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1 Introduction  

1.1 This paper arises out of some research that ASA did into partnership working in 
advice.i We looked at partnerships that were  

• directly involved in delivering advice services and/or 
• trying to improve their services collectively and/or  
• engaged in particular projects.  

1.2 Our research, and other evidence,ii suggests that successful partnership working 
involves recognising and dealing with some factors that are specific to advice and 
other factors that affect partnerships more generally.  

1.3 This paper is not meant to be comprehensive guidance, or a toolkit. It merely seeks 
to summarise some lessons that have been learnt by advice agencies and networks.  

2 Be clear about what you are doing and why 

2.1 Partnership working has its advantages and its drawbacks. It is unlikely to be worth 
doing for its own sake. It is very time consuming.  

2.2 Before entering into a partnership you need to be clear   

• about why you are doing this 
• about what you hope to achieve 
• about why it is good for your organisation 
• about why it is likely to be beneficial also to your partners, and  
• that the likely return is sufficient to justify the time and effort involved.   

2.3 It is risky (and may even be dangerous) to think that you can take the money and 
sort out the rest of it later.  

2.4 If you are thinking of working with organisations that operate mainly outside the 
advice sector, be very clear that your aims and objectives are compatible.  

3 Things to consider  

3.1 You need to consider whether the aims and/or the beneficiaries of the proposed 
service are compatible with your charitable aims. This may have implications for 
which organisation can take the lead in a partnership. It may also mean that you 
need to consider establishing an alternative structure to deliver the project.  

3.2 Are you ready for partnership working? Have you already worked with the proposed 
partners on a more informal basis? Do you have a strategy that has considered who 
are the key players or competitors around you, and where the threats and 
opportunities are likely to come from?  

3.3 Have you considered the impact of the partnership on your relations with other 
agencies outside the partnership? The award of large contracts can sour 
relationships with other agencies that are not involved.  
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4 Choosing your partners 

4.1 A successful partnership does not necessarily depend on being able to choose your 
partners. Many of the partnerships in our research had little or no choice as to who 
their partners were. Some experienced difficulties and suffered as a result. Others 
thrived, notwithstanding the lack of choice.  

4.2 If you can choose your partners, you might want to consider 

• Whether the other organisation shares your values or ethos 
• How compatible the other organisation is with yours, for example in terms of 

quality assurance  
• How well the relevant people in each organisation get on with each other 
• How financially sound the other organisation is (which may involve carrying out 

due diligence or a risk assessment) 
• The extent to which the other organisation is, or is likely to be, a competitor of 

yours in other circumstances.  

5 Preparation is very important  

5.1 Our interviewees emphasised the importance of getting things right at the beginning 
of a partnership and spending as much time as possible on preparation. 

•  If you are looking to tender for local authority or other statutory body contracts 
you need to form your partnership well in advance as the timescale for tendering 
is generally very short.  

• You need to understand your partners, and figure out the best ways of working 
with each other.  

• It takes time to build up trust.  
• You need to sort out the policies that the partnership will follow. Can you adopt 

the policies of one of the partners or do you need to devise new ones?  
• You need to be satisfied that your proposed partners are right for you, and for 

the task in hand and are safe to contract with (which generally requires “due 
diligence” checks)  

• You need to explain your proposals to your own staff, take their views into 
account and not make any assumptions about what they are likely to think. 

• You need to write things down, so everyone has a record of what has been 
agreed (even if they put their own spin on it).  

• You will probably need written contracts or partnership agreements between the 
partners (and you may need to pay solicitors to draw them up).   

• You need to be sure that partners are prepared to engage in the partnership 
when it starts, and that the necessary groundwork has been done. 

 

5.2 You may find it helpful to use consultants to help the partnership get off the ground. If 
you are thinking of using consultants, remember that   

• Working with them can be quite time-consuming 
• Their value is likely to vary depending on the consultant and the task in question 
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• You need to be clear about what you expect from them and reflect this in the 
brief you give them 

• You should not expect them to make decisions for you.  

6 Conflicts of interest must be recognised  

6.1 You need to be as clear as possible about any conflicts of interest that may exist or 
may arise, whether during the partnership or after it has run its course.  

• The advice sector has become a more competitive environment, and this is 
unlikely to change.  

• You need to recognise that members can be firmly committed to the partnership, 
while also being aware that they could be pulled in other directions in future 
bidding situations.    

• You may feel that a partner’s or potential partner’s wider plans, or other 
allegiances, may pose a threat to your organisation in the medium or longer 
term.  

• You need to take account of any conflicts that partner organisations may have 
between their work with you and other work that they are doing, which may pull 
them in a different direction.   

• Remember to include the members of your management committee or trustee 
board in your conflict check.  

7 Proper funding is vital 

7.1 Partnership working done on the cheap, without properly allowing for overheads, or 
for unsympathetic funders, is unlikely to be worth doing.  

7.2 You need to consider whether the funding is sufficient:  

• To cover the set up costs, e.g. in terms of legal advice and assistance that you 
may need  

• To cover the cost of running the partnership, with a realistic allocation for 
overheads  

• To enable the partners to employ any additional staff needed to carry out the 
work involved   

• To enable the partnership to buy in any help it may need, e.g. from consultants, 
or from interpretation and translation services 

• To enable the partnership to achieve its objectives.  

7.3 You also need to consider:  

• How flexible or inflexible the funders are, how supportive they are, and how 
realistic their expectations are  

• Whether the targets set are realistic.   

8 Make sure you and your partners have what you need  

8.1 You may not be able to have them all, but a successful partnership is likely to need 
most of the following: 

ASA Paper:  Partnership Working In Advice – Some Lessons Learnt 3



• Commitment by all the partners to the aims and objectives of the partnership, 
and a genuine belief that there is merit in the partnership 

• Involvement of senior management from all partner organisations  
• Capacity in terms of the time that each partner has to spend on the partnership 

and its management 
• Proper structures in place, in terms of leadership, decision-making,  co-

ordination, risk management, accountability and financial management 
(especially if there is a lead agency receiving the funding and then allocating it to 
the other partners)  

• Adequate systems in place (relative to the size of the project) in relation to 
performance management, monitoring, line management and supervision 
(especially in relation to any new staff taken on)  

• The right people and skills to do the work, and preferably people who will stay 
and provide the continuity that is so important to joint projects (although this can 
be difficult to achieve with short term projects) 

• Flexibility, and ability to respond to change  
• An acceptance by all the partners that partnership is about compromise, 

negotiation and the need to balance the needs of those involved (while 
recognising their own bottom lines in terms of what is acceptable to their own 
organisation)  

• Focus on achieving shared objectives  
• Being responsive to the needs of all stakeholders who might have an interest in 

the partnership’s outcomes  
• An exit strategy.  

9 Communicate, communicate, communicate  

9.1 The importance of communication cannot be overstated.  

9.2 Communication between partners is vital 

• Between the key people involved (usually at management level)  
• In terms of personal contact between staff at the different agencies  
• Regular meetings of all the staff involved may be very helpful 

9.3 Communication with your own staff is also vital - in order to keep them in the loop, 
explain what you are doing and why, and deal with internal conflicts of views.  

10 Advice specific issues 

10.1 Are you satisfied about the quality of advice being given by your partners or 
potential partners? This is often hard to assess in the absence of a proper peer 
review system. Is peer review a possibility?  

10.2 How will the partnership deal with confidentiality issues? What information about 
clients do you want to share? How will you ensure that you have the clients’ 
agreement to do this? How will you ensure that information is kept confidential when 
the client does not agree to it being shared within the partnership?  

10.3 How will referrals work? This may not be simple  
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• If there are cultural obstacles inhibiting partners from making referrals 
• If there are capacity problems in terms of space in which to interview clients 
• If caseworkers have to spend disproportionate amounts of time travelling to 

outreach venues 
• If there are conflicts of interest as to which funding stream or contract should be 

used in order to meet clients’ needs 
• If there are legal aid eligibility problems (for example in relation to employment 

advice)  
• If there are disagreements (for example between generalist and specialist 

agencies) as to when referrals should happen, or as to the use of “triage” 
systems or gateway assessments 

• If you experience a high rate of broken appointments. 

10.4 If clients are seen by one agency at the premises of another agency it is very 
important that the role of each agency is clear, and is explained fully to clients, so 
that they know who to contact, how and when in order to take matters forward.   

11 Who to contact  

11.1 Further advice and help can be obtained from your advice network, and especially 
from  

• AdviceUK: mail@adviceuk.org.uk; 020 7469 5700 
• Age Concern and Help the Aged: Mark Tomlinson: mark.tomlinson@ace.org.uk; 

113 244 1860 
• Citizens Advice: bureauxdirect@citizensadvice.org.uk; Bureaux Direct 0845 120 

2035 
 • DIAL UK: Jane Thompson-Brierley: jane.thompsonbrierley@scope.og.uk 

• Law Centres Federation:  Development Team: 020 7842 0730; 
Noeleen@lawcentres.org.uk; Myles@lawcentres.org.uk; 
Stella@lawcentres.org.uk; Cathy@lawcentres.org.uk  

• Shelter: Joanne Marks: joannem@shelter.org.uk 
• Shelter Cymru: JJ Costello: jj@sheltercymru.org.uk; 02920 556120 
• Youth Access: James Kenrick: james@youthaccess.org.uk; 020 8772 9900 ext. 

25 

12 Further Information  

AdviceUK: Collaborative Working Resources  (http://www.adviceuk.org.uk/projects-
and-resources/resources/collaborativeresources

AdviceUK: Sustainable Advice Services Briefing No.6: Effective solutions to working 
in partnership Part 1 – Taking practical steps to partnership  

ADP Consultancy: Making Successful Partnerships, available free via 
info@adpconsultancy.co.uk  
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Aston Centre for Voluntary Action Research: Collaborative working between large 
and small voluntary organisations  

http://www.ncvo-
vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Collaborative_Working_Unit/Resource
s/NCVO%20Collaborative%20working%20large%20small%20report.pdf

Charity Commission: Collaborative Working and Mergers: An introduction    

http://www.charity-commission.gov.uk/publications/cc34.asp

Charity Commission: Choosing to collaborate: Helping you succeed 

http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/enhancingcharities/colltoolkit.asp

Hact/collaborate resource kit worksheets 
• A strategy for change 
•  Large/small partnerships 
• Consortia 
• Developing positive relationships 
• Influencing the process 
• Legal issues 
• Writing the bid 
• Implementation  

http://www.hact.org.uk/downloads.asp?PageId=175

Michael Bell Associates: Partners in Advice: Advice Partnerships between the 
Voluntary Sector and Local Authorities. Available from Michael Bell Associates 
Research & Consultancy, 6th Floor, 63 St. Mary’s Axe, London EC3A 8AA  

N2  (squared) Consulting with Nottingham Council for Voluntary Service: A practical 
guide to working with partnerships 

http://www.n2-consulting.com/partnerships.html
 

NCVO Collaborative Working Team  
• Collaborative Working:  Partnership between voluntary organisations  
• Should you collaborate? 
• Joint working agreements 
• Staffing a collaborative project 
• ICT tools to support collaborative working  

http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/advice-support/collaborative-working/information-and-
tools

NCVO Public Service Delivery Network: Case Study: Lancashire County Council – 
Supporting People    

http://www.ncvo-
vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Sustainable_Funding/SFP_Resources/
SFP_case_studies/NC162%20PSDN%20Case%20Study%20Lancashire%20CC.pdf

ASA Paper:  Partnership Working In Advice – Some Lessons Learnt 6 

http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Collaborative_Working_Unit/Resources/NCVO%20Collaborative%20working%20large%20small%20report.pdf
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Collaborative_Working_Unit/Resources/NCVO%20Collaborative%20working%20large%20small%20report.pdf
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Collaborative_Working_Unit/Resources/NCVO%20Collaborative%20working%20large%20small%20report.pdf
http://www.charity-commission.gov.uk/publications/cc34.asp
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/enhancingcharities/colltoolkit.asp
http://www.hact.org.uk/downloads.asp?PageId=175
http://www.n2-consulting.com/partnerships.html
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/advice-support/collaborative-working/information-and-tools
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/advice-support/collaborative-working/information-and-tools
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Sustainable_Funding/SFP_Resources/SFP_case_studies/NC162%20PSDN%20Case%20Study%20Lancashire%20CC.pdf
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Sustainable_Funding/SFP_Resources/SFP_case_studies/NC162%20PSDN%20Case%20Study%20Lancashire%20CC.pdf
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Sustainable_Funding/SFP_Resources/SFP_case_studies/NC162%20PSDN%20Case%20Study%20Lancashire%20CC.pdf


NCVO Sustainable Funding Project: Case Study: DISC – Developing Initiatives 
Supporting Communities 

http://www.ncvo-
vol.org.uk/uploadedFiles/NCVO/What_we_do/Sustainable_Funding/SFP_Resources/
SFP_case_studies/SFP_case_study_DISC.pdf

New Opportunities Fund: Working in Partnership: A sourcebook 

http://www2.biglotteryfund.org.uk/er_eval_working_in_partnership_sourcebook_uk.p
df

Sitra: A Providers Guide to Procurement  

http://www.sitra.org.uk/fileadmin/sitra_user/TEMP/A_Provider_s_Guide_to_Procure
ment_for_website.pdf

 
 
                                            
i  Sharing your toys: Advice agencies working together”, (ASA, April 2009) available at 
http://www.asauk.org.uk/fileLibrary/pdf/AA_Working_Together.pdf.  
ii This paper draws on the experience of ASA’s member networks, both individually and through their 
involvement in the Working Together for Advice project. It also draws on related findings in a report by 
Michael Bell Associates “Partners in Advice: Advice Partnerships between the Voluntary Sector and 
Local Authorities”, (November 2006) prepared for Citizens Advice. See the bibliography.  
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