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EVALUATING - INTER- ORGANIZATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS

The Context

The federal 'role in education has changed dramaticallyoVer"the past

three years, and will continue to do- so,- -as the administration- of-educational.

. .

fundtiOns and programs As delegated to the states 'and locals. It has been

predicted that this change will significantly.effect school improvement

activities, because it was the federal education system that - had the opportu-
.

nity, Interest, ability and resources to engage in improvement efforts.-

There has been tome.con4ern, however,_about the readiness and. willingness

f state governments to assume these additional responsibilities for.school.

improvement. Brickell posits a cogent explanation-when he suggests that '

the primary role of government agencies is to assure the minimum behavior' of..

individuals and prganizations needed:to keep the society running...(therefore,

they)virtually'never appropriate money for-administrative agencies Tito conduct

general-purpose, broad -band, unfocused effOrts to improve 2eneral, behaviors of
2

individuals omorganiiattons beyond 'sbme-acceptable minimum.'!

Although local schbol districts differ widely in their interest and ability

to develop a substantive school improvement agenda, they too arkgoverned.by

boards that tend to enable or regulate minimum behavicir. In addition, they

are facing serious problems that interfere. With' their_maintaining a level Of

organizational health conducive to growth and change, Decliping enrolimedts,

financial crises, seriouS,staff morile'probleffis and public dissatisfaction with

educational outcomes have forced the local schools to deal with issues of orga-

nizational survival, rather than growth or renewal.

=Within the educational .systr em there are a number of organizations that
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either have engaged in, or that have the potential. to contribute to school

improvement efforts: They include regional. education agencies (REAs) and
3,

stbools, 'colleges and departments -of education (SCDEs). In- addition, the

.business and industry sectors have demonstrated an Interest in school improve-

4

went. In essence, the responsibility for the improvement ,of conditions of

profesSipnal practice in the publicschools has now shifted almost completely

to these agencies and to the local schools themselves.- Importantly, neither

the local schools nor these salient agencies in their environment appear to

ha 'the resources and/or the capacity to engage in school improvement efforts

independently.

Therefore, a major challenge now confronts the current organizational

actors in school improvement efforts. FtEAS, StDEs and industry/business orga-

nizations need to find ways to connect with the local schools during each phase

of an-improvement effort. Similarly,. local school systems need to 'develop

A
viable procedures that will enable them to interact with and; optimally use - the

resources of these other. agencies in' order to--conduct improvement-activities.

These deeds have fostered a- growing interest" In the. research community in de--

signing mutually satisfying,inter-organizationa :)rrangementsIthat would facili

5

tate successful school iMprbvementefforts. In practice, developing formal'

inter - organizational relationships among collaborating organitatiBhs has be-

come a .feasible and:viable strategy for accomphingeducapo.61 improvement
,

efforts In addition,- having tht ability to design and'evaluate such inter,
6

organizational structures and processeS-will enable us to move beyond attending{

to Procedures. and-to:conCentrate on determining the effectiirentss of-the actual

iMprovtMentt :hat-ive-with'to
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The Problem

This paper presents a pai:ffdigm-for evaluating an -Increasingly important

organizational arrangement wherein two or independent organizations agree

to thetr-authortty, -resources -and-energies _in_order_to_achtecre a gOal_or

goals they desire. These arrangqm , called inter-organizational relation

ships (IORs) in this paper; also appear under the names of collaboratives,
0

cooperatives, coalitions and id consortia. Studies of IORs have been Conducted. in
4

the fields of health, social welfare, rural community development, municipal'
7

governments, business and rehabilitation,-as well as in education.

Current MO researchas, fOr the.most part, treatArelationships'Hmmong,

organizations as properties.of organizations. Although that approach adds a

dimension to organizational analysis, it fails to help us understand the inter-
,

;organizational field. My research focuses on inter - organizational behavior as

a relational attribute, as well as an organizational property. Data has been

analyzed aa'representative.of'the relationship'among organizations,rather than

A

as simply representative of individual member organizations. This work derives

from observation and in-depth interviews conducted with partiOpants in tmotypes.

of voluntary inter-organizational relationships: Massachusetts IORs, formed by

school districts to deliver specialized programs and services, and a University-

school system IOR formed to deliver administrative training to public school

, -

practitioners in Maryland.

The conceptual problem is tp think about the great variety of possible rela-

tions and transactions thatAnay occur among different Organizations. It is my'

thesis that successful inter-organizational relationships.haVe a collaborative

foCus - -that is,because.Member organizations 'define themselves as interdependent,
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t. in ashared decision-making process:in order to

inr and goals .of the IOR.' Member organizations structure

creating a new organizational entity,,with.its own director,

This new organization becomes the vehicle through which

ns accomplish IOR goals, with all parties assuming mutual

esponsibility for IOR planning and operations. The major

-question'becomes:'how can we structure and manage the interaction among IOR

member organizations, and between the IOR and its member organizations, in order

to insure collaboration.

4The Evaluation Paradigm

This paradigm for evaluationdireett-a tention-to the prior organizational'

situations of members of the IOR, and then delineates structural, relational

and-process characteristics of successf61#10Rs. Finally,.the attention-of the-

audience is directed to local level characteristics.- An analytic framework is

,presented for'designing evaluations of effective IORs.

To reiterate, the goal of inter-organizational arrangements is to create a

defined interdependency among member organizations and a perceived Commonality.

of purpose, goals, interests or-.clients that.allows them to collaborate -in.

Joint programs. True collaboration, or shared decision-muking, is the most

,
difficult and most powerfully predictive element-in .the disign'and operations

of effective inter - organizational relationships.

Prior Situations of IOR members

There- are a number of organitational characteristics and properties that

are conducive tixan individual organization's ability to design and conduct

an inter-organizational relationship that,has a collaborative focus. The -first
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ozitthese is the existence of potential. resources that may be gathered in the

interests of IOR programs and functions. In some cases, the expanded goals of

an IOR may permit capturing of external resources that are unavailable to:any'_

individual member of the collaborative. In addition, even though organiza-

-tions may not be_ able to make major financial contributiOns to the. IOR effort;

people, programs,, allocation of time as well. aS high level administrative en-%
,

dorsement all-may constitute significant internal resource contributions by

member organizations to a successfhl IOR.

A Second.char-acterStic that is significant in determining the success of

IOR efforts is the general cooperative,environments of individual member organi-

zations. Incentives and /or supports, other than resources, for engaging in

voluntary.collaborative relationships may be available from governmental agencies,

regional planning groups or from public policy programs. Organization internal

reward systems. may 'provide personaT orgroup incentives that would encourage

periohnel to participate in 10R.activities. Futhermore some potential members

have a history of accomplishing soMe.goals thrOugh outreach activities and inter-

organizational arrarfgements. This predisposition to interact with other organiska-

tions will contribute to the potential success oft new joint effort._

The amount of congruence between individual organization goals and the IOR

superordinate goal is the third- factor in the prior:situation that-facilitates

successful,collaborativeinteractions: Indeed, a necessary condition for IOR
.

effectivenesS is agreement by all member organizations,on asuperordinate goal

that is, a comma purpose that each of the parties ,cal agree to accomplish jointly

through the'ireter,organizational arrangement. -As a-general guideline, the pri-

wary= purpose each member in joining the IOR should be directly related to-.
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its own internal, operations and initissicin in order to secure commitment. By

extension, the 1OR's superordinatme goal s ar.d function's are defined as being

of immediate and recognizable utll n ty to member organizations' individual
missions.

All of these properties of inridividual organizations prior to parti cipa-
ting in an inter-organizational relationship have the potential to positively
influence the collaborative focus of the IOR and thereby cause it tp be Success u

Structural Characteristics of 10

- -Structural characteristics IORS include types,ot`coordinating nechanisms;.

demographic conditions,' including t homogeneity, geographic location -.and-. sizet and

resource contributions.

Selection of an appropriate co:oordinating mechanism is influenced by a number

of cul Mural and organizational. fAct:tors 'Members may chose" to formalize the joint
effort by the development _of a cont tract that clarifies each member's role re-.

9
sponsibil ities and organizational eztOOmain. Members may plan activities coopera-

\
it 1 0Y

tively, with an agreement that the joint-activity belongs primarily to one member..\ .

Another option is for members to c-rweate a new organizational .entity, within which',
11 ,.

they plan. and conduct all activitives, and functions collaboratively. The latter
\

coordinating mechanism is most conccdlucive, to establishing an, effective. coil 1

bo
/ . ,

ative 10R. As-/the
.relationship matitures, however, IOR functions increase a d IOR

1,

interactions , become more complex Under those _conditions, a number of different

coordinating mechanisms may be adcid so that the IOR can remain effectivre.

Structural properties of effec =tive IORs are also influenced by clemcograyhic
. .12

conditions. They are composed of in members with similar organizational structures.

If the composition of membership in n these structurally similar organizationS is
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homogeneous-there will be more opportunitie=s -for sharing information in the

IOR about each member's goal- services and --lresources --a necessary condition

for collaborative interaction. In addition, several studies have confirmed the .
13.

importance of IOR members being located in cum3ntiguous geographic.regions.

Ease of access of organizational members t mmeach other facilitates the expansion
.

.

of IOR fiinctions and increases the opportuni=ty for multiple linkages being formed

among-the participants. These are also necessary conditionS for effeCtive collate

,boration. Finally, the size of an.JOR.influeEances,its success.... In general; size,

---should.beCompatible With member organizaticrIns! abilities to 'make -cooperative

decisions when required. It would also appeaaar that the approOriate size of an

IOR is most-dependent upon both-the amount altF resources availabl to ii4p6rtIOR

functions, and by extension, whether or not 1-r.esourcecontributions-are,a re-

-Wirement for IOR membership.

The conditions under which resource cone r-ibut ons.areniade to the IOR,

-well as the degree:of-flexibility that is tasted to assess such contributions,

the fipal property,ofJOR strbcturesthat -in. luences effectiveneSs; Direct finan-
4-

cial contributions to an interorganizational arrangement --even in very small

sums:- demonstrates commitment to the IOR ini-tiative. In addition,.member orga-

_
nizations must be willing to reinterpret the importance of available resources

both in terms of fiscal flexibility and recogmnition of legitimate, evolving

contributions in kind.

In order to get a complete assessment of IORfiffectiveness, data that de-
.

scribes the relationshipsamong IOR members :nd the relationship between the IOR
V

and its member organizations must also beicollected. In-genpral, the interaction

---Trocesses in successfullORs are delineated i n inch a ray that each member organi-
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nation has an equitable opportunity to participate in-the collaborative dec

making process.

Relational Characteristics of IORs

Relational characteHstic of IORs include both the nature of the involvement

of individual 'representative. of member organizations and. the extent to which

multiple and complext4es are formed betWeen and among the organizational partici-

/

pants. Member organizations appoint indiVAual-representatives to the roR, who

typically consti4te an advisory or policy board for the Collaborative.

in practice,'the interactions that occur among individual representatives

of member organizations are very complei. 10qs are designed by Ogople who carry-
_

with them to the interaction a set of personal agenda. Moreover, the same indiv4d-

uals will function at sometimes in a'personal-role-and-atother-times-in an orga-

-niiation'representational role. In fact, thete-individualS typically. use their

participation in thtIOR as a means to accomplish personal goals in their home orga-

nizations.' At the same time, when these individuals servein an organizational role,

they function in the. IOR interaction as .supporters o the'JOR,:as advocates for

their own organizations' needs, and as protectors of their own organizations'

domains, Thus, they bring to the inter-organiiational relationship two sets of ex-7

pectations: the first relates to their own independent organizational goals; and

the second relates to their interest-in sustaining the inter-organizational arrange-

ment. Importantly, there ire instances when these two sets of competing role,tx,

Octations are not congruent and. do not allow them to make decisions that are in
14

the best interests of the joint effort. Such diSsbnance inthe individual oega-

niZation representatives interferes with successful collaboration, and therefore

witffi IOR effectiveness.

*av
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Another indicator of'dysfunction in the IOR would be an over-reliance on

personal rielatrionships between 'end among policy board members to sustain inter

organizational -ties. this information cart be ascertained:by the frequency

which individual representativei view their. participation in the It R as a part

- of their personal roles rather than th'eir organization representationa ole.

will, become disrupted when the role incu b n current--

-representatives)-from some or all of the'' participating organizations nge.

Successful collaborative 'efforts ircumvent
,
these unanticipated conse uences

dependence on partibular individuals to insure member-commitment to t o IOR,. first

.47,..,

by using a formai IOR organizational structui=e as the coordinating mechanism.coordinating

Second the development of complex- and. multiple ties at various levd1s-O_

he- participating organs tions obviates this over-reliance on specific individuals

foster a collaborate level f'interaction in the IOR. Indeed; several IOR

studiesliaveindicated that inter-organizational arrangements contain-both single

levej linkages and multiple level linkages among individuals in different positions
15

in each orggnizational'unit,. The greater the number of multiple linkages among

IOR member organizations, the more that participants' view the IOR effort as success-
.

ful --mostly. becausemore benefits accrue to the, individual organize 'Ions that they-
.

attribute directly to their Involvement in the IOR. It should be noted that

loosely'Coupled connection" among IOR member organize icing-are most -.conducive to
16:

the- development of' these multiple and complex. ties. Thus, effective' IORs. tend

to initiate loosely coupled relationships among member IOR, rather than relying.

exclusively upon struatural ties. 1In sum, developing.a variety of both-for mil and

informal ties with each member organization in the IOR facilitates the development_

of a collaborative or shared decision-making process in the inter-organizatfonil

arirangement.
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FroceSs Characteristics'of IORs

10

The final component of the :evaluation -paradigm focuses on the, characteristics

40!

of interaction processes in effective IORs. Process characteristics elude d-

gree of formality, features of the exchange process and patterns of influence.

Formality is defined as the extent to which each member organization has

-offleially-sanctioned its_participatio6 in the IOR. IOR interaction processes are

influenced by the degree of formality,present in the interorganizational.arrange

bent in two ways. First, repreSentatives,of organizations that,have,formally

4,
sanctioned IO membership tend to have stronger. apgaining-potitIons. when negotiating

an inter-organizational agreelmeni. That is they speak with the.strength of their.

own organizationssupport.; Second, th!.; formalityof IOR membership aids individual

representatives when they serv_ advocates of IOR activities in their home orga-
.

n zatiOns. :That-ill,--they-speak_lth the strength of IOR consensus.-.

ter - organizational relationships are cons idered to have a' high. degree of formality.

.---- .

.h articipating-organizations officially sanction their-involvement In an inter-
',

.
17 ---

org izatiOnal arrangement. 14y retear h_ba-r-fndicated that successful IORs are
,

compoced: ganizatibni that hat4- each formalized their participation in the

''IOR

A second-process characteristic of IORs is the exchange process. IOR members

exchange goods and services with other participating organizations in the collabor-

,ative arrangement.` There are several aspeCts of the exchange process that influ-
18

ence the degree of collaborative interaction that can beiattained in an IOR.
, 4

First, features of the exchange process' need -to be,sta-ndardized. That_isel-both

the units- of exchange and the procedure'for making the exchange need to be clearly

-delineated. In addition- attaining a reasonable degree of standardization-in IOR



Barbara A. In- iligator 11

interactions is a pre-requisite to the establishment of rma coordinating

mechanism for the collaborative.

The number of joint interactions and the amount of resources* (including

people, programs, services and funds) that are allocated directly to the IOR by

each participating organization are both indicators of the intensity of the ex-

change process in an inter-organizational arrangement. Furthermore, the intensity

of -the exchange process that guides inter-organizational transactions is influ-

enced both by the extent to which the terms of the exchange mutually reached

and by whether.the exchanges are viewed as reciprocal_ Thus, a collaborative

inter-organizational relati nship is alSo defined by a voluntary and reciprocal

transfer of- resources between and among member organizations. Further, all member

organizations must'bel-ieve that-they_can make-input that will be valued and-used.

In sum, collaborati =ve arrangements depend upor-stan4aroized, intense and reciprocal'

exchange behaviort'. In effective IORs, member organizatioft-use the exchangepro-
,19

cess as the basis. upon which they transact, the inter-organizational relationship.

The third process characteristic Cif collaborative interactions is the- Patterns

of influence present in the relationship. Effective collaborative arrangements

will develop only when inter-organizatiopal transactions are not dependent upon

the use of power and status differentials among member organizations. Therefore,

each member organization's domain must -be acknowledged and consensus must be reached

on organizational prerogatives in defining and accomplishing IOR goals and functions.

Domain consensus, or agreement about the appropriate role- and scope of each Member

organization in the inter - organizational arrangement, is a necessary prerequisite
.20

for building collaboratiyf. interaction processes. IMportantly, agreement must

be obtained3bout both the domains that are to be shared and the domains thatare

1
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to be reserved to each member organization. Therefore, the achievement of domain

_

consensus in the inter-organizational relationship may be dependent upon.clear

underi.andings about the degree of compatibility of member organizations' goals,

reference orientations and philosophies.

Lines of authority must be carefully delineated as another important pattern

of influence in an inter-organizational relationship. Benson has suggested that

the primary reason-to create an'IOR s the pursuit of increased authority and
21

additi6nal Money, eachof,which is viewed as a resource by member organizations.

Similarly, Huberman et. al, suggest that "It is important to identify various sources

of power in the interorganizational arrangement...Power can derive froM' an organi-

zation's structural position in the interorganizational arrangement, as-well as
22

from resource dependencies, expertness and/or legitimacy." Finally, organiza-

tiontl participants in an IOR seek to form exchange relationships that cost the

least in terms of autonomy and power. In sum, successful IORs tave deliberately

identified superordinate goals and interaction processes for-the IOR that can
N

obviate individual organizational concerns about the loss of autonomy and power.

Conclusion

This paper has presented an analytic framework that may be used to evaluate

effective i4er-or anizational relations. Indicators of effectiveness are clustered

into four =Sot- categories, each of which represents a major component of the

evaluation paradigm. Table 1 contains a brief:outline of'these components. 13)

Insert Table 1

14
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Table 1

Evaluation Paradi-m for nte aniZationa Rel

ORGANIZATIONAL SITUATIONS PRIOR TO IOR MEMBERSHIP

o existence of potential resources

general cooperative environment

s congruence between member and IOR goalt

STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS-OF IORS

coordinating mechanisms

mographic conditions (hotogeneiG

resource contributions

RELATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS` OF IORS

involvement of individual representatives
Y

complex and multiple organizational ties

PROCESS CHARACTERISTICS OF IORS

IL. degree of formality

13

the exchange procest (standardization, intensity, reciprocity)

patterns of influence '(domain _consensus,authority,.power)

15
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Evaluations of lORs need to attend to the four components in the paradigm.

Each of the components will provide the evaluator with discrete sets of data

about (1) organizational properties prior to IOR membership; (2) structural

characteristics of IORS; (3i relational 11:.ributes of IORs; and (4) character-

istics of the IOR interaction processes. In addition,analysis.of the inter-

actions within and between these data Sets will provide a -comprehensive view

of the complexity of inter-organizational collaboration. Also, evaluation

designs that utilize this analytical fra,.ework will prO-vide a total look at

the potential for IOR effectiveness.
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