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The word “coopetition” is a new word coined by Adam M. Brandenberger and Barry J. Nalebuff in their book entitled Coopetition.  Quoting from the book “contrary to popular belief, you don’t have to destroy your competition to win in business. It is more effective to cooperate when it comes to creating the market and compete when it comes to dividing the market.  The blend in cooperation and competition leads to a new business strategy and to the coining of a new word ‘coopetition.’”  

Three child welfare agencies in Indiana (Campagna Academy, Christian Haven, and Sults-Lewis) have captured the essence of this new word.  All three agencies are located within a 50-mile radius of each other and serve youth, most of whom are adjudicated chins or delinquents.  Although a high level of competition exists amongst the agencies, they have developed a joint training venture that is mutually beneficial.  

The creation of the Northwest Indiana Training Academy represents genuine collaboration i.e. a shared creation, creating something together that the agencies could not have done alone.  It is also a strategic alliance because each agency has agreed to work as separate entities and yet toward a common goal of creating an educated child welfare workforce within Northwest Indiana.

When considering whether to build a regional training academy in your community or collaborate to address another challenge that is specifically critical, potential partners should consider the threats, risks, and obstacles and determine where they need to meet on the continuum of connection to move their process forward and what elements are crucial to their efforts.  For instance, the Indiana collaborators identify the investment of financial resources, expanding the process to include staff members, curriculum development, and outside consultation from CWLA’s Walker Trieschman Center as crucial moments on their road to success.

The benefits realized by the agencies involved included the following:

· Improved quality of training

· Increased staff retention

· Overall decrease in training costs due to economy of scale

· Improved consistency in training and availability of training

· Increased professional development of staff

· Cross-fertilization between organizations at all levels

· Increased understanding of commonalities to all child welfare agencies

The lessons that were learned included:

1) Getting input from other people on how they have done similar initiatives is important, but ultimately we had to find what worked for us.

2) We had to move along the connection continuum to get to the point of collaboration.  Without the relationship development early on, the trust would not have been there to carry forth the regional training academy.  

3) Building trust at all levels of the agency was very important.

The problems that were identified included:

1) It is hard to transfer the vision to other staff and to know exactly when to bring other staff into the process.  As a rule, it seemed the earlier we could bring them in, the easier the vision transfer was.

2) Changing staff responsibilities to include curriculum development and doing training is difficult when you are dealing with staff whom already have full time positions.

3) Time is always at a premium and it is difficult to find the time that is needed to pull the necessary people together.

Connections between organizations and agencies are a continuum beginning with the least intense, communication, and ending with the most complex, a merger.  Other stops along the way on the connecting continuum include networking, affiliation, cooperation, coordination, collaboration, strategic alliance, community coalition, and acquisition.  These three agencies began the process with communication and worked through networking, affiliation, cooperation, coordination, and ultimately created the collaborative training project. 

Consider the following definitions of different stages of connection:

Communication: transfer of information

Networking: communication with external marketing focus

Affiliation: association of similar organizations in support/learning/advocacy groups

Cooperation: agreement on socialized norms

Coordination: achieving efficiency of motion given diverse inputs

Collaboration: process of shared creation, creating what could not have been individually

Strategic Alliance: agreement to work as separate entities toward a common goal

Community Coalition: vertical integration of different groups organized around broad themes

Acquisition: take over and absorb of one organization into surviving parent 

Merger: combination of two or more groups to form a new organization. 

An article from the journal “Innovating” by Leo Benise, differentiates between cooperation, coordination, and communication versus collaboration.  Quoting from the article “collaboration is distinct from each of the ‘C’ words profiled above. Unlike communication it is not about exchanging information.  It is about using information to create something new.  Unlike coordination, collaboration seeks divergent insight and spontaneity, not structural harmony.  And unlike cooperation, collaboration thrives on differences and requires the sparks of dissent……….. Collaboration anchors not in the process of relationship but in the pursuit of a specific result.  Collaborations are established to solve problems, develop new understandings, and design new products.  Collaborations exist in an outcome framework and collaborators are people who intensely and urgently feel the need to create something new.  

The five steps for creating collaborations include: 

1) Define the challenge: For instance, all three agencies were experiencing a workforce that was unprepared to offer child welfare services and often moved from one agency to another.  Each agency felt the strain of providing adequate, quality, and consistent training for our direct care level staff.

2) Define the collaborators: The three Executive Directors began meeting informally to share concerns and support a couple of years earlier and developed a level of trust that supported open communication about the difficulties each was experiencing.  These relationships of trust created the definition of who the collaborators would be.

3) Create the space:  Finding time for creation is difficult for most organizational leaders.  Setting aside time on a monthly or bi-monthly basis to meet for lunch set the stage for setting aside larger amounts of time as they were needed.

4) Allow the time: A two-day consultation with CWLA’s Walker Trieschman Center allowed time to more fully develop the collaborative concept.  Since the agency directors began the project, this process allocate time for other staff to meet and develop the curriculum and training process.

5) Harness the result: The result of this collaboration was the creation of the Northwest Indiana Training Academy (NITA).  It is currently in its second year of training activities.  

Seven tips to building a successful partnership were reviewed as adapted from the National Childcare Information Center (http://nccic.org/ccpartnerships/principles.htm):

1) Work together

2) Assess needs

3) Survey resources

4) Share information

5) Seek out experienced collaborators

6) Set goals 

7) Decide on measures of success

Also shared from the same resource were principles for successful partnerships/connections:

1) Successful partnerships have clear goals

2) Successful partnerships are broad based and include all stakeholders from the beginning

3) Successful partnerships include powerful champions that make their initiatives visible to the public

4) Successful partnerships aim to achieve positive results and regularly measure them

5) Successful partnerships establish clear governance structures that define partner roles and responsibilities

6) Successful partnerships set and adhere to a set of ground rules that guide the partnership in its work

7) Successful partnerships are flexible, adopt an entrepreneur mindset, and adapt to changing conditions and resources

8) Successful partnerships draw on the strengths and contributions of all partners and enable all partners to benefit

9) Successful partnerships work to maintain momentum and sustain their work over time

