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This article develops a typology of social partnership organizations to enhance under
standing of the ways these organizations operate in the social arena, as well as their potential 
for social problem solving. First, social partnerships are carefully defined. Based on the 
degree of problem "divisibility, " two key determinants of partnership type are derived: the 
degree of interdependence among organizations involved in problem solving and the 
organizational level at which the problem is most salient. From these determinants, three 
"ideal" partnership types in which there is congruence between the determinants are 
distinguished: programmatic, federational, and systemic. Characteristics of each ideal type 
are described, and problems with potential hybrid types are discussed. Propositions are then 
developed, followed by a discussion of implications for practice and research. 

A TYPOLOGY OF SOCIAL 
PARTNERSHIP ORGANIZATIONS 

SANDRA A. WADDOCK 
Boston College 

• General Motors (GM) Corporation recognized that many of the workers 
who had been hired as electricians or welding equipment maintenance repair 
specialists were working in jobs that really no longer existed. So specialized 
had the jobs become that employees needed training in electronics to perform 
them. GM entered into an agreement with a local public community college 
to provide the needed training. 

• Members of the Boston Tooling and Machine Association, a division of a 
national organization, found themselves rejecting work because they did not 
have enough machinists to complete the work. To solve the problem, they 
joined together to form the Boston Machine Tooling Institute, which provides 
training for machinists who can then be hired by local employers. 

AUTHOR'S NOTE: An earlier version of this article was presented at the annual meeting 
of the Academy of Management in New Orleans, August 1987. The author would like to 
acknowledge the helpful comments of Profs. James E. Post, Joseph A. Rae/in, Deborah 
Bickford, Samuel Graves, Jeanne Bartunek, David A. Whetten, and anonymous reviewers on 
earlier drafts. 
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• Confronted by a national crisis with illegal drug abuse spreading throughout 
society, members of the American Association of Advertising Agencies 
formed a coalition with representatives of the Ad Council, major media 
outlets, production and talent unions, and social science researchers to form 
the Partnership for a Drug-Free America as one way of tackling this serious 
problem. By amassing the best creative talents available, targeting multiple 
economic sectors with numerous sophisticated advertising messages in the 
largest peacetime volunteer effort ever generated, the Partnership hopes to 
begin a long-term process of "denormalizing" the use of certain illicit drugs. 

All of the initiatives just described represent an emerging form of 
organization designed to tackle difficult social problems: the social part
nership. These ventures, which are becoming increasingly common, fly 
in the face of conventional wisdom that business and public nonprofit 
sector organizations are necessarily adversaries. There are already numer
ous examples of both successful and failed partnership ventures, which 
have attempted to tackle different problems. Yet not nearly enough is 
known about their problem-solving potential, which types of problems 
are most amenable to solution by social partnership, and under what 
circumstances they are likely to succeed. 

In this article, social partnerships are first defined carefully to distin
guish them from other forms of interaction at the organizational level. 
Next, they are briefly placed in the context of other research on inter
organizational collaboration. Three "ideal" types of social partnership that 
exist on a continuum are then described. Finally, implications of the 
typology of social partnerships are discussed, with conclusions reached 
about their potential as social problem-solving mechanisms. 

A DEFINITION OF SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP 

Social partnerships (or public-private partnerships) are an increas
ingly popular form of collaborative action in which organizations from 
multiple sectors interact to achieve common ends. As such, they are 
specialized forms of what have been termed collective strategies (Astley, 
1984), "social action systems" (Van de Ven, 1976), problem-solving 
networks (Austrom & Lad, 1986), or action sets (Aldrich & Whetten, 
1981; Whetten, 1987) by other scholars. Social partnerships can be de
fined as the voluntary collaborative efforts of actors from organizations 
in two or more economic sectors in a forum in which they cooperatively 
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attempt to solve a problem or issue of mutual concern that is in some way 
identified with a public policy agenda item. Key aspects of social partner
ships are elaborated on in this article. 

Social partnerships typically deal with what are variously termed "in
divisible" problems (Aldrich, 1977), "metaproblems" (Chevalier, 1966), 
or "messes" (Ackoff, 1975), all of which are terms used to mean complex 
problems that single organizations find difficult to cope with alone. The 
term "social partnership" will be used here instead of "public-private 
partnership" because although some of these partnerships do include 
public and private sector organizations, that is, businesses and govern
ment agencies, many include two or more private sector institutions. For 
example, businesses and private nonprofit or social service organizations, 
business and private hospitals, businesses, and private universities have 
formed social partnerships. Still others take place between government 
and nonprofits or among government agencies. 

As the foregoing definition indicates, there are several common char
acteristics among social partnerships. All, for example, are composed of 
organizations from multiple economic sectors and deal either directly or 
indirectly with the "messes" or "metaproblems" of the social or public 
policy agenda, which do not lend themselves to easy resolution by single 
organizations. Problems with which social partnerships deal tend to be of 
the "messy" rather than the well-defined sort, since a more readily dealt 
with problem lends itself to solution by a single organization, thereby 
avoiding some of the transaction costs of this peer group, "quasi-market" 
form of interaction (see Williamson, 1975, for an elaboration of transac
tions cost theory). Partners, however, are drawn and held together by 
values and common interests as much as by the specific gains from 
transactions (e.g., Ouchi, 1980). 

Social partnerships involve collective action (Astley & Fombrun, 
1983) as opposed to actions by single organizations. They may evolve 
from coalitions (Cummings, 1984) or from "social problem solving 
networks" (Austrom & Lad, 1986) of organizational actors from multiple 
economic sectors who face a problem not easily resolved by one of them. 
Typically, goals for social partnerships are developed so that they have a 
short- or long-range impact in some area of the public policy arena, even 
though their more immediate goal more directly benefits participants. In 
fact; self-interest is the sine qua non of the social partnership. Without it, 
there is little incentive for collaborative interaction. By definition, social 
partnerships are "partnerships." As partnerships, they require active inter-
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action and involvement in the planning and implementation of activi
ties by two or more organizations. This contrasts with the more passive 
forms of involvement possible, for instance, by members of trade associ
ations, from the interactions that exist between social service agencies as 
a result of contracts or referral networks or by donors in philanthropic 
endeavors. As the term "partnerships" implies, there is a degree of power 
sharing and responsibility sharing implied in social partnerships, more 
like the common values associated with clans than more hierarchical 
single-organization forms (Williamson, 1975) and avoiding some of the 
uncertainties associated with pure market transactions. Indeed, the val
ues and social concerns that unit social partnerships make them much 
more like those types of organizations that Ouchi (1980) identified as 
clans. Comprising individuals from multiple organizations, their form is 
more that of a network ( e.g., Miles & Snow, 1986) than the bureaucracy 
or hierarchy. As Ouchi (1980) noted, the clan form is useful when there 
is ambiguity about performance evaluation or when tasks are unique or 
ambiguous, but goals are relatively congruous, a situation that is typical 
of social partnerships. Further, social partnerships succeed only when the 
benefits which they are expected to provide are useful to all of the 
participating organizations; hence there must be identifiable benefits for 
all participants in the interaction, whether direct or indirect (Astley & 
Fombrun, 1983), and these benefits must outweigh the costs of participa
tion (Gray, 1985). 

Social partnerships involve the interaction and joint problem solving 
of participants from organizations whose primary goals are in two or more 
economic sectors. Because they have overlapping interests, participants 
allow some of their own activities to be shaped and even limited (Bresser 
& Harl, 1986; Litwak & Hylton, 1962; Whetten, 1987) as a result of the 
partnership's efforts. Additionally, partnership typically also requires a 
resource commitment from all partners. This means that a resource 
exchange (Levine & White, 1961), whether of money, talent, time, or 
equipment, is taking place where the task environments (Dill, 1958) of 
the partners overlap. 

Social partnerships are voluntary, in that partners interact in the social 
arena to accomplish some good as well as to serve their own purposes. 
(Even mandated partnerships, such as the Job Training Partnership Act's 
Private Industry Councils, cannot really require the active involvement of 
private sector companies.) Participation and involvement can be gener
ated only when companies find that they have a real commitment to the 
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efforts of the partnership, that is, when they are "hooked" into the partner
ship and believe they can add value (Waddock, 1988) and when, like clans, 
they generate a set of core common values shared among all participants 
(Ouchi, 1980). 

Finally, social partnerships take a place squarely on the social or public 
policy agenda in numerous realms, ranging from advancement of tech
nology, to economic development, to education at all levels. Thus one 
vital characteristic of a social partnership is that it have as a consequence 
some socially relevant purpose or goal, although obviously all participants 
will not have equally favorable views of each agenda item or gain the 
same benefits. 

THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL PARTNERSHIPS IN SOCIETY 

There are many reasons for the observed increase in collaboration and 
hence in social partnership formation in society today (Astley & Fombrun, 
1983; Austrom & Lad, 1986; Bower, 1983; Ouchi, 1984; Post & Lad, 
1984). Pressures from the federal government for "private sector initia
tives," public agencies being forced to do more with less, and cooperative 
interactions of all sorts waxing (Astley, 1984; Post & Lad, 1984) have 
forced recognition that attention needs to be paid to the potential for so
cial problem solving that social partnerships have, how and by whom they 
are formed, and what can be expected of them. One theoretical reason for 
increased "alliances" commonly offered is that environmental turbulence 
is increasing (e.g., Bell, 1976; Drucker, 1980; Mulford & Rogers, 1982; 
Toffler, 1981) and as a result, there is increased resource interdependency 
or need to manage uncertainty (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). Emery and Trist 
(1965) were the first to point out that one result of increased environmental 
turbulence is an increase in the number of interorganizational linkages; 
others proposed that these increases in environmental complexity result 
in more specialized organizations, which in turn are increasingly inter
dependent, thus raising the need for interorganizational coordination and 
interaction (e.g., Astley, 1984; Mulford & Rogers, 1982). The active 
interpenetration (Post, 1976; Preston & Post, 1975) of partnerships is, if 
these theorists are correct, directly linked to increases in environmental 
turbulence or at least in perceived turbulence (cf. Rogers, 1986). 

Yet, depending on their characteristics, social partnerships have great 
or limited social problem-solving potential and different types of partner-
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ships appear to be suited to different problems and circumstances. The 
remainder of this article is devoted to developing a typology based on 
what Whetten (1987) and Aldrich and Whetten (1981) termed the "multi
plexity" of social partnerships. In developing the typology, a social 
problem-solving perspective (Cummings, 1984) has been taken, in that 
the typology is geared to understanding the processes that evolve out of 
the interactions within the partnership (see also Gray, 1985). 

SOCIAL PARTNERSHIPS AND 
RESEARCH ON COLLABORATION 

Prior scholars identified other forms of collaboration, but none fo
cused directly on the social partnership as an organizational form or on 
developing a typology of such organizations. Gray (1985), McCann 
(1983), and Cummings (1984) focused on some of the processes involved 
in developing collaborations but have not attempted to develop typolo
gies of those interactions. Astley (1984) and Astley and Fombrun (1983) 
wrote of collective strategy among interdependent firms and other orga
nizations, without, however, providing detail about "subspecies" (to use 
their biological metaphor) that exist within the collectivities they identify. 
Cummings (1984) discussed transorganizational systems in a thorough 
review of the two streams of research that focus on collaborative enter
prise and highlighted the central issue of problem structuredness as well 
as interdependence as critical determinants of the form of collaborative 
enterprise to be undertaken. These determinants are elaborated on later. 
While Cummings (1984) provided insight into the many processes in
volved in forming and developing such systems, he made little attempt to 
systematically differentiate "types" oftransorganizational systems within 
his framework. 

Aldrich and Whetten (1981) developed a typology of collaborative, 
cross-sector organizations, identifying three types of interorganizational 
relations: (a) organizations set (Evan, 1966), which are those organiza
tions to which a focal organization is directly linked; (b) action sets, 
which are a purposeful temporary alliances; and (c) net-works, which 
consist of all linkages of a certain type among a bounded group of organi
zations. Social partnerships belong to the family of interorganizational 
relations bounded by the action set. The present typology expands on prior 
research by focusing directly on the social partnership as a vehicle for 
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collaboration between public and private sector actors, showing where 
and how the potential for social problem solving arises. 

Social partnerships involve both collaboration and exchange ( e.g., 
Levine & White, 1961; Schermerhorn, 1975). The resource commitment 
for partnerships is in time and involvement as well as monetary items, for 
exchange the transaction involves money transactions for goods and 
services and in coordinated systems very often dues or fees are collected 
in return for information. They are a form of "clan" organization (Ouchi, 
1980) intended to reduce transactions costs (see Williamson, 1975) rather 
than relying on the market to provide the "goods" or benefits to be 
supplied by the partnership and work in situations where the market is 
unable to provide the benefits because of the complexity of issues or 
independence of organizations. But they involve peer relationships that 
are at least partially contractual as do market transactions ( cf. Williamson, 
1975), so they need to be monitored carefully over time. Common goals 
and benefits to organizations involved in social partnerships range from 
indirect and long term to direct and short term but typically involve some 
sort of "social" or public policy dimension, while benefits in exchange 
are direct (goods or services traded for money) and for coordinated efforts; 
they tend to be somewhat less direct and aimed at group goals. Partner
ships tend to be voluntary with a social agenda underlying the interaction, 
whereas pure market exchanges are voluntary but based on fulfillment of 
identified needs, and coordinated efforts among similar organizations are 
voluntary but focused on meeting a group need. 

BASES OF COLLABORATIVE INTERACTION 

Organizational theory provides insight into a problem-related precon
dition that results in two key bases for collaborative efforts to occur as 
opposed to market transactions (cf. Williamson, 1975). The dominant 
precondition for the emergence of social partnerships is the existence of 
a problem of the sort that has been characterized as "indivisible" (Aldrich, 
1979; see also Ackoff, 1975; Chevalier, 1966). The indivisibility or degree 
of problem structuredness (Cummings, 1984) forces an assessment of the 
relative scope or sweep of the problem to be solved, with the scope ranging 
from quite narrow to moderate/bounded to very broad. 

The degree of problem structure and its scope, in turn, create the first 
basis of the typology: interdependence among potential problem solvers. 
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The indivisibility of the problem is a precondition for the emergence of 
social partnerships, which in turn forces an assessment of the relative 
scope of the problem. Problems broad in scope require the interaction of 
many interdependent organizational actors for their resolution. Even 
narrower scope problems, however, require at least two social actors. This 
interdependence forms the first basis for the typology. Interdependence 
appears when the problem is too complex or too large for individual actors 
or organizations to resolve or requires skill/resources that more than one 
organization needs to supply. Interdependence thus means that multiple 
organizational actors are necessary for problem resolution (Astley & 
Fombrun, 1983; Bresser & Harl, 1986; Thompson, 1967). The problem's 
scope and the resulting interdependence also focuses decision makers 
to determine which organizations must necessarily become involved in 
problem solution (Gray, 1985) because of their "stake" (Freeman, 1984) 
in grappling with it. Interdependence can range from two or a very few 
actors to many actors representing a broad swath across societal interests. 

Social partnerships are thus characterized by the existence of interde
pendence (cf.Astley & Fombrun, 1983; Bresser & Harl, 1986; Thompson, 
1967). A Venn diagram would show that on the issues with which the 
partnership deals, the partners' task environments overlap because the 
problem is not divisible into separate and distinct tasks that single 
organizations can accomplish. The existence of interdependence is thus 
a primary determinant of collaborative interaction ( e.g., Akinbode & 
Clark, 1976; Astley & Fombrun, 1983; Bresser & Harl, 1986; Hall, Clark, 
Giordano, Johnson, & Van Roeke, 1977; Mulford & Rogers, 1982; 
Thompson, 1967). Based on this line of reasoning, resource, power, or 
strategic dependencies are among the primary reasons that social partner
ships emerge. Using this perspective, social partnerships can be viewed 
as mechanisms for coping with strategic dependencies (Hickson, Hinings, 
Lee, Schneck, & Pennings, 1971; Hinings, Hickson, Penning, & Schneck, 
1974; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) and reducing the transaction costs of 
coping with an open market system (Williamson, 1975). A related line of 
thinking suggests that collaborative efforts represent ways of control
ling for environmental uncertainty by making linkages that themselves 
structure the environment with which the organization must cope ( e.g., 
Emery & Trist, 1965; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). 

The number and type of organizations that are interdependent for 
resolving any given problem collaboratively can vary from two (very few) 
to many. The more organizations that become involved, the more likely 
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it is that a wide range of society's interests is represented in the interac
tion. The less structured a problem is, the more likely it is that a wide range 
of organizations will have an interest in resolving it. A collaborative effort 
such as a social partnership that involves only two organizations ( e.g., the 
GM community college example given earlier) has a narrower represen
tativeness with regard to societal interests or stakes than does, for instance, 
the Partnership for a Drug-Free America, which cuts acrpss many types 
of institutions. The first problem can readily be structured within the 
confines of these two organizational actors. Problems like job training for 
the disadvantaged or drug abuse, however, are much less structured and 
therefore more likely to "touch" a wider variety of organizational stakes, 
albeit with perhaps less immediacy than a specific training need felt by a 
company, and therefore mean that a wider representation of organizations 
is interdependent over that problem. The determining question is, given 
the interdependence that exists, how broad a swath through societal 
interests must be taken to ensure that relevant parties are included in the 
partnership? The interdependence is thus related to the degree of structure 
inherent to the problem which together are determinants of which orga
nizations should be represented in resolving the problem ( cf. Gray, 1985). 
Problems about which only a few organizations are interdependent will 
necessarily involve only those few actors, while problems around which 
many actors are interdependent will involve a much broader societal 
representation. Other problems are structured to a moderate degree in that 
they are "contained" in some way, whether within the context or bound
aries of an industry or geographical region, often by a federation or group 
of organizational actors with a common focus. This moderate problem of 
indivisibility means that all "actors" within the boundaries may benefit 
from problem resolution whether or not they participate directly in the 
social partnership. For the issue to be resolved via social partnership 
means, however, that in addition to the federation's involvement in the 
partnership, at least one other type of organizational actor must also 
become involved. 

The second basis for the typology, which also is related to the character 
of the problem, is the relative salience (Gray, 1985) of the problem to 
individuals within the participating organizations. If the problem lacks 
salience, organizations and their representatives will not become involved 
in a collaborative interaction, which is necessarily more costly than 
working independently (cf. Litwak & Hylton, 1962) through hierarchical 
mechanisms (Williamson, 1975). On careful consideration, however, it 
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becomes clear that different types of problems are likely to be important 
or salient at different organizational levels. Some problems are primarily 
technical in nature, others involve internal administrative policies, while 
still others involve institutional policies and still others, external relations 
(e.g., Parsons, 1960). Managers at different levels within the organization 
typically deal with and are differentially interested in these different types 
of problems. Therefore, the issues at the center of the social partnership 
will have importance or salience at different organizational levels, de
pending on the nature of the problem. 

Problems will be best solved at the level in which they are most salient. 
As a result, the problem's salience at different organizational levels will 
result in an appropriate level within partner organizations (partner repre
sentation) for partnership activities to take place. Problems with a pre
dominantly technical focus are appropriately dealt with by technical-level 
managers, while problems of policy and procedures are of most interest 
at the administrative level. Broad "social" problems are most salient to 
top managers who have the strategic overview and organizational power 
necessary to move their entire organization in one direction or another and 
who are more likely concerned with the role of their institution in its 
broader society. 

It may be apparent that there is a "logic" that links these two highly 
interactive determinants of social partnerships into more or less congruent 
relationships and that although they might be classified as continua, each 
can be considered to consist of three distinguishable levels. Interdepend
ence can range from low (two or very few organizations), medium (where 
a bounded set of interests is involved but multiple actors are required), 
and broad (where a broad sweep of societal interests is necessary). The 
appropriate organizational level from which partners are drawn, using 
Parsons's (1960) framework consists of technical- or lower-level manag
ers, middle or administrative managers, and top- or institutional-level 
managers. A 3 x 3 set of dimensions results in nine logically possible 
combinations (or an infinite set, if the dimensions are viewed as continua). 
There is evidence, however, from the three cases presented at the start of 
this article as well as other researchinto collaborative interaction (e.g., 
Aldrich & Whetten, 1981; Cummings, 1984; Gray, 1985; McCann, 1983; 
Mulford & Rogers, 1982; Waddock, 1986, 1989; Whetten, 1987) that not 
all combinations of these interactive ingredients result in feasible partner
ships. Potential problems with other combinations of the three dimensions 
will be addressed in the "Implications for Research" section. For that 
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reason and for the sake of theoretical parsimony (Weick, 1979), three 
"ideal types" of social partnership; based on the congruence of level of 
salience and interdependence among organizations, each of which has 
been observed to be successfully operating, are now discussed. 

When problems are relatively "indivisible," interdependence is high, 
requiring the interaction of many organizations; The rieed may exist to 
commit the organization at the strategic or institutional level, hence the 
involvement of top managers becomes necessary. When interdependence 
is broadly based and many organizations must necessarily be involved at 
the highest levels, the social partnerships will be termed a systemic 
partnership. 

When problems relate to a specific group of organizational actors that 
can be bounded in some way (e.g., industry, region, or specific focus), 
interdependence can be viewed as medium, requiring the interaction of a 
few key organizations or a federation of organization in combination with 
other sector organizations, Middle-level or, in small organizations, top
level managers may be most appropriately involved in these types of 
issues since they often involve administrative policy decisions, for in
stance, as related to hiring or training rather than strategic institutional 
relationships. When these two areas are congruent, the partnership type 
wiil be termed f ederational, as it· tends to be based on a federation of 
interests identified with specific boundaries. 

Finally; when problems are relatively structured, interdependence 
tends to be narrowly based, requiring the interaction of fewer Organiza
tions. Such problems are most likely to be technical or operational in 
nature and will therefore most appropriately involve technical- or lower
level managers. When these two areas are congruent, the partnership type 
will be termed programmatic, as its focus tends to be on developing 
specific programs to meet the direct needs of involved partners. 

Other bases for typology building might have been used, for instance, 
(a) the policy sector analysis proposed by Benson (1982); (b) focusing on 
who the partners are as the defining variable, for example, business 
partnerships with schools, with government, with community groups, or 
with foundations, as does the Boston College Center for Corporate/ 
Community Relations (J. Boren, personal communication, 1986); or 
(c) concentrating on the source of the dominant linkage amorig partners, 
a strategy followed by Hall et al. (1977) in delineating the bases of 
interorganizational relationships along the lines of mandated, voluntary, 
and exchange. A fourth possibility, chosen by Astley and Fombrun (1983), 
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is to classify the more general form of interorganizational interaction 
termed collectives into four categories on the basis of whether they have 
direct or indirect interdependence and whether the form of the interde
pendence is commensalistic (competitive for resources) or symbiotic 
(mutually interdependent). None of these typological frameworks, how
ever, permits the development of insights into the problem-solving poten
tial that the framework articulated earlier does. 

THREE TYPES OF SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP 

Each of the three partnership types- programmatic, federational, and 
systemic- are described here in terms of their differences in organiza
tional characteristics and expected outcomes. The characteristics to be 
described are drawn from those that previous researchers felt were impor
tant (e.g., Aiken & Hage, 1968; Akinbode & Clark, 1976; Aldrich & 
Whetten, 1981; Diml, 1958; Laumann, Gamaskiewicz, & Marsden, 1978; 
Levine & White, 1961; Litwak & Hylton, 1962; Marrett, 1971; Whetten, 
1982) as well as observations based on what appears to be important in 
social partnerships like the ones described earlier ( e.g., Committee for 
Economic Development, 1982; Cummings, 1984; Fosler & Berger, 1982; 
Gricar & Brown, 1981; Lad, 1985; Logsdon & Palmer, 1987; McCann, 
1983; Melchior, 1984; Mulford & Roberts, 1982; Waddock, 1986, 1989). 

Characteristics to be discussed include (a) structural characteristics, 
which encompass intensity of interaction (Marrett, 1971) and are closely 
allied to degree of coupling that takes place (Aldrich, 1977; Weick, 1979), 
organizational arrangements, stability over time (Laumann et al., 1978), 
and degree of formalization (Aiken & Hage, 1968) and (b) dominance of 
a product or process orientation (Epstein, 1979), including the source of 
the pressure to act, the dominant action mode, standardization of efforts 
(Litwak & Hylton, 1962), and degree of reciprocity (Marrett, 1971); 
Expected outcomes will be discussed in terms of the benefits that partners 
and society can expect from the partnership, as they are related to the types 
of problems that can be addressed by social partnerships and as they 
address components of the infrastructure that exists among organizations. 

To clarify the presentation, each type of partnership and its character
istics ;ire discussed first and then the introductory examples are elaborated 
on to illustrate each point (summarized in Tables 1 and 2). Partnership 
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TABLE! 

Interacting Variables That Determine "Ideal" Partnership Type 

Degree of Interdependence 

Low 
(few 

organizations with 
direct interest) 

Level at which problem is salient 

Technical Programmatic 
(narrow scope, 
focused on meeting 
partner needs, but 
with broader social 
agenda) 

Moderate 
(industry/ 

region plus 
other sector actor) 

Administrative Federational (one 
group of partners 

Institutional 

has common interest, 
e.g., industry or region
based group, policies, 
procedures focus on 
meeting "group" need) 

High 
(cuts through 

a broad sweep 
of societal interests) 

Systemic (broad, 
unfocused, attempt to 
meet a social need, 
long-term benefits to 
participants, focused on 
institutional/strategic
level management, role of 
organizations in society) 

types are discussed in the order of their complexity, starting with program
matic, moving to federational, and ending with systemic. 

PROGRAMMATIC PARTNERSHIPS 

Programmatic partnerships exist when the scope or focus of the prob
lem is relatively narrow because the problem is divisible among a few 
organizational actors. The salience of the problem can be relatively high 
but is usually most important at what Parsons (1960) termed the technical 
or operational level of the organization. The interdependence is such that 
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Type 

Programmatic 

Federational 
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TABLE2 

Structural Characteristics and 
Expected Outcomes of Partnership Types 

Structural 
Characteristics 

Contractual agree-
ment with intense 
interactions 

Tightly coupled 
Quite short term 
Dyadic ( or limited) 

membership 
based on 
contractual 
agreement 

Temporary until 
purpose is 
fulfilled 

Highly formalized 

"Federation" or 
organized 
coalition creates 
a focal point for 
action 

Two structures 
possible: 
1. Member 

"volunteers" 

Product 
Versus Process 

Product oriented with 
"standardized" 
outputs 

Arise from internal 
pressures in a 
reactive mode 

Reciprocity is high 

Mixture of product 
and process 

Pressure from within 
industry or region 
and internal from 
members 

Action mode is 
proactive 

Efforts are standardized 
to do staffing but shift with 
(joint program) changing needs 

2. Separate entity Reciprocity is moderate 
established and indirect since 
(joint specific members 
organization) 

Moderate intensity may not directly 
to the extent that benefit 
partners are 
involved in 
federation 

Moderate degree of 
coupling 

Moderate stability 
Formalized within 

federation 

Expected 
Outcomes 

Direct benefits to 
participants 

Some benefit to society 

Benefits to industry, 
group, or region 

Society also benefits from 
better regional or 
industry conditions 

( continued) 
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Partnership 
Type 

Systemic 

TABLE 2 Continued 

Structural Product 
Characteristics Versus Process 

Temporary or ad Process dominated 
hoc coalitional External pressures 
structure force action 

Meetings of Action mode is 
partnerships with interactive among 
other agendas partners 

May establish Efforts are 
staff group for 
implementation 
purposes 

Fragile but stable 
because of loose 
coupling, which 
permits shifting 
agendas 

Relatively informal 

unstandardized and 
constantly evolving 
as agenda changes 

Low reciprocity 

Expected 
Outcomes 

Partners benefit indirectly 
and in the long term 

Society benefits more 
directly but also long 
term 

only two or a few organizations become involved, so that there is limited 
representation of societal interests. In general, in programmatic partner
ships, representativeness of societal interests is limited to the interests of 
partners. While they very likely need top management approval, most 
participants in such programmatic partnerships, those who plan and direct 
its activities, will be drawn from the technical level (Parsons, 1960) 
because the issues being dealt with by the partnership are technical issues. 
They are placed on the social agenda because they typically solve prob
lems in ways that are not strictly economically based. 

For instance, in the General Motors (GM) example, only GM and the 
community college were directly involved. A strict economic interpreta
tion of the situation would have dictated that GM simply lay off workers 
who were no longer needed and hire new, already trained workers into 
new job classifications, creating some social problems related to unem
ployment. The problem could be defined quite clearly within the bound
aries of GM's employment relationship to its employees, although the 
educational solution was not necessarily to be found within GM itself. By 
recognizing the social implications of layoffs and making a commitment 
to current workers, GM human resources management attempted to fulfill 
a social role while at the same time serving the economic interests of the 
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firm. From the broader perspective, however, while this programmatic 
partnership did meet ( or at least not cause) a social problem, its represen
tativeness of broad social interests was mainly limited to the interests of 
participants, who were themselves drawn from the technical management 
of GM rather than top-level management, the problem had a fairly narrow 
scope carefully defined by the actors involved and was dealt with primar
ily at the technical level of the organizations involved. 

Characteristics of Programmatic Partnerships 

Structurally, programmatic partnerships tend to be contractual agree
ments between two (or a few) interested parties that develop a service 
needed by one of the parties but with social or public policy overtones. 
As a result, programmatic partnerships are frequently dyadic (or at least 
limited to a few concerned organizations), with much of the partnership 
agreement formalized through contractual arrangements. Because of its 
contractual nature, the programmatic partnership is tightly coupled, link
ing members closely until the stated purposes are achieved; reciprocity 
and, as a result, resource commitments Can range from quite low to very 
high when the benefits expected are much needed. The involvement of 
top management is largely symbolic, approval giving, with delegation of 
the responsibility for resource commitment and interpenetration into 
overall organizational life likely to be quite limited. 

Typically formed to deal with issues that are more or less directly 
derived from the technical core (Thompson, 1967) of the involved orga
nizations and fairly highly structured and relatively narrow in scope, 
programmatic partnerships arise from a recognition that quite direct 
mutual benefits can be gained through direct linkages arising from pooled 
interdependence (Thompson, 1967), since partners generally recognize 
that each can make a contribution to the other that cannot readily be made 
by the partner organization. Resource commitment is directly related to 
expected benefits (Gray, 1985) and can range from quite low to very high. 
Coupling among partners can range from quite loose (as in programs in 
which businesses "adopt" schools) to very tight (as in specific training 
programs developed for a single company by a public sector agency). The 
more tightly coupled partnerships are prone to large-scale change
should . the situation or need change (Whetten, 1982)- than are other 
partnership forms where coupling generally is somewhat looser. As Al
drich and Whetten (1981) hypothesized, the more loosely coupled orga-
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nizations are, the less they are prone to large-scale change and the more 
stable is the association. In very tightly linked programmatic partnerships 
(e.g., a large-scale program for a single firm), the more chance that major 
changes (e.g., program cancellation) will take place in the relationship. 

Programmatic partnerships are product or output oriented. Because 
they tend to derive from internal needs, individuals involved are in an 
essentially "reactive" mode, responding to the situation presenting itself 
as problematic. Partners react to their perceived internal needs by seeking 
out a solution through interaction with another organization capable of 
solving that need. Since the scope of such partnerships tends to be limited 
to resolving the specific need(s) that has(have) been identified, the life 
span of programmatic partnerships tends to be relatively short, lasting 
only as long as the need exists. Partner representatives are likely to be 
lower- to middle-level managers, who have the technical expertise needed 
to evolve a solution to the problem. 

Such partnerships most neatly fit the notion of partnerships as program 
and, viewed from the corporate side, can be said to be programmatic 
responses to a corporation's need to serve both its own needs and those 
of its society ( cf. Epstein, 1979). From the public or nonprofit sector side, 
they can be said to be means of fulfilling these organizations' goals. 
Interpenetration into both society and the partner organizations is limited 
to serving out the programmatic needs and fulfilling whatever goals have 
been extablished. 

The GM-community college partnership was derived from an inter
nal recognition of the changing needs of its work force and some recog
nition of its social responsibility to surrounding communities. The GM 
partnership originated as a result of a combination of internal pressure for 
change and the availability of talent that might do the training locally, 
together with the prospect of some external funding for such a project 
from a third-party source. Its focus was a specific program that would 
provide training to an identified group of individuals so that they could 
remain with the firm as their jobs were eliminated and perhaps even be 
promoted, despite their jobs having been eliminated. With changes in the 
work situation already evident, the posture of GM was largely reactive to 
the internal pressure it was experiencing, and the community college 
partners also reacted in response to the overtures made by GM human 
resource officers. Because programmatic partnerships involve direct ben
efits to the partners and the development of relatively specific programs 
to implement the partnership's objectives, the relationship between part-
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ners tends to be, as it was in the GM-community college case, fairly 
intense; that is, there is a rather high degree of coupling that takes place 
between partners. 

The programmatic orientation and contractual relations also mean 
that the partnership tends to be fairly highly formalized and that reciproc
ity between the partners is quite high. As with GM, for example, specific 
training will be provided over a specified time period with very well
defined outcomes expected. When the program ends, the relationship -
and hence the partnership-will also end unless further opportunities for 
interaction have been identified in the process of planning and implement
ing the partnership as is sometimes the case. In the GM-community 
college partnership, however, other business problems (i.e., the need for 
a different type of training) intruded on GM's ability to continue the 
partnership activities after the initial contract ended. Because GM and 
the community college both benefited quite directly from the partner
ship (GM with better trained workers; the community college from the 
opportunities for outside work made available to faculty and the addi
tional resources coming into the college), quite direct exchange occurred 
between the partners and high amounts of resources - financial and 
personpower - were committed by both partners in the transaction. The 
means by which outcomes were to be achieved were fairly well defined: 
Specific types of training were to be offered (although these changed as 
instructors provided by the college learned more about the actual situation 
that trainees were facing) and there was a high degree of standardization 
in the approach taken. Were the program to have been continued for the 
initially planned second iteration, the training methods would have been 
fairly well institutionalized by both the college and within GM. Both GM 
and the college were very interested in outcome or "product" to be 
achieved, more so than they were in the process by which the product was 
to be achieved. 

FED ERA TIONAL PARTNERSHIPS 

Fede rational partnerships, in contrast to programmatic, have a medium 
scope in that they deal with an issue of interest to representatives from an 
industry group or regional coalition (Provan, 1983) that joins with (or 
forms) a public sector nonprofit or educational institution to achieve some 
end of benefit to all. The problems dealt with are structured within the 
context of an industry or region and are therefore of medium scope and 
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salient at least to all members of the federation, who frequently represent 
a specific kind of interest (functional orientation) within member organi
zations. Because they represent a coalition of interests, either of an 
industry or region, federational partnerships have broader societal repre
sentation (i.e., they represent the coalition members plus any free riders 
as well as the other sector organizations involved) than do programmatic 
partnerships. The salience of the problem is such that at least middle 
managers (administrative level) become involved, and when the organi
zations in the partnership are small, top management may become directly 
involved. Representatives tend to be drawn from the middle management 
to upper levels of their organizations but primarily from the level that 
Parsons (1960) termed the administrative level. 

The Boston Machine Tooling Institute example cited at the start of 
this article represents a federational partnership that has spawned an 
intermediary organization to run partnership activities, which Trist (1983) 
termed a "referent" organization. The problem that the machine shops 
were experiencing was generalized to the industry within the New 
England region but was fairly readily identifiable: lack of skilled machin
ists. Because of the small size of member organizations, their top manag
ers were involved directly in the partnership. No specific agreements were 
made that the machinists trained would be hired by specific partner 
machine shops. The general thought was that if the supply of machinists 
was improved in the general economy, it would become less difficult to 
find and recruit qualified individuals. Obviously, benefits, while direct 
for some members, also permit some free members and there is no 
guarantee that a specific partner will gain those benefits directly. Because 
the social problem being dealt with was general to the industry and key 
to the health of that industry, the social implications of solving it were 
somewhat broader than they had been in the programmatic partnership 
discussed earlier. Multiple organizations would benefit, individuals would 
be trained who might otherwise remain on the unemployment rosters, and 
overall unemployment levels would be expected to decline. 

Characteristics of Federational Partnerships 

The general structural form of the federational partnership is derived 
from the associated members of the federation from whom the impetus 
for partnership comes; that is, the distinguishing structural characteristic 
of the federational partnership is its origin in and continuing relationship 
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to the activities of a federated group of organizations. The "boundedness" 
of the problem dealt with by the federational partnership limits its societal 
representativeness to the members of the federation (which can be, for 
example, an industry group or a broader based group focusing as an 
example on economic development for a city), plus the other sector actors 
that become involved. The sweep is thus broader than that of the program
matic partnership but still limited by the bounded context in which the 
problem is defined. 

1\vo organizational structures are feasible, which Aiken and Hage 
(1968) termed joint program and joint organization. A joint program as 
social partnership consists of an ad hoc or "as necessary" set of meetings 
by federation members to work on the issue using the federation itself as 
the partnership entity. No separate partnership entity is distinguishable 
externally, but the partnership members are engaged in a process that 
revolves around the partnership's purposes. The second structural ar
rangement, the joint organization, is one in which a free standing or 
"referent" (frist, 1983) organization is created by the federation to carry 
out the activities of the partnership. 

Federational partnerships (cf. Provan, 1983) take place in a proactive 
mode. The federation, perhaps a trade association, group of product- or 
industry-related organizations, or organizations with a similar purpose, 
such as a community organization, identifies a generalized need among 
them and agrees to work together and with a service provider to meet that 
need. The partnership derives from an external need (which has an internal 
impact) that is specific to and generally bounded by the group of partners 
(i.e., an industry or segment of an industry) or the region in which they 
reside. Typically, representatives to federational partnerships are, at min
imum, managers of functional areas within their organizations, and some
times fairly highly placed. Working together, the group moves proactively 
to resolve the issue in a way that benefits the group as a whole but may 
or may not have specific benefits to the individual member. The commu
nity action group that worked with bankers in Cleveland to pressure banks 
to invest in their community, as reported by Gricar and Brown (1981), is 
an example of a federational partnership that is based on the needs of a 
region rather than an industry. 

Top managers may need to become more involved with decisions to 
join in federational partnerships, particularly when their organizations are 
relatively small, since they may require that the organization make a 
commitment without an assurance of direct gain. Resource commitments 
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tend to be moderate since benefits may not accrue directly to any individ
ual partner, although sometimes a public sector or nonprofit sector partner 
may require a large resource commitment. Internal policies and proce
dures (such as hiring practices) may be affected to a greater degree than 
in programmatic partnerships because the benefits being received are 
indirect and changes may need to be made to take advantage of the 
"outputs" of the partnership (i.e., recruit the trainees). The organization's 
role in society and its relationship with other organizations remains 
essentially the same as it has always been. 

Coalition building, issue identification, and purpose formulation, 
which McCann (1983) identified as part of the direction setting process, 
are more complex in federational partnerships than in programmatic 
partnerships. Federational partnerships require interaction among the 
organizations that have expressed or felt the need, agreement among them 
as to the path for resolving that need, and then interaction with the 
other-sector organization that will help resolve that need. Achieving the 
outcomes of such partnerships means that the general felt need or problem 
area will be addressed in such a way that all of the partners have the 
opportunity to experience some relief or benefit, but no specific arrange
ments are necessarily made for the individual members. Such partnerships 
represent a step away from the specific problem solving through mutual 
program development toward more of an interactive process among all 
participants, hence a more moderate degree of coupling than is generally 
to be expected in programmatic partnerships. The outcome is still a 
program, but the process by which the outcome is achieved has become 
increasingly complex and important to the outcome, magnified by the 
need to keep the coalition that initiated the partnership together. These 
partnerships may affect partner organizations by causing them to rethink 
some of their traditional policies and procedures and hence may have 
some impact on both the partner organizations and society in general that 
goes beyond that of the programmatic partnership. Interpenetration be
comes somewhat deeper, albeit less tightly coupled, in the federational 
partnership than in the programmatic partnership. 

In the federational partnership, benefits accrue to federation members 
and also to any free riders who may not be actively involved in the 
partnership itself but who share common interests, since if the situation 
improves for the partners, it is likely to improve for all dealing with a 
common issue. 
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The Boston Machine Tooling Institute was organized by machine 
shop owners who were already part of a trade association (a federational 
type of organization; Provan, 1983) to provide training for machinists. 
Once trained, these machinists are hired by machine shops generally 
within the region whether or not those shops are members of the federa
tion. The hope of those participating in the partnership is that by increasing 
the available supply of skilled machinists, the partnership will make it 
easier for all members ( as well as the free riders) to fulfill their own needs. 
Involvement in the partnership varies among members of the association, 
but on the whole it is moderate; relations among partners are only 
moderately to loosely coupled. While the activities of the Institute are 
fairly highly formalized, the relations among partners, unlike the situation 
with GM and the community college, are less formalized. They serve as 
advisors to and supporters of the Institute, which they sponsor, but few 
formal direct linkages are maintained, even to the extent that specific 
individuals may or may not ultimately be employed by sponsoring orga
nizations. (It should be noted that some federational partnerships do make 
such direct linkages, at least in the short term.) 

Training programs themselves are standardized, but the ongoing ef
forts of partners in support of the Institute changes over time as the needs 
of the Institute change. As the Institute matures, it is• even considering 
developing more of a fee-for-service arrangement and considering tieing 
in its trainees to specific potential employers. Because the origin of the 
partnership is in the needs of a group of industrialists who took positive 
action to solve an external problem they perceived (the supply of skilled 
machinists), the mode of interaction can be termed proactive and the focus 
is a mix of product and process (Epstein, 1979); it reaches out to a broader 
community to solve a developing problem. Lack of standardization in the 
relations among partners and the ongoing process of attempting to dis
cover and resolve the group's needs means that there is attention paid to 
both the products or outcomes of the partnership (how many trainees 
finish the program) and the processes of correctly diagnosing the problem 
and maintaining relations among partners over time. The life span of the 
partnership can be expected to be relatively longer than that of the 
programmatic partnership because of the existence of the federation, 
especially when the organizational form is that of the joint organization, 
as in this example. 
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SYSTEMIC PARTNERSHIPS 

Systemic partnerships deal with broad, systemwide societal issues 
(i.e., "messes" or "metaproblems") and have very broad scope or focus. 
Generally comprising top- or institutional-level (Parsons, 1960) represen
tatives whose employing organization represent a broad range of societal 
interests, social partnerships typically focus on solving a problematic, 
often a seemingly intractable, ill-defined issue (i.e., a highly unstructured 
problem) about which organizations in multiple domains are concerned. 
Direct and active top-level involvement is usually necessary in and 
characterizes systemic partnerships because only top-level individuals 
have the clout necessary to make changes that will affect the problem. 
Broad-based issues within what Benson (1982) termed policy sectors, 
such as economic development, employment and training of the disad
vantaged, and hunger and homelessness are common foci of systemic 
partnerships. Such problems affect all parts of society and have frequently 
remained intractable to being handled by single organizations. As a result, 
to avoid problems of key actors having been left out and the resultant 
power struggles, systemic partnerships require a broad range of societal 
interests as participants. 

The Partnership for a Drug-Free America represents a systemic part
nership. Not only does it deal with the apparently intractable issue of drug 
abuse in society but it has drawn together competitors, as well as suppliers 
(production and talent unions) and customers (major media) to interact in 
resolving the problem. It originated with the American Association of 
Advertising Agencies, whose members were chief executives of some of 
America's best ad agencies and drew in chief executives from the other 
major representatives. Focusing on a problem that affects all of society, 
whether directly or indirectly, the Partnership and its members recog
nize that any impact the series of anti-drug-use advertisements that they 
are creating may have will be long-term and will affect their firms only 
indirectly. The structure that has evolved encompasses a rather vast 
network of voluntary representatives from member groups, structured into 
a series of committees that deal with different aspects of the Partnership's 
work (e.g., creative ad development, research, and media relations) with 
implementation being carried out by a hired staff of four. They are 
reciprocally interdependent in that each set of partners needs to carry out 
its work so that others can carry out theirs. 
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Characteristics of Systemic Partnerships 

Structural forms for dealing with systemic problems through partner
ship arrangements revolve around partnership forums or meetings of 
high-level partner representatives, where partners can make plans, com
mit resources, and make needed decisions. The partnership is the interac
tion of representatives, although, as with the federational partnership, 
there is often a small staff hired to implement the plans generated by the 
partners and interdependence tends to be reciprocal (Thompson, 1967). 

Systemic partnerships may require institutional commitments to action 
as well as. resources and therefore the direct and active (as opposed to 
merely supportive) involvement of top management, which has the clout 
and resources necessary to both commit its organization to action and 
assess and alter, if necessary, the organization's role in relation to other 
partners in society. Top managers can at least in theory change the goals, 
direction, and way of doing business of their organizations to accommo
date the purposes of systemic partnership. 

Some vision of a future, better than today, may be necessary to the 
ultimate success of systemic partnerships. Should the efforts they generate 
succeed and become "institutionalized" (Selznick, 1957), such partner
ships may become a way of life, a way of interacting, and a way of making 
decisions that can ultimately change the very fabric of society as institu
tional heads begin to rethink their relationships and alignments with 
others. Stating this, however, is not to discount the important role that 
staffers play in developing the necessary vision among top managers, as 
was clear in the development of the Boston Compact (e.g., Melchior, 
1984) or in the efforts of the staff employed to implement the Partnership 
for a Drug-Free America. 

It is the decision-making processes and interactions involved in 
coming to decisions that represent the major social benefits to be found 
in systemic partnerships; thus systemic partnerships are dominated by 
process rather than by product (Epstein, 1979). In the context of the Job 
Training Partnership Act (JPTA), initiated to work on issues ofunemploy
ment training for the disadvantaged, some early representatives hardly 
knew why they were at meetings or what was to be done. As they learned 
more about issues of unemployment and began discussing their own 
needs, their attention turned to more general discussions. These discus
sions centered on how. the partners, who represented broad segments of 
the community, might work together on issues related to meeting in-
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dustry's needs for trained employees, on economic development more 
generally, and on community development as a mechanism for attracting 
qualified individuals to the region, as well as on the legislative mandate 
of the JPTA. 

Similarly, initial meetings of the Partnership for a Drug-Free America 
focused on translating the vision of one individual into an actionable plan 
by the members of the American Association of Advertising Agencies, 
getting their endorsement for the plan, and figuring out how it would be 
implemented. Until the commitments of partners were known, which 
occurred gradually over time, and until media space and broadcast time 
commitments could be generated ( and increased over time), it was unclear 
exactly what the Partnership could hope to accomplish. As well articulated 
as the vision might be, it was only in the contributions of individual 
partners to the project that any kind of success could hope to be generated. 

As may be obvious, however, any benefits derived from resolving the 
types of issues with which systemic partnerships cope are unlikely to be 
direct for the partners. Instead, benefits are societal in their impact and 
only indirectly and in the long term affect any specific organization. As a 
result, fostering such partnerships is difficult at best. The complexity of 
such partnerships is increased by the union ofpartner organizations that 
may never have interacted previously and whose representatives may yet 
believe there is little value to such interaction or who, in the case of the 
Partnership for a Drug-Free America, are normally competitors. The 
product of the systemic partnership (i.e., specific programs run) may in a 
very real sense be subordinate to the process by which the partnership 
determines what its purposes will be ( cf. Epstein, 1979). 

The Partnership for a Drug-Free America was formed from a coalition 
of competitive and market-related organizations dealing with a massive 
social problem which they cannot hope to solve; the Partnership reprec 
sents a fairly loosely coupled grouping of actors working intensely in 
spurts of activity on the problem, while at the same time pursuing their 
own organization's goals. Since the problem with which the Partnership 
for a Drug-Free America hopes to deal has been intractable to massive 
efforts from other sectors, they have attempted to carve out a piece where 
members of the Partnership feel they can make a contribution: attitude 
change through sophisticated marketing techniques limited to a few illicit 
drugs. Solving the drug problem is probably well beyond the reach of 
advertising and yet by creating a new vision of the problem and its 
potential partial resolution, the social entrepreneurs involved have galva-
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nized large amounts of support for the effort. In the specifics of creating 
ads targeted to identified groups through chosen media, the efforts of the 
Partnership tend to be very formalized, however, within the context of the 
meetings of the executive committee that "manages" the Partnership, 
things are less formal. Each of the partners is a volunteer to the process 
from an independent organization that has its own business agenda; it 
cannot be forced to participate. The intensity of involvement may be high 
during a meeting and the creation of a specific product (ad), but for the 
most part, partners remain involved in their normal activities. 

Resource commitment from some of the partners has been high in that 
they have committed some of the time and talent of their most creative 
advertising people (or, in the case of talent unions, actors, production 
unions, production capability, and so on); however, it needs not be, 
especially since the benefits expected are long term and indirect. While 
goals for the ads, target markets, possible messages, and media outlets 
were predetermined by the advertising association, there was little effort 
to direct the creative activities of the ad agencies involved when producing 
an ad. The specifics of the ads are left .to the creative devices of the 
individuals involved and then reviewed by a committee set up to oversee 
the ads. Some formalization of the effort has thus taken place, and some 
procedures are in place to ensure consistency. No one could have predicted 
the actual results of the Partnership's efforts nor the specific contributions 
by any given partner when the initial vision for the Partnership was 
articulated. The focus of the Partnership was on getting the message of a 
better, drug-free tomorrow across to potential partners. Generating their 
interest in determining exactly how that better tomorrow would come to 
be, what the contribution they would make to the effort would be, and, in 
the end, what the purpose of the Partnership would turn out to have been 
grew out of the interaction. The purpose of the Partnership is constantly 
re-enacted as new partners are drawn in, as new media contributions are 
made, and as the results of the efforts are being fed back to partners. 

The Partnership for a Drug-Free America is intended as a 3-year effort. 
It remains to be seen, however, whether the Partnership is able to com
pletely dissolve its efforts after the initial 3 years or whether some aspects 
will be changed and institutionalized. Approaches by governmental agen
cies have already been made to the Partnership so that its methods might 
be translated into ongoing programs. Systemic partnerships like this one 
appear to have a way of evolving their purposes over time and changing 
to meet the new purposes and needs their members perceive, especially if 



506 ADMINISTRATION & SOCIETY/ February 1991 

they are successful (Waddock, 1988). The interaction mode of partners 
in the systemic partnership, because of the complexity and lack of defini
tion of the problems they tend to tackle, tends to be interactive: solutions 
derive from the meetings held by partners as the problem begins to take 
a common shape in partners' minds. The source of the problem in this case 
is deeply embedded within society and is perceived to affect all of the 
partners, especially when a very broad, long-term and strategic view is 
taken of organizations in their interactions in society. Because the out
comes of a partnership like the Partnership for a Drug-Free America 
cannot be specified in advance ( and often not even during the implemen
tation of specific programs or in this case, ads), the relations among 
partners are oriented to the process of problem solving more than they are 
to the outcomes. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH 

The differences that have been noted here among programmatic, 
federational, and systemic partnerships represent "ideal" types that vary 
quite widely in what they can be expected to achieve and how they will 
achieve it. Obviously, much remains to be learned about social partner
ships as well as other forms of collaboration so that if society moves 
toward greater collaboration between the public and private sectors, such 
collaborative activities-social partnerships-can be successful. This 
typology represents a first step in that direction. 

The dimension of the partnership types outlined earlier represent 
situations in which intersector collaboration can be expected to be suc
cessful. Underlying the typology is the assumption that when there is a 
"fit" among the variables that characterize social partnerships, there is a 
greater likelihood of the partnership's succeeding in achieving its goals 
than when there is not. Since "hybrid" partnership types, that is, those in 
which this "fit" is not achieved, are also possible, it can generally be 
expected that such hybrids will be less successful than will ideal types. 
The following general proposition can therefore be stated: 

Pl. In general, social partnerships that achieve congruence between the nature 
of the problem (its degree of structure and the interdependence that exists 
among social actors), the range of partners drawn into the part_nership, and 
the level of organization at which problem resolution is attempted will work 
better than those in which congruence is not achieved. 
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Problem indivisibility is an important determinant of the scope or 
focus of the problem. This variable is a determinant of which organiza
tions are interdependent for the resolution of the problem as well as 
affecting the salience of the problem at different levels within partner 
organizations. If a broad range of societal interests is brought together to 
resolve a problem of narrow scope (a highly "divisible" problem), some 
members are likely to find the problem of little interest, too many 
resources may be thrown at the problem, or the definition of the problem 
will be so changed to deal with the many interests that members represent 
that the initial problem will remain unresolved. A problem that might have 
been solved by a fairly direct solution benefiting a few parties will become 
overly complicated. In addition, if representation is too broad, competing 
interests of members will get in the way of finding a solution to the 
presenting problem and the partnership will find focusing difficult. If a 
too narrow representation of societal interests is brought together to 
resolve a problem of broad scope, the end result may be a power struggle, 
as unrepresented but interested parties attempt to make themselves heard 
(cf. Gray, 1985). Alternatively, the partnership may find that it lacks 
critical resources that might have been provided by actors omitted from 
the discussions. 

If a narrow and technically oriented problem is attacked by a group of 
high-level executives (institutional managers), it will become extremely 
difficult to sustain partners' interest in the problem. Such executives may 
have neither the expertise in solving the problem that is needed nor the 
time or interest to deal with it because other concerns more related to their 
jobs focus their attention elsewhere. In contrast, if technical-level manag
ers attempt to resolve a broad-based societal problem, they may not be 
able to muster the necessary organizational resources to make decisions 
needed to actually deal with the problem. They will not have the necessary 
power to commit their organizations to action. As a result, they will be 
ineffectual in their efforts to bring about changes because they will lack 
an adequate power base. 

Ultimately, what this means is that problems that are misdefined by 
(a) bringing in either too wide or limited a range of actors to deal with 
them or (b) including irrelevant organizational actors or omitting key 
actors will resist solutions being brought to bear on them. Certainly, this 
is an empirical question that bears further investigation if the potential of 
social partnerships as social problem-solving mechanisms is to be fully 
achieved. 
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DISCUSSION: THE POTENTIAL AND 
IMPLICATIONS OF SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP 

Social partnerships have been much touted as vehicles for social 
change. They are becoming increasingly important as the pendulum 
swings from adversarial public-private sector relations toward a poten
tially more cooperative style of interaction. As the typology and proposi
tions presented earlier make clear, however, the potential that each has for 
solving difficult problems or making real dents in the social landscape is 
very much dependent on the partnership's nature and characteristics, that 
is, its type. Only by developing a greater understanding of social partner
ships can their potential to make social change be truly understood. This 
typology represents one attempt to develop that understanding. 

The typology that has been proposed attempts to deal with some of the 
multiplexity (Whetten, 1987) of a complex phenomenon like social part
nership. Social partnerships are too complex a phenomenon to be simpli
fied and dealt with on the basis of a single variable. The types are based 
not on a single variable as are most organizational typologies (Carper & 
Snizek, 1980) but on two interacting dimensions derived from the scope 
or indivisibility of the problem: the interdependence that the indivisibility 
generates and the organization level at which the problem has salience. 
These factors, in turn, influence the potential for social change that any 
given partnership has. It is from within these interacting variables that an 
understanding of which problems can be resolved by social partnerships, 
how long it will take to make change, and what the potential impact of 
the interaction will be can be drawn. These issues are now discussed. 

By their nature, programmatic partnerships are designed to tackle 
relatively tractable problems that exist within a single or few organiza
tions but have a social twist. Their ultimate scope goes little beyond the 
partners, although partners may be identified as being socially responsible 
for having thought of the social aspects of the problem while attempting 
to resolve their business-related problem(s). Such partnerships have the 
best chance of working when the problems they deal with are readily 
identified, when the actors needing to be involved are clearly known, and 
when the solution to the problem, while not necessarily immediately 
obvious, can be fairly well developed through a known "program." They 
will not work if the problem requires action by organizations not presently 
involved in the partnership. They will also not work if the partnership 
requires commitments beyond the ability of a partner representative. 
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Federational partnerships have a broader scope in that they focus 
their efforts on solving a problem that affects all members of a group or 
region. Their basis is in a problem common to a group of organizational 
actors bounded by an industrial or geographical domain, who can join 
forces to form or are already part of a federation to solve the problem. If 
the federational partnership is successful, the entire industry or region 
benefits. The boundaries for this type of partnership are broader and more 
far reaching than for the programmatic, whose efforts primarily affect 
those initiating and participating in the partnership, especially as some 
organizations not actively participating may receive benefits, but they are 
contained within the boundaries that define the federation. Federational 
partnerships have the best chance of working when there is a preexisting 
"federational" organization, such as a trade association or local commu
nity group that has already developed a sense of where the domains of 
participating organizations overlap, and further when the problem can be 
bounded by the activities of the federation ( e.g., developing machinists 
for a region and neighborhood safety and security) and when the repre
sentatives involved are knowledgeable about the issue. Like program
matic partnerships, they will not work when partner representatives can
not commit necessary resources or if appropriate organizational actors 
are not included. But they also require more attention to the process of 
developing a solution than does the programmatic partnership because of 
the multiple actors involved in the federation, all of whose needs must be 
taken into account. They are more complex than programmatic partner
ships in this regard. 

For their part, systemic partnerships tend to deal with problems deeply 
entrenched in society, most likely ones that have repeatedly been attacked 
by public sector efforts (i.e., job training for the disadvantaged, housing 
for the poor, feeding the hungry, and getting rid of drug abuse). Solutions 
coming from one organization are unlikely to emerge and even the 
partnership approach can be expected to tackle only those parts of the 
problem within the reach of those who actually become partners. 

The positive potential that systemic partnerships have for making 
social change lies in the fact that to the extent that they are successful, 
they may effect changes in either the social or the physical infrastructure . 
that bridges organizations in society, in the attitudes of participants and 
those they interact with, and, long term, in the extent to which the social 
problem being addressed continues to affect society. The involvement of 
institutional-level managers with (at least in theory) the decision-making 
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clout to change the way their organizations act means that systemic 
partnerships, when they work, can alter relationships between social 
actors more or less permanently. They too require the involvement of all 
actors with an interest in the problem to be addressed - and in the case of 
systemic partnerships; these interests are broad indeed. While program
matic solutions will be proposed and implemented as a necessary part of 
systemic partnerships, the process of having societal actors, represented 
by their top managers, interacting on a regular basis to solve a common 
problem is itself a radical departure from normal "business" activity for 
many private as well as public sector executives. Systemic partnership is 
much more complex than other types, since the problem itself is undefined 
until the partnership is well under way and then changes over time. 

Short-term or very specific problems would not appear to be amenable 
to solution by systemic partnerships, particularly since institutional-level 
partners are likely to lose interest in a problem that is easily resolved by 
their technical-level employees. But when the problem is fuzzy (a "mess" 
or a "metaproblem") it becomes critical in the systemic partnership to 
ensure that representation includes a broad spectrum of the societal groups 
that are interested in and can contribute to resolving the problem as well 
as powerful individuals who can actually effect change within their 
organizations, if necessary. In addition, should the efforts, for instance, to 
change attitudes toward drug abuse of the Partnership for a Drug-Free 
America actually pay off in attitude change, the Partnership, like other 
effective social partnerships, will have played a deeply catalytic role in 
resolving a long-term problem by focusing attention on it and changing 
the way that it is handled by other social actors. 

While some systemic partnerships may be temporary in their design, 
as is the Partnership for a Drug-Free America, the linkages that are made 
in the course of carrying out the partnership's activities can change the 
social perspective of many individuals involved with regard to drug abuse 
and with regard to others taking part in the partnership. The Partnership 
thus builds new networks among the individuals and their organizations 
that can change the competitive and supplier/customer relationships 
among partners. Similar results can be expected for other systemic part
nerships, especially when they bring together social actors whose paths 
do not normally cross and who begin to gain better understanding of each 
other in the processes of partnership formation, goal identification, and 
purpose formulation that dominate the systemic partnership. As attitudes 
change, so does the social infrastructure. To the extent that changes in 
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relationships emerge from these interactions, physical and administra
tive infrastructures will also be affected. Some systemic partnerships, for 
example, deal with economic development through tax incentives and 
physical changes in return for other activities (roads and bridges) that 
foster real changes in the physical as well as social infrastructure. Others 
are more administrative in nature and involve changes, for example, in 
hiring policies that enable the disadvantaged trained through partner
ship programs to be hired where they once might have been excluded. 

What this implies is that in the long term, the systemic partnership has 
greater potential for making sweeping social changes .than do the other 
types of partnership, in part, because the process rather than product 
orientation of the systemic partnership forces unlike actors to interact, 
exchange views, and begin to come to a common understanding of a 
difficult problem. In the attempts to deal with the problem that comes to 
be identified as a target of the partnership (i.e., drug abuse, job training 
for the disadvantaged, or economic development), changes slowly begin 
to take place within the partner organizations that affect their administra
tive systems, social relations, and sometimes even the physical infrastruc
ture. These ideas can be stated in the form of a general proposition: 

P2. In general, systemic social partnerships will have a greater long-term 
potential for solving difficult social problems than will either federational 
or programmatic partnerships, which will be more directly focused on 
solving the problems of their members. Further, systemic partnerships will 
have greater long-term impact on social, physical, and administrative 
infrastructural support systems that exist among organizations in society 
than will partfferships that are programmatic, in which changes will affect 
only the partner organizations, or federational, in which changes will affect 
a defined industry or regional group (and may therefore include some free 
riders). 

There is a negative side to social partnership, particularly when it 
involves all private sector actors dealing with a societally based problem 
like the Partnership for a Drug-Free America. The lack of public sector 
involvement in the Partnership for a Drug-Free America as well as the 
participation of private sector actors in what are otherwise public policy 
decisions means that some aspects of problem solving within the public 
policy domain are taken out of the hands of public policymakers and 
placed into the hands of private sectors actors. For all the goodwill of such 
an effort, it is clear that some effort to monitor the partnership activities 



512 ADMINISTRATION & SOCIETY/ February 1991 

may become necessary (cf. Logsdon & Palmer, 1987). Mechanisms for 
doing so are not in place. 

Much of the discussion around and popularity of social partnerships 
today seems to be based on the assumption that every partnership has the 
potential that has been described for the systemic partnership. Perhaps the 
major contribution that this typology can make is in enabling both 
researchers and practitioners to understand some of the limitation and 
constraints inherent in the social partnership as a means of solving social 
ills. In the breadth of the systemic partnership lies the promise of social 
partnership that so many social observers have picked up, while the 
federational and programmic forms have limitations related to their re
presentativeness, their scope, and the level of the individuals participat
ing. They are, however, very useful under the circumstances that have 
been described. 

The reality of social partnerships is that they are highly dynamic 
entities, which beside producing outputs that can be measured as indica
tors of social performance, represent a new, interorganizationally interac
tive decision-making process. Social partnerships are unique in that they 
enable two or more sets of organizational agendas to be dealt with in the 
broader context of a societal agenda. As the attention that they have 
attracted demonstrates, they do have the potential to be helpful in broad 
policy sectors (Benson, 1982), such as economic development or drug 
abuse. In this sense, social partnerships can be thought of as a social 
investment. For private sector firms, they represent a way of achieving 
firm goals while doing social good. For public sector and nonprofit 
organizations, they represent a way of achieving the "public goods" that 
these organizations desire while working with.the private sector. But as 
the typology demonstrates, social partnerships must be well understood 
and carefully planned if they are to achieve their hoped-for ends. 
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