND RETAINING AUDIENCES

The following principles are from the point of view of a collaborative effort for 

which the partners’ prime goal is to expand and, ultimately, retain audiences.

It should be noted that organizations have both profound and subtle differ-

ences and capabilities. While these principles are broad in scope, they provide 

basic elements that can be considered in most collaborative efforts.

PRODUCTION, PRESENTATION OR ACTIVITY

The chosen activity must have the potential of not only attracting the existing 

audiences of each partner, but also reaching out to first-time ticket buyers. 

This is not something that can be necessarily measured, but the alignment of 

the presentation to the target audience and collaborative marketing strategies 

will be crucial in reaching the desired goal.

PARTNERS 

To realize an expanded audience, both partners should have an established 

audience base, plus the ability to reach further through their own marketing 

and communications channels. Alternatively, one partner may have access 

to a community that the other partner does not. As well, it is possible that a 

partnership allows one partner to present an activity that would not otherwise 

be possible, thereby allowing that partner to reach beyond its regular constit-

uency. 

Importantly, the partners should be aligned and have the tools and competen-

cies needed to reach the desired goal. This will be determined in the earliest 

stages of developing a partnership and in setting the framework for collabora-

tive marketing and communications (toolkit).

MAIL LISTS AND DATA

While respecting privacy regulations, partners should have the willingness 

to analyze and segment mail lists in order to develop a comprehensive joint 

marketing campaign. 

More importantly, mechanisms need to be in place to capture the appropriate 

information at the point of sale. Depending on the goals, this may include 

postal addresses, phone numbers, email addresses and other defining infor-

mation that will be needed for future analysis and segmentation. 

The ability to build and retain audiences will be severely compromised if there 

is an unwillingness to share collected data. Protocols need to be in place to in-

form the public and to seek appropriate permissions, and privacy policies need 

to reflect current practice. Team members who are responsible for collecting 

information (e.g. box office staff) should be informed and have the tools to 

accomplish the task.

As much as possible, it is helpful to understand what prompted people to buy 

tickets. While this is may not produce definitive information, it will provide 

insight into the success of specific marketing and communications activities.

RELATIONSHIPS

Generally, a one-time attendee is just that, a one-time attendee. The quality of 

the relationship will depend on customer service, quality of experience and fol-

low-up communication, which may include a welcome letter, post-event thank 

you, special offer to another event and/or other ongoing communications. 

A ticket buyer with a strong tie to an organization has a greater chance of 

remaining a ticket buyer and developing an interest in other types of activities. 
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ONGOING PROGRAM DELIVERY

If a collaboration resulted in an activity that is atypical of one or both partners, 

it is reasonable to assume first-time patrons attended because of the new 

type of activity. If that type of activity is not repeated, it is possible the new 

patron will not return. Longer term artistic planning will be helpful in retaining 

audiences.

EVALUATING AND MEASURING COLLABORATIVE 
MARKETING

As evidenced here, collaborations need to be founded on well-considered 

planning and detailed frameworks, in order to reach the desired goals. An 

incomplete or flawed plan will be challenged from the beginning, and will 

require additional efforts to compensate for its deficiencies.

The means to assess success need to be focused and integrated in the forma-

tive stages. As collaborations and relationships differ from situation to situa-

tion, goals, measurements and metrics will be specific to the context, strate-

gies and resources of the partnering organizations. 

As such, increasing the socio-economic mix of an audience, for example, will 

not be part of every collaboration, and achieving a high retention rate is not a 

reasonable goal in the absence of an integrated plan and appropriate resources.

There are four key indicators to consider when establishing appropriate and 

useful measurements: 

• Validity: are the right things being measured?
• Reliability: are they being measured consistently?
• Relevance: are the measurements useful?
• Actionability: what will be done with the information?

To this list can be added learning, understanding and improving, which should 

be fundamental results of measuring.

With these key indicators in mind, it is possible to consider the outcomes of a 

collaborative effort through evaluation (qualitative) and measurement (quan-

titative). Following are select considerations directly or indirectly related to 

marketing and communications.

Manitoba Opera, Rigoletto; credit R. Tinker, Manitoba Opera
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INTERNAL IMPACT

Examine the efficiencies that were realized (e.g. time management), as 

a result of two organizations sharing workload. 

• How and to what degree did the collaboration allow each organization to 
work more efficiently, yet produce a stronger impact as a result of their 
collective effort?

Consider the impact of cost sharing.

• To what degree did each organization achieve a greater outcome (im-
proved return on investment) than what would otherwise be typical for 
non-collaborative activities?

Consider box office data.

• Did the collaborative effort increase the contact database, therefore 
expanding the potential for future communications and acquisitions? How 
does this compare to acquisition rates of other collaborative and non-col-
laborative activities? What can be learned about the new ticket buyers 
(e.g. geographic distribution; buying patterns)?

Reflect on the acquired competencies.

• Were new skillsets learned that would improve future collaborative com-
munication campaigns? How can these be retained and implemented?

Evaluate the effectiveness of the collaborative plan and effort.

• How successful was the planning process? What changes were need-
ed? Were deadlines met and, if not, what caused the delays? What can 
be learned about the planning process that can improve future collab-
orations? Did the two organizations develop a spirit of teamwork that 
encouraged each partner to support the other, as well as encouraged the 
partners to work for the common good of the collaboration?

FINANCIAL IMPACT

Compare budgetary projections to actual revenues and expenses. 

• What was the reasonableness of the budgeting process? What caused the 
variances between projection and the actual financial outcomes? Was the 
collaboration sufficiently financed? Were the financial contributions and 
reconciliations clearly planned and understood? 

Consider ticket sales.

• Were targets met? Did marketing plans realize the expected sales targets? 
What was the return-on-investment, comparing ticket revenue to market-
ing expenses? How do these compare to other activities? What was the 
average revenue per ticket compared to projections?

Consider other revenues.

• As a result of the communications, did the collaboration identify new 
donors or sponsors, or generate ticket purchases for other events?

EXTERNAL IMPACT

Consider media coverage.

• To what extent did the partnership and the activity contribute to gaining 
extra coverage? Did one partner bring to the partnership special contacts 
or expertise that resulted in expanded visibility? By working together, how 
have the partners grown their marketing and communications capacities?

Determine an organization’s success in reaching into new socio, 

economic or geographic communities.

• What can be learned from mail list analysis and mapping? Can a profile of 
the new patrons be developed? Has the organization gained a foothold 
in a new area? Did an organization learn about cultural sensitivities and 
appropriate means of communications with diverse groups?

Assess the affect on visibility, awareness and brand value.

• Following marketing campaigns, what can be learned, through communi-
ty surveying, about the change to the organization’s profile?
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Measure value of word-of-mouth and determine Net Promoter Score.*1

• Following a collaboration and through audience surveying, can a change 
in value for word-of-mouth be determined? How does the Net Promoter 
Score compare to previous scores? How does the score compare to sub-
sequent collaborations? (Note: a baseline is required for comparisons with 
past events.)

QUALITATIVE IMPACT 

Gauge intrinsic and transformative impacts on audience members.

• Through feedback/communication loops, how did the audience perceive 
its experience? How does this compare to responses following other 
activities?

LONG-TERM

Analyze retention rates.

• To what extend have patrons been retained over successive collaborations 
and other events? How does this score relate to other retention rates (e.g. 
the retention of season subscribers)? 

* Net Promoter Score is a recognized tool to gauge customer word-of-mouth by rating responses to ques-
tions such as How likely are you to recommend [company] to your friends and family?

Analyze the degree to which new markets (geographic, socio-

economic), first introduced through a collaborative effort, have been 

developed and retained.

• Has the presence in or relationship with a new market been maintained 
and expanded? 

COMMUNITY IMPACT

Examine to what degree an organization reached into a new 

community.

• What were the types and numbers of linkages in reaching out to a com-
munity? What marketing and communications methods produced the 
best results? 

Consider demographic and geographic information about patrons 

compared to other non-collaborative presentations (collected through 

box office and surveys). 

• Through surveying and segmentation, what can be learned about new 
audiences introduced through collaborations?
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ARTS MARKETING COLLABORATION IN PRACTICE21

In 2013, Arts Victoria (Australia) initiated a one-off “collaborative project [to bring 

together] arts organisations working together to improve their marketing and 

communications capabilities.” Much can be learned from the program’s structure, 

purposes, goals and outcomes.

Expectations of participants of this program, Collaborative Arts Marketing, included:

• Commonality of geography and/or audience type and/or art form;
• Whole-of-organisation commitment for two years;
• A commitment to be collaborative, open and prepared to share information with 

other participants, as well as lessons learned and outcomes with the sector;
• The internal capacity and capability to implement and imbed;
• A willingness to take risks and do things differently;
• And active and attractive programming. 

The program grew out of a belief that collaborative marketing could: 

• Stimulate the latent demand;
• Engage more people from the segments most likely to attend;
• Work together to get more people engaged in the arts;
• And “to make a bigger pie”.

The overall objective was to “build profile and a cohort of supporters/patrons, which 

leads to increased ticket sales, sponsorship support, donation, [which in turn leads 

to] increased sustainability and financial independence.”

The purpose of this initiative was to: 

• Develop and implement new and innovative marketing approaches;
• Promote their organization and work with new people in new ways;
• Diversify and/or increase earned revenue streams;
• Share lessons learned with the sector.

21 Arts Victoria: Arts West (source); Outcomes are not available at the time of writing this report.

l’Opéra de Montreal, Lakmé; credit Yves Renaud

http://www.arts.vic.gov.au/Projects_Initiatives/Collaborative_initiatives/Arts_West


“We need to get the right message 
to the right people in the right way 
at the right time.”22

22 Information Session: A Pilot Collaborative Arts Marketing Initiative, Arts Victoria, 2012
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SHARING CONTACT INFORMATION

Organizations that jointly present an event will sometimes use two or more ticket 

outlets, but this can lead to at least two challenges: confusion for the public, and 

the ability to appropriately share patron data.

In a situation where there are two or more box office outlets servicing one collab-

orative event, the partnered organizations may want ‘equal opportunity’ in adver-

tising and other communications. This may serve the needs of the organizations, 

but it is not necessarily serving the end-user, the ticket buying public, which may be 

confronted with a list of phone numbers.

As with all public communications, clarity and simplicity is key, and this should be 

kept in mind when providing box office information. 

Partnered organizations will likely want to share patron data for future marketing 

efforts, however, in Canada, this is a tricky legal area. It is the obligation of each 

organization to inform the public of how information is collected, how it is used 

and how it is shared. 

The first priority for any arts organization is an up-to-date and compliant privacy 

policy that lets the consumer know how their information may be shared. The sec-

ond priority is to ensure the public is aware the privacy policy is in place, which will 

likely be done by box office staff. The information should be easily available on the 

organizations’ websites; electronic newsletters can support awareness and provide 

links. 

The Canadian Anti-Spam legislation (CASL) requires organizations to first receive 

consent before communicating electronically, but it does not supersede a privacy 

policy. 

Every arts organization should know and follow privacy and anti-spam regulations.

Edmonton Opera, Salome; photo by Nanc Price, Sound + Noise
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THE PRACTICE OF  
COLLABORATION

Manitoba Opera, Rigoletto; credit R. Tinker, Manitoba Opera



“The keys to creating and sustaining 
the relationship are simple: trust 
and mutual respect. We entered 
into the partnership as if it were a 
marriage and worked hard to make 
it succeed.”23

23 Knight Foundation, Marketing the Arts, 11



“If we only had ____________,  
we could ____________.”24

24 K. James, Understanding Successful Partnerships and Collaborations, 41
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PREPAREDNESS: BEFORE STARTING OUT

It is important to diligently consider the pros and cons of a collaborative effort 

before taking the first step. Time spent in the formative stages will save time 

during the implementation and will minimize surprises and conflicts.

Not every project needs a collaborator, and not every organization is ready for 

a partnership. At this stage, understanding the value a partnership can offer is 

more important than the partner itself.

Collaboration brings with it change and the initiating organization must be 

ready to establish a new working culture, and to share responsibility, authority 

and control. It is key to understand the desired involvement of and expecta-

tions for the partner organization, so the collaboration goes beyond a mar-

riage of convenience. 

The initiating organization needs to have a willingness to share, to be recep-

tive to new ideas, opinions and perspectives, and to be open to change within 

its own organization. High-level authority and institutional buy-in is required. 

Goals need clarity and systematic planning takes time. 

In seeking and accepting change, the initiating organization acknowledges 

the value another organization can bring to a project through its own unique 

experiences and capabilities.

Questions to consider before inviting a partner organization:

• Is a partner needed for the project? Is it the right time for a partnership? 
Is the lead organization ready and prepared to enter into a partnership? 
What is the lead organization prepared to contribute to the collaboration? 

• What are the cultural and operational differences? Are the organizations 
compatible?

• Is senior staff and board willingly committed to the collaboration and 
prepared to manage the process?

• Will the partnership enhance the effectiveness of the project? What specif-
ic contributions are required from the partner organization? 

• Will the collaboration be a “marriage of convenience” or a full partner-
ship?  

• Is it possible for the project’s mission, vision and purposes to be shared? 
What is to be accomplished?

• Are the motivations for collaboration understood? Have the expectations 
been clarified?

• Will the outcomes be worth the investment of time and resources? What 
are the costs and benefits? Are the net benefits of collaborative equation 
mutually advantageous? 

Vancouver Opera, Sweeney Todd; credit Tim Matheson



“The best alliances join strength to 
strength.”25

25 Rosabeth Moss Kanter, “15 Steps For Successful Strategic Alliances”
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COLLABORATOR: IDENTIFYING THE PARTNER

“INITIAL CONVERSATIONS ABOUT COLLABORATION require almost more ef-

fort and more planning than the subsequent conversations after an agreement 

is in place.”26

Answers to the preceding questions will lead to a choice of partner organi-

zation. It is important to explore the options in order to be prepared for the 

challenges of a collaboration and, more importantly, to lay the foundation for 

success.

Alignment of vision and mission is just as important as compatibility of goals. 

Each organization should be able to articulate its own set of goals and, to-

gether, establish goals for the collaboration itself. This can be accomplished 

with a vision alignment document that brings together the relevant informa-

tion and explores the compatibilities at this fundamental level. 

Even if it is not documented as a statement, the organizations should find 

commonality and inspiration around the vision of the project and the potential 

of the collaborative effort. This is the opportunity to envision what is possible 

as a collective that would not otherwise be possible as individual organiza-

tions.  

To participate in the collaboration and work towards the goals, each organiza-

tion must be committed to contributing resources.  

 

 

26 Interview with Angie Gélinas. Calgary Opera

Organizations will have different internal cultures and may not be matched 

in size and capacity. They will bring new, yet valid, ideas and experiences. 

These may test the compatibility of the collective, so it will be important to use 

solutions-based thinking when exploring the differences to identifying options. 

It is key to develop a common-ground understanding in order to understand 

collaborative opportunities.27 

Further questions can help to identify a strong candidate:

• Does the organization have a history of successful collaboration?
• How will differences in organizational size affect the relationship?
• Is there an ability to establish trust and reciprocity?
• Is the senior staff and board of the proposed partner organization willing-

ly committed to the collaboration and prepared to manage the process?
• Has the scope of the project (the purpose of the collaboration) been fully 

discussed and understood?
• What are the risks and weaknesses? And how can they be resolved?
• What expectations does each organization have for the other?
• What is the capacity to contribute to the collaboration, including person-

nel, time and finances? Is the lead organization prepared to offer what is 
required by the partner organization? Is the partner leadership committed 
to the collaboration?

• Is there potential for change during the process (e.g. personnel/leadership) 
that could disrupt the relationship? 

• What are the common elements of the project’s vision and mission that 
can bring together the collaborators? What is the process in defining mu-
tual vision? Are the organizations working within their missions?

• Is each organization prepared to support the quality of the partnership?

27 Alan Brown, A Collaborative Workbook, 23



“Focus on each other’s needs and 
your own needs will be met.”28

28 Interview with Angie Gélinas, Calgary Opera
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PROCESS

BRINGING TOGETHER TWO OR MORE ORGANIZATIONS will create new 

relationships, new ways of working and thinking, and even a new culture. In 

many ways, organizations come together to create a new entity, which will 

take precedence over the individual participating organizations. 

Just as the concept of the collaboration needs a leader of authority, so too 

does the process. The most appropriate senior people need to be “at the 

table”. 

Flexibility of structure, proactive thinking and nimble decision-making will 

allow the team to manage change throughout the process. Systematic and 

strategic planning will support the cohesion of the team and lead to successful 

outcomes.

The structure of the collaborative team must take into account organizational 

differences and work towards fairness, respect and trust. The partners may be 

of different sizes and capacities, but there needs to be equity of participation. 

Each has a role and each participates and contributes, even if not equally.

Most importantly, each participant is responsible to the other and the new 

entity created by the collaboration, and each is equally accountable for the 

results. 

Collaborations require a particular mindset beyond the typical “doing business 

as usual”. 

LEADERSHIP

The leader (or leaders) of the collaboration must uphold the vision, provide 

motivation, set ground rules and, when needed, resolve conflict. Task and 

relationship oriented, the leader(s) will facilitate the process and support the 

conditions that allow participants to fulfill their personal obligations to the 

group effort. A leader will manage the differences in experiences and opin-

ions, acknowledge the contributions of the individuals and share success with 

the group.

While it may not be necessary to assign leadership to the organization’s top 

staff or board in every situation, it is necessary for the leader(s) to be endowed 

with the appropriate authority and influence necessary to lead the participants 

and manage the process. 

Questions to help establish the right leadership:

• Does the collaboration have the approval of high-level management? (e.g. 
Board, Executive Director)

• Are the right authorities participating in the formative stages?
• Will one or more individuals lead the collaboration? 
• Does the leadership have the skills to design processes and structures, to 

lead problem solving, to encourage balanced dialogue and active listen-
ing, and to negotiate potential challenges?

• Are the partners fairly and appropriately represented on the leadership 
team? 

• Will the leader be dedicated to process and achieving the desired results?
• Does the leadership have appropriate authority and weight?
• Does the leadership have the ability to carry forward the vision and man-

age process in the face of challenges?
• Will leadership be able to maintain accountability for results?
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COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP

Determining membership is an important step in providing the necessary 

resources to successfully undertake the project. It is necessary to take the time 

to consider the make-up and size of the team, as well as the relationships of 

the individuals. 

Careful consideration should be given to recruiting the people with the right 

skill sets, experiences and authorities. Diversity of representation can be good 

as it brings different perspectives to the conversations. 

Everyone involved with the collaboration and those who come in contact 

with the activity need to share the vision, feel connected to the goals, be fully 

involved in the process, and believe in the potential of the collaboration. To 

increase the effectiveness their work, team members need to be given clear 

roles and the authority to carry out their tasks.

The more organizations are known to each other through all levels the staff, 

the stronger the relationship. In this way, the collaboration is not isolated to a 

team, but rather its importance is felt throughout the organizations. 

As much as possible, a committee of collaborators should be peer-to-peer, 

such as senior staff with senior staff and marketing directors with marketing 

directors. This can be different when organization sizes are not matched, so 

parallels need to be found and respected. 

While the collaboration will have a leader, the process is the equal responsibil-

ity of each team member. Rules of conduct can be approved, communications 

put into place, and a decision-making process adopted. Each member needs 

the ability to listen actively and to appreciate others, and a willingness to par-

ticipate in the process. Commitment to constructive communication, written 

and verbal, will engender greater learning, value and trust, and will reduce the 

fear of change. 

Trust, respect and accountability are essential ingredients; they are the prod-

ucts of the time and the consideration given in the formative stages of the 

collaboration.

Each organization needs to be objective and rational in assessing the project 

and be aware of its alignment with their missions. They need to recognize 

their abilities and readiness to fully contribute to and work towards estab-

lished goals. Challenges need to be anticipated, explored and addressed, and 

corrective measures put in place to reduce the chance of failure.

Obligations and expectations, and roles and responsibilities need to be well 

established and documented. Regular meetings are necessary to maintain the 

relationship and to ensure goals and contributions are met according to the 

established schedule. 

A sense of defeat, or even failure, can arise from a partnership that is not 

properly founded. Once the foundation has been laid, it must be understood 

that collaborations will develop and evolve. Relationships change, unforeseen 

possibilities emerge, new opportunities arise and anticipated opportunities fail. 

Good planning will help to anticipate many situations, but not everything can 

be controlled. 
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Questions to develop a strong committee:

• Is the collaboration sufficiently resourced with people? Have they been 
provided with the appropriate time to manage the partnership?

• Are the right people at the table? Is the committee the right size (not too 
large or too small) and are the relationships peer to peer?

• Is each partner organization properly represented? 
• Does the membership understand and share the vision and values?
• Will the members work as a team to share responsibilities and successes?
• Will the partners be accountable to the leadership and the collaborative 

team?

GOVERNANCE AND MEETINGS

Along with the commitment to collaboration’s vision is the need to adopt a 

structure that engenders trust, respect and accountability. 

The first meeting will be the most important, as this gathering will highly influ-

ence the future culture of the committee.

Like any well-run meeting, collaborative meetings should be regular, each with 

an understood purpose. Minutes will document actions, assignments, time-

lines and results. At meetings and in between, members need to be reminded 

of deadlines and obligations. 

With careful planning in the earlier stages, the participants will be able to 

more easily and nimbly navigate changes and challenges as they arise. This is 

particularly important as the collaborative process adds another layer of focus 

to an already busy work environment. 

Consideration needs to be given to the decision-making process, which can be 

authoritative, autonomous, delegated, democratic, consensus by majority or 

unanimity.

Effective communication is required at meetings, as it is throughout the 

process. With an atmosphere of trust, participants should be able to offer 

constructive comments and ask inquiring questions with a goal to add to a 

conversation or clarify information without judging, blaming or patronizing.  

Each member needs to accept the process and support the decisions.
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Questions to develop strong governance:

• What structure and process will bring together the membership?
• Has a decision-making process been determined? Have rules of meeting 

procedure been set?
• Is a conflict resolution process in place?
• Will the governance structure support a range of views?
• Is planning and process documented? Has a Memorandum of 

Understanding or Letter of Agreement been put into place?
• Is it possible to establish regular and open communications to support ac-

countability and transparency? Will meetings be documented to monitor 
process and progress?

• How will the work of the committee be communicated to senior staff and 
boards, who are not actively participating?

• What are the limits of the committee’s authority in making decisions?
• What is the consequence of not meeting a milestone or task? Is there 

flexibility in meeting milestones or task deadlines? How will fulfillment be 
demonstrated? 

• To what extent is the committee empowered to make decisions?

L’Opéra de Québec, La Vie Parisienne; credit l’Opéra de Québec



“I take to heart the notion that I 
care more about the partners needs 
than I do my own. That changes how 
you talk with them. I know I will 
always take care of my own needs.”29

29 Interview with Angie Gélinas, Calgary Opera
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GOAL SETTING

GOALS WILL CONSIDER WHAT IS TO BE ACCOMPLISHED, what is to be 

achieved, and what success will look like. Goals will also define the strategies 

and visions underpinning the decision to proceed with the collaboration. 

There are essentially three sets of goals that should be considered: one for the 

initiating organization, another for the collaborating organization and a third 

set for the collaboration itself. 

In understanding its own goals, the lead organization can better consider which 

organization, as a potential partner, will best help it to meet the identified goals 

that would otherwise not be possible without a partner organization. 

It is also helpful to consider how the potential partner organization might 

itself benefit from the collaboration. With a strategic approach, the lead 

organization can consider its own needs and those of the most appropriate 

partners, as well as their capacities and management styles. Together, the 

organization must honestly assess their abilities and hone their respective and 

collective goals. 

Goals need to go beyond simple outputs, such as a joint performance, to 

deeper outcomes, such as an increase in community visibility and a shift in 

audience demographics. 

Concrete and attainable, goals can be specific, measurable, relevant and 

timely. Goals that are vague, task-oriented, or that focus only on intrinsic 

values cannot be tested and measured. This leaves them open to subjective 

interpretation. Goals that are too far reaching will likely fail when attached to 

a project that lacks sufficient scope. 

Goals need to be documented, adopted and, if necessary, revisited. As much 

of the collaborative effort is based on goals, the end points, it is important 

that they remain consistent throughout the process. It is not possible to fairly 

and reasonably assess a collaborative project when the goals are not embed-

ded in the process. 

Likewise, adopting different goals at the end of the collaborative effort does 

not do justice to the process, easily undermining the basis for success. 

Questions to support goal setting:

• Have goals been set for each organization, as well as for the collabora-
tion? 

• Are the goals specific, measureable, achievable, reasonable and relevant, 
and time-bound and trackable (SMART)?

• Can longer-term goals be tracked with short-term (milestone) goals?
• Can goals be measured against current data? (Baselines and benchmarks) 
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MEASURING TARGETS, EVALUATION 

The evaluation of success is often left to instinct and impressions, but the real 

proof is found in measurements. 

While success can mean different things to different people, adding meas-

urements to goals adds focus and anchors the goals. Targets make it possible 

to track progress, to define the desired change from the starting point to the 

end, and to better understand what has been accomplished.

As mentioned earlier, goals should be specific, measureable, achievable, 

reasonable and relevant, and time-bound and trackable. Precise goals can 

influence what is to be done and how it will be done in a way that is easily 

understood and quantifiable. 

First, determine the current condition, the starting point or baseline, of what 

is to change and estimate a reasonable and attainable target, the end point or 

benchmark. The target benchmark will often be described as an increase by a 

percentage or a number (e.g. to increase audience size by 15%; to serve 50 

children). 

Means to evaluate intrinsic values (e.g. happiness, satisfaction) should be 

considered (for example through surveys and audience response forms). A 

baseline or starting point will be needed to properly measure the desired 

change and effect, which has been described as an increase by percentage or 

number. For example, a goal to improve customer satisfaction will require an 

assessment at the start of the project and again at the end. 

Your project may determine your overall timeline, but track progress along the 

way to provide opportunities to improve results. Small successes can exponen-

tially build, strengthening the collaborative effort.

Finally, ongoing, objective evaluation of the process and the collaboration 

itself will support overall effectiveness, as adjustments can be made along the 

way. 

The information discovered here will be important when reporting back to 

funders, boards and key stakeholders. Whether the goals are met or not, 

much of what is learned here will inform and influence future collaborations.

Questions related to measurements and evaluation:

• Is it possible to revise goals so that measurements can be assigned? 
• How will intrinsic values be measured?
• Is it possible to evaluate information throughout the process? 
• How will results be collected and shared?
• Have the partner organizations agreed to be mutually responsible for 

meeting and evaluating goals and the overall outcomes?
• Will the success of meeting goals be shared among the participants?



“You have to know going in that 
collaborations take at least twice as 
much time as doing it yourself.”30

30 Interview with Angie Gélinas, Calgary Opera
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RESOURCES 

“I THINK WE BECOME VICTIMS OF OUR ABILITIES IN COLLABORATIVE. Why 

do we not approach these like we approach our own productions? Why do 

we not use the existing systems that are already in place?”31

Resources are the assets that are contributed by each partner. They can 

include anything from funding and staffing to access to key stakeholders and 

community leaders, and from infrastructure and technology to special exper-

tise and experience. 

Resources are the means and tools that carry forward a collaboration, and 

every participating organization must make a commitment to contribute. 

In a resource strapped sector, many arts organizations are accustomed to 

making do or doing without. But, as with any project, resources need to be 

strategically considered in terms of the overall project and the desired goals. 

At the end of the day, the project and the people will not be well served by a 

collaboration lacking in appropriate, or even adequate resources. 

In many situations, contributions between partners are not likely to be equal 

and many resources will not have a monetary value. A larger organization, 

with paid staff and a marketing budget, may collaborate with a volunteer-run 

organization with no capacity to market. These differences in resources need 

to be assessed and understood in the formative stages, contributions need to 

be valued, and the partners need to agree to the conditions.

31 Interview with Belfry Theatre.

Collaborative efforts can require greater resources than first considered, and 

they can require significant amounts of time. Time, whether volunteered or 

paid, is a scarce resource and should be wisely used and appropriately valued. 

Resources will change from project to project and collaboration to collabo-

ration, but every collaboration should be resourced as it would if it were an 

organization’s stand-alone project. 

Questions to ask when planning resources:

• Is each partner committed to contributing? Have expectations been clearly 
defined?

• What are the resources that are needed to support the process and out-
come?

• Will all needed resources be provided? How will gaps be covered?
• What are the external resources that can be brought to the collaboration?
• Have in-kind contributions been valued? Have the differences in expensed 

and in-kind resources been reconciled? 
• Could the agreed upon or need for resources change?
• Has the collaboration been properly resourced to reach the desired goals?
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WRITTEN AGREEMENT AND LIABILITY/RISK ISSUES

While it is not possible to anticipate every situation, it is advisable to have a 

written agreement that documents the scope of the project and the commit-

ments and expectations of the partners. 

Defining how the partners will work together, the agreement can layout the 

collaboration’s purpose, vision and goals, the committee’s roles and responsi-

bilities, and governing rules and policies. While not needed for every situation, 

an agreement might also cover areas such as insurance and indemnification 

requirements. 

The contents of an agreement will change from collaboration to collaboration, 

but it should be remembered the document is put into place for the good of 

the effort. It will offer clarity of purpose and expectation and it will help to 

depersonalize situations in times of conflict. 

An agreement may include32:

• Agreement about the project (the purpose of the collaboration)
• Desired outcomes, decision-making processes, leadership
• Outline of contributions, roles and responsibilities
• Management structure, decision-making processes, and reporting
• Conflict resolution information
• Confidentiality information
• Substantive areas of responsibility and contribution
• Information sharing, evaluation

Questions to consider:

• Has due diligence been conducted? 
• Is the partner financially secure? What are the risks or liabilities associated 

with the project? What happens if a partner withdraws?
• Are insurance and other coverages required?
• Is legal advice necessary?
• Have confidentiality measures been put into place?
• Is it possible to respectfully withdraw from the partnership due to incom-

patibility of misalignment?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

32 Nayar Consulting, Collaboration Toolkit, 76
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AVOIDING POTENTIAL CONFLICTS

Despite the best efforts, conflict is inevitable. People carry with them personal 

experiences, histories, expectations, opinions, and habits. During the forma-

tive stages, it is the ability to recognize potential conflict and the willingness 

to openly and proactively address these areas that will distinguish a successful 

process from one that is beset with conflicts. 

In understanding the areas of potential conflict, it is possible to anticipate 

solutions to the challenges:

• The project was incompatible with the mission of one or both organiza-
tions;

• Insufficient attention was given to due diligence when assessing the part-
ner organization;

• The process focused on actions and goals to the exclusion of maintaining 
the relationship;

• The collaboration was simply a means to an end and lacked the necessary 
depth and substance needed to sustain it;

• High level leadership and authority was missing;
• The realities, efforts and resources needed to undertake the joint project 

were insufficient or have been inaccurately assessed;
• Assumptions and perceptions were not questioned;
• The actual need for resources (human, financial and infrastructure) ex-

ceeded what was expected, placing additional stress on an organization, 
possibility jeopardizing the project due to unwarranted or unmanageable 
expenditure; 

• 
• Attendant needs and differences were not properly addressed in the 

development period;
• A change of motivation or interest occurred with one of the partners;
• The legacy of previously failed experiences influenced present attitudes 

and opinions;
• Changes in personnel affected the balance of interpersonal relationships 

(this can be particularly difficult when there is change of strong leader-
ship);

• One partner failed or was unable to meet its obligations;
• The organizations discovered they were incompatible, possibility due to 

cultural/institutional differences or personal conflict;
• An organization reacted to the perception of inequitable branding, or a 

sense its brand had been subsumed;
• The public misinterpreted the purpose or intention of the partnership (e.g. 

perceiving a merger);
• The goals and collaborative process was insufficiently documented. 

• Insufficient time has been allocated by one or more partners
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COLLABORATIVE SUCCESS

Organizations coming together to collaborate will, of course, start out with 

the best intentions for a successful process and well-met goals. This is achiev-

able, to a large degree, when the foundation of the collaborative effort is well 

laid. 

When this happens, the process is likely to stimulate many benefits:

• Mutual respect, understanding and trust among the participants;
• An ability to see beyond self-interest and recognize shared goals, values 

and visions; Recognition of the broader vision and the ‘good’ of the part-
nership;

• A willingness to compromise;
• A desire to share success;
• Leadership development that can carry forward the activity and partner-

ship;
• A high degree of decision making and follow-through;
• Clarity of roles and responsibilities; Group and individual fulfillment;
• An increased ability and willingness to adapt in an changing environment;
• Strengthened communication;
• A rejuvenated organization through new knowledge and experiences.

Success is also influenced by the conditions or context in which the collabora-

tion is placed33:

Factors Related to the ENVIRONMENT
• History of collaboration or cooperation in the community;
• Collaborative group seen as a legitimate leader in the community;
• Favourable political and social climate;

Factors Related to MEMBERSHIP CHARACTERISTICS
• Mutual respect, understanding, and trust;
• Appropriate cross section of members;
• Members see collaboration as in their self-interest;
• Ability to compromise;

Factors Related to PROCESS and STRUCTURE
• Members share a stake in both process and outcome;
• Multiple layers of participation;
• Flexibility;
• Development of clear roles and policy guidelines;
• Adaptability;
• Appropriate pace of development;

Factors Related to COMMUNICATION
• Open and frequent communication;
• Established informal relationships and communication links;

Factors Related to PURPOSE
• Concrete, attainable goals and objectives;
• Shared vision;
• Unique purpose;

Factors Related to RESOURCES
• Sufficient funds, staff, materials, and time;
• Skilled leadership.

33 Mattessich, Murray-Close, and Monsey, Collaboration: What Makes It Work
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AFTERWORD
Collaboration is becoming increasingly more important to the arts sector as it seeks 

new ways and better efficiencies in delivering services and programs. 

While collaboration is highly desired, it is less understand as a practice. This may, in 

part, be due to the vast range or activities that fall under the banner of collabora-

tions, as well as the general informality of approach. 

Just as one arts organization is not the same as another, no two collaborations will 

be the same. This toolkit describes a rigorous approach to a unified collaboration 

that is underpinned with a high degree of planning, commitment and accountability. 

The toolkit aims to provide a greater understanding and appreciation for the scope 

of the collaborative process as it relates to the arts sector. More importantly, it sets 

out the key elements that can be used collectively or selectively to build stronger and 

more successful collaborative efforts.

The aim of The Art of Collaboration: A Toolkit for Nonprofit Arts Organizations is to 

support arts organizations in better understanding their roles and responsibilities as 

collaborative partners and in developing more effective and efficient processes.

Ultimately, with greater competency and proficiency, these arts organizations will 

achieve greater successes.

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS

Collaboration: Marketing and Communications Toolkit

Collaboration: Memorandum of Understanding

Collaboration: Budget and Reconciliation Toolkit

Calgary Opera, Otello; credit Trudie Lee

https://www.dropbox.com/s/de7a8z9x4lvxzhk/Collaboration-%20Marketing%20and%20Communications.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/b3x56ao7azpzptn/Collaboration-%20Memorandum%20of%20Understanding.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/lolsb1urjjah8zk/Collaboration-%20Budget%20and%20Reconciliation%20Workbook.xlsx?dl=0
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APPENDIX
The Value of Presenting Study34, a national study undertaken by CAPACOA 

(Canadian Arts Presenting Association) and completed in 2012, contains sev-

eral references to partnerships as it pertains to the performing arts presenting 

field. Here, “collaborative creative partnerships” are noted to occur in large 

cities where “presenters benefit from the availability of purpose-built venues 

and professional artists and producing companies working in different disci-

plines.”

The study revealed that most arts organizations have been involved in at least 

one partnership within a three-year period: 86% of the respondents collabo-

rated with other arts organizations and 78% with community-based organiza-

tions, such as educational institutions (78%) and government agencies (67%). 

Many of the non-arts-based partnerships are in areas such as social services, 

cultural diversity/immigration and health sectors, where benefits relate to early 

childhood development, learning and education, and social cohesion.

The majority of arts presenters have taken a leading role (67%) in collabora-

tions, and only 26% indicated the partnership roles are equal. 

The Value of Presenting revealed 12% of Canadians, when asked to consider 

the main benefits of performing arts presentation in their community, cited 

increased partnerships between different organizations. 27% of presenters, 

responding to a similar question, selected increased cross-sectoral collabora-

tion as a top benefit offered by their organization to their community. 

34 Petri, The Value of Presenting, 12, 13, 31, 49

Multifaceted partnerships provide a means for presenters, who know their au-

diences and understand community needs, to “both advance their own artistic 

vision and help meet their communities’ goals through the performing arts.”

Audience development and community enrichment were equally ranked 

(84%) as ‘typical objectives’ for partnerships, and arts presenters placed com-

munity benefit above other more narrowly defined areas of self-interest.

Considering a broader range of nonprofit organizations, Stanford Social 

Innovation Review (SSIR) reported a high level of satisfaction and involvement 

in collaborative efforts35:

• 91% of survey respondents were already engaged in some form of 
collaboration;

• 78% nonprofits were involved in joint programming;
• 70% of nonprofit CEOs described their collaborations as being successful;
• 54% of the respondents are managing two or more collaborations at one 

time;

SSIR points out collaborations are now considered standard practice, and 

that nonprofit organizations are seeking more integrated forms of working 

together.

Despite the high level of collaborative activity, surprisingly 80% of nonprofit 

leaders reported receiving no support during the collaborative process and 

more than 50% reported no support at all for any form of collaboration.

35 Neuhoff and Milway, Collaboration-palooza
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