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ABSTRACT 

This report examines partnership development and maintenance factors between 

recreation and sport delivery systems, the process used to explore inter-organizational 

relationships, and how partnerships are evaluated. Using municipal recreation 

departments who have experience working in sport partnerships, it was found that 

reputation management is at the core of partnership development and, conversely, 

partnership breakdown. Reputation management could be summarized into three 

components; contract management, relationship management, and evaluation, which play 

a pivotal role in how, when, and why partnerships are developed. The study suggests that 

even though municipalities may have all of the components of a partnership, this does not 

always indicate success. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Throughout Canada, there has been a decline in physical activity and sport 

participation among children and youth since the late 1990s (Cousens et al., 2012). It has 

been reported that 45% of the Canadian population participated in sport programming in 

1992, though only 28% of the same population participated in 2005 (Ifedi, 2008). A 

recent report entitled “Health Status of Canadians 2016” indicated that roughly 20% of 

adults and 10% of children met physical activity guidelines of 150 minutes per week and 

60-minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity a day (Tremblay et al., 2011). 

Furthermore, it was reported that boys and individuals ages six to eleven were more 

active than individuals aged 12 – 17. Of these age groups, less than 35% reached the 

recommended 60-minutes of vigorous physical activity each day (Colley et al., 2017). To 

meet these recommendations, policymakers in Canada have encouraged government and 

non-government bodies to work collaboratively to increase physical activity rates among 

children, youth, and adult populations. Coordinated efforts among various actors within 

the sport and recreation system have identified grassroots or local level programs as an 

important provider of physical activity, recreation and sporting experiences. Municipal 

recreation departments are a prime example of program delivery within recreation and 

sport delivery systems and will be the focus of this research.  

A system is defined by Robbins et al. (2006) as “[..] a set of interrelated and 

independent parts arranged in a manner that produces a unified whole” (p. 39). Actors 

within these systems play an integral role in ensuring participants have the access and 

physical literacy to remain active for life or pursue the sport at a competitive level. Key 
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actors within these systems include but are not limited to government agencies, governing 

sport bodies, not-for-profit recreation and sport organizations, and education and health 

sectors. These actors work within systems to ensure the delivery of recreation and sport 

programming in various settings throughout the country. This research explores the 

relationships between the key actors involved in recreation and sport. The primary focus 

will be on municipalities, and the partnerships explored to increase recreation and 

sporting opportunities throughout municipalities in Canada.  

Three pivotal documents guide the delivery of recreation and sport in Canada: 

The National Recreation Statement (1987), Framework for Recreation in Canada (2015), 

and the Canadian Sport Policy (CSP) (2002, 2012). The National Recreation Statement 

(1987) was the first document developed to guide the increasing demand and 

consumption of recreation experiences and services at that time. Recreation Ministers 

from across the country came together to commission this report in 1978 after provincial 

and territorial governments recognized their responsibility for bringing forth recreational 

opportunities. The report states, “recreation has an almost unlimited potential to develop 

life skills, to enhance communities and to promote and maintain healthy, independent 

lifestyles which contribute significantly to the quality of life in Canada” (p. 5). This 

statement was pivotal in establishing the legitimacy of recreation within Canada. Several 

years and a national statement later, this report defined roles and responsibilities for all 

levels of government and stakeholders within the field by highlighting the need for 

coordination of efforts to meet outcomes (National Recreation Statement, 1987). A 

particular importance of this statement was that it outlined the role of the community 

within the context of recreation and became the foundation for which future coordination 
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is seen throughout the document and has helped to inform future frameworks and 

policies. 

One of the influential documents to draw from the National Recreation Statement 

was the development of the CSP, which was created in 2002 to mitigate the 

interconnected concerns of sport delivery over the next ten years. In CSP 2002, the 

government and traditional stakeholders within the sport community were responsible for 

the implementation and action of the policy. This policy provides four specific goals; 

Enhanced Participation, Enhanced Excellence, Enhanced Capacity, and Enhanced 

Interaction. A critique of the CSP 2002 was that the policy developers failed to recognize 

the role of grassroots sport, recreational sport and community sport as a feeder system to 

competitive and high-performance sport. The primary focus of the policy was on 

immediate sport excellence and high-performance sport and less on developing a system 

for sustained long-term sport development. As this policy expired, a new policy was 

developed called CSP 2012, which focused on the next 10 years of sport development.  

The CSP 2012 upholds the roles and responsibilities of the government and 

stakeholders within the system. However, a notable difference can be seen in the 

partnerships with organizations beyond the sport system (Sport Canada, 2012). The CSP 

(2012) states, “the policy will be implemented by complementary action plans developed 

by governments individually and collectively, bi-laterally and multi-laterally, and by non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) in the sport and related sectors” (p. 3). This call to 

action means all levels and components of recreation and sport systems are 

communicating with one another and working toward unified goals. The unified whole, 

as Robbins et al. (2006) has alluded to within the context of this study, goes beyond the 



 

 

 

4  

traditional sport system observed in CSP 2002 and now incorporates various 

stakeholders, multiple levels of government and other related sectors that have an impact 

on sport, recreation and physical activity. 

The final document that the National Recreation Statement was influential on was 

the recently developed Framework for Recreation in Canada (2015). This framework is a 

national guiding document for recreation that provides a renewed definition of recreation 

as “… the experience that results from freely chosen participation in physical, social, 

intellectual, creative and spiritual pursuits that enhance individual and community 

wellbeing” (p. 4). Elaborating on the coordination component of the National Recreation 

Statement (1987), the 2015 framework focuses on collaboration and convergence of 

existing policies and common mandates seen in public, private and not-for-profit sectors 

and marginalized population groups. Collectively these documents help inform the 

strategic development of recreation and sport delivery systems in Canada and provide 

strategic goals for stakeholders to follow.  

In theory, these guiding documents should help create coordinated policy 

development in various government sectors, resulting in a more succinct recreation and 

sport delivery system. However, this has not been the case throughout municipalities or 

grassroots recreation organizations. Recreation and sport policy objectives and 

issues/priorities provide sport organizations at the national and provincial levels a clear 

pathway to implement policy recommendations. However, there does not appear to be a 

strong foothold for municipalities to implement recommendations as there is no 

grassroots perspective embedded within these documents.  
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Each policy and framework has indicated the importance and benefits of 

establishing inter-organizational relationships between multiple sectors and various levels 

of government. However, the implementation of policies and frameworks does not 

inherently filter down to the local or community level of recreation and sport. Recreation 

and sport delivery systems tend to operate in siloes with little to no interaction between 

the systems and actors, and if there is the interaction, it can be seen as one-way (Cousens 

& Barnes, 2009). This siloed approach to program development and delivery has created 

a misalignment between recreation and sport delivery systems regarding policy (Green & 

Collins, 2008; Houlihan & Green, 2008), funding opportunities (Hayhurst, 2009; Wilson 

& Hayhurst, 2009), programming and key performance indicators. This has resulted in 

inefficiencies of program delivery at the grassroots level, impacting performance in 

sport's competitive and high-performance levels (Kidd, 2008; Hayhurst & Frisby 2010).  

Organized sport has its own set of objectives, focusing on competition and 

performance, while recreation focuses on participation and inclusion. However, the 

results of these different systems have led to a fragmented sporting system where support 

and resources are spread too thin, and the inherent objectives of each system are not 

being upheld. The misalignment between the recreation and sport systems has been noted 

throughout the Canadian literature but has also been mentioned internationally (Green & 

Collins, 2008; Hayhurst & Frisby, 2010) and the use of partnership and collaboration to 

bolster recreation and sport delivery systems.  

Partnerships can be understood in academic literature as Interorganizational 

Relationships (IORs). Terminology differs throughout IOR literature based on the sector, 

formality and the organizations involved. Scholars have identified IORs as partnerships, 
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collaborations, inter-agency relations, coordinated efforts, and relationships throughout 

the literature. IORs can be used as an umbrella term to encompass all these terms, 

however, for this report the focus will be on partnerships. A broadly used definition of 

partnerships is “a voluntary agreement between two or more organizations to work 

together to achieve a set of shared outcomes” (Gillies, 1998 in Casey et al., 2009, p. 3).  

Partnerships are beneficial to organizations as they provide unified goals and 

strategic alignment to allow organizations to be more efficient and effective with their 

delivery of programs and services, ultimately creating a stronger network of systems. 

There has been an increase in partnerships between non-profit, private and public sectors 

in recent years (Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Coaffee & Coulson, 2005; Hodge & Greve, 

2005; Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Maxwell & Husain, 2005) due to the limited resources 

made available, leading to the development of partnerships out of necessity rather than a 

truly voluntary approach. Using a conceptual framework developed by Mattessich et al. 

(2001), which outlines factors influencing successful partnership development, this 

research will explore the factors within municipal partnership development.  

Previous research has identified the constraints and enablers of establishing 

partnerships between sport and recreation delivery systems. However, few have looked at 

the process municipalities take when exploring partnership development and how/if this 

process is evaluated. Thus, the purpose of this research report was to explore recreation 

and sport partnerships development and evaluation in Canadian municipalities. The 

following research question will be investigated: 

1) What factors influence partnership development with sport organizations 

from a municipal perspective? 
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2) What process, if any, do municipalities use to evaluate partnerships? 

The following chapters will discuss the literature of partnerships, first in a broad 

context and then within sport and recreation, outlining the key concepts throughout 

literature, benefits and drawbacks to establishing such partnerships and highlighting the 

gap among municipal partnership inquiry. The methodology will be discussed, outlining 

the research approach and data collection and analysis.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Partnerships are not a new phenomenon, as they have been noted throughout the 

literature in various sectors such as private (Aldrich & Whetten, 1981; Frisby et al., 2004; 

Narcus & Anderson, 1987; Tutten & Urban, 2001), health (Butterfoss et al., 1993; Casey 

et al., 2009; Butterfoss et al., 1996; Kegler, Steckler et al., 1998; Kreuter et al., 2000; 

Misener & Misener, 2016), not-for-profit (Barnes et al., 2007; Cousens et al., 2006; 

Frisby, Thibault & Kikulis, 2004; Thibault & Harvey, 1997), and sport (Babiak, 2003, 

2007; Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Misener & Doherty, 2009; Parent & Harvey, 2009, 

2017). Partnerships have been categorized regarding their usefulness, impact, and how to 

be best established and maintained.  

Partnership definitions have varied throughout the literature, with many 

researchers and scholars’ suggesting there is no universal definition of a partnership as 

each definition is specific to the organizations involved and the environment in which the 

partnership exists (Glendinning, 2002; Wilson & Charlton, 1997). Gillies (1998) defined 

a partnership as voluntary and requiring two or more organizations working toward a 

common goal. Lowndes (2001) argued that a partnership is a “variety of arrangements 

with different purposes, time scales, structures, operating procedures and members” (p. 

2). One of the most widely used partnership definitions comes from Gray (1989), “a 

process through which parties who see different aspects of a problem can explore their 

differences constructively and search for solutions that go beyond their limited vision of 

what is possible” (p. 5). A notable difference in Gray’s definition is the voluntary aspect, 

signifying that organizations enter into an agreement on their own accord without the 

influence of political agendas, policies or mandates. Throughout the literature, it has been 
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noted that forced partnerships, meaning partnerships that have been mandated either 

through organizational or government policies, experience increased tension between 

partners (Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Casey et al., 2009). Given that sport and recreation 

organizations often have accompanying policies related to federal or provincial mandates 

to increase sport participation and physical activity, this study must consider the 

involuntary nature that exists among sport partnerships. Therefore, Gray’s (1989) 

definition of partnerships will be used for this research report. 

Until the mid-60s, the focus of partnerships could be summarized into the three 

levels of observation, micro, meso and macro (Argyris, 1957, 1964; Bennis, 1968). 

Partnerships were examined as a collective whole, encompassing many fields of study. 

For example, psychologists focused on the individuals with an organization (micro). In 

contrast, social psychologists focused on the relationship between the individuals within 

the organization (meso), and sociologists focused on informal groups and structural 

attributes of the organization (macro). Overall, these interactions among the three levels 

influenced partnership formation and provided a hierarchical structure in which 

partnerships can exist. However, a significant challenge to partnership development has 

been that the organization's environment was not considered a unit of measurement or 

analysis when determining if a partnership could be successful.  

Evan (1965) notes that prior literature surrounding partnerships is complex due to 

the nature of “boundary-relation problems confronting all types of social systems, 

including formal organizations” (p. 218). Evan (1965) notes that boundary relations pose 

enormous complexities, thus leading to the body of research focused on understanding 

role-sets within organizations, sets of organizations within networks, and networks within 
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a system and how they pertain to partnerships. Jay (1964) was used in Whetten (1965) to 

define a network as the “totality of all the units connected by a certain type of 

relationship” (p. 138) and is established by identifying the links between organizations or 

organization-sets. Moving through the 1970s and early 1980s, research focused on these 

role-sets (micro), organization-sets (meso), and networks (macro) and the interplay 

between the three components, which in turn make up a system (Aldrich, 1976; Aldrich 

& Whitten, 1981, Hall et al., 1977; Perrucci & Pilisuk, 1970; Warren et al., 1974).  

It is important when examining partnerships to understand how a system is 

discussed and defined. partnerships operating within a system require the ability to 

identify the different types of partnerships that are possible throughout varying sectors 

and the degree of stability within these role-sets and organization-sets, and the impact this 

has on the stability of the network as a whole. For example, from a sporting context, 

Green’s (2005) pyramid model for sport development outlines three levels of the sport 

system with mass participation on the bottom as the largest component, followed by 

competitive sport in the middle and lastly, high-performance sport. This system relies on 

the entrance, retention and advancement of athletes from mass participants to high-

performance athletes. Green poses the questions,  

...how do we bring athletes into the sport system? How do we keep them involved 

and enhance their commitment to the sport? In addition, once they are involved, 

how can we best ensure their advancement, particularly the advancement of 

athletes whose development shows promise? (p. 4)  

These questions broadly identify the roles organizations must play and the interactions 

between organizations to continue advancing athletes up the pyramid, creating an 
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effective sport system. Without mass participation, the likelihood of retaining skilled 

athletes decreases and subsequently, the number of high-performance athletes would be 

reduced. Furthermore, without the stability of mass participation, the system and the 

networks within the system would crumble. When looking at networks and their relation 

to systems, it is necessary to understand what factors make partnerships within networks 

and systems successful.  

Partnership research began to identify factors of successful partnerships, which is 

predominantly researched throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. Throughout the 

literature, these factors have been called determinants (Oliver, 1990), critical 

contingencies (Oliver, 1990), success factors (Mattessich & Monsey, 1992; Mattessich et 

al., 2001), critical success factors (Wildridge et al., 2004) and criteria of effectiveness 

(Babiak, 2009). Oliver (1990) began to compile a list of generalizable determinants of 

partnerships, which set the stage as a starting point for future research.  

In the 2000s to 2010s, researchers began refining these characteristics (autonomy, 

communication, mutual trust, and shared interest) about specific demographics, 

populations and environments. Furthermore, researchers began to connect successful 

partnerships and management strategies. Partnership management literature focused on 

the varying levels of organizational infrastructure and hierarchy, which in and of itself 

has a set of success factors (Babiak & Thibault, 2009; Frisby et al., 2004; Huxham & 

Vangen, 2000; Misener & Misener, 2016; Parent & Harvey, 2009). The 2010s to present-

day research is now beginning to focus on evaluating partnerships while considering 

aspects of frameworks and management (Babiak, 2009; Provan & Milward, 2001; Parent 

& Harvey, 2017). 



 

 

 

12  

The complexities within the partnership paradigm are vast, and the literature has 

taken many approaches to understand them. Partnerships, by their nature, have many 

variables due to the strictness/leniency of boundaries between organizations. Three key 

concepts are identified throughout the partnership literature, each becoming more 

prominent as time passes and providing beneficial insight while adding more 

complexities to partnership formation and maintenance. Those concepts consist of 1) 

Conceptual Models and Frameworks; 2) Factor Management, and 3) Evaluation; 

collectively, these concepts begin to examine partnerships as an evolving field of study 

rather than a simple formula for success. 

Conceptual Models and Frameworks 

There are three seminal pieces of research, which act as the starting point of 

partnership development utilizing conceptual frameworks. The seminal pieces include six 

critical contingency factors, a framework for successful collaboration and a continuum of 

connectedness. These conceptual frameworks provide best practices in partnership 

development, though there remain inconsistencies around the definition of success, 

among other variables.  

The first seminal piece of research is by Oliver (1990), who surmised joint 

ventures, board interlocks and interagency relations to identify consistent factors among 

them regarding partnership formation and the type of relationship that exists. From there, 

six critical contingency factors of relationship formation were established: Necessity, 

Asymmetry, Reciprocity, Efficiency, Stability and Legitimacy. Oliver (1990) was one of 

the first to analyze if “…one type of partnership is relevant to predicting other types of 
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partnerships. In this way, important insights may be transferred across historically 

divergent lines of inquiry” (p. 3). Furthermore, these contingency factors for relationship 

formation were put into practice throughout six different types of relationships. Oliver 

(1990) suggested that partnerships develop for various concurrent reasons, and varying 

conditions make anyone contingency more probable over others. This research identified 

that previous theoretical frameworks have failed to capture the complexities of 

partnerships, thus leading to conceptual models and frameworks to be developed. Oliver 

(1990) states, “… rigorous adherence to the explanation of a single theoretical paradigm 

or contingency is likely to reveal only a part of the truth about why inter-organizational 

linkages develop” (p. 21).  

Mattessich and Monsey’s (1992) work with the Wilder Research Centre began 

reviewing and summarizing the body of literature on collaborations and identifying 

factors influencing successful collaborations is the second seminal piece. The literature 

screening included 133 studies, with 18 of those studies fitting their specific research 

criteria. In total, 19 success factors were identified to influence successful collaborations. 

In 2001, Mattessich et al. incorporated a 20th factor to this list; these will be elaborated on 

in the factor management section. However, it is important to note that these factors have 

been grouped into the following themes, Environment, Membership Characteristics, 

Process and Structure, Communication, Purpose, and Resources, making up the 

conceptual framework for successful collaborations. Collectively these themes influenced 

the formation of definitions for collaboration, cooperation and coordination by theorist 

Michael Winer. These definitions are later used in identifying levels of integration in 

horizontal or hierarchical structures such as government delivery systems.  
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Frameworks provide the structure of the process that takes place when identifying 

potential partnerships and boundaries that organizations should be respecting. The 

framework used throughout this study will be Mattessich et al.'s (2001) framework for 

successful collaboration. This conceptual framework creates a starting point for research 

regarding success factors used in the sport and recreation sectors. The intention is to 

further identify gaps within the literature specific to partnerships in sport and recreation 

and provide a more accurate list of “ingredients” for organizations to develop individual 

“recipes” needed to establish and maintain successful partnerships. 

Factor Management 

 Factors of partnerships, much like conceptual models and frameworks over the 

last 30 years, have evolved throughout the literature, though some factors have stood the 

test of time and remain unchanged. Common critical success factors noted throughout the 

literature are mutual trust, shared vision, organizational resources and funding, clear and 

consistent communication, organizational leadership, clarity of roles, responsibilities and 

accountability, autonomy, and a process to manage change. Additional factors such as 

skilled leadership, transferrable skills, the flexibility of budgets, and power differentials 

have been noted in recent years as indicators of success regardless of the sector(s).  

Competing mandates between recreation and sport play a large role in partnership 

success, as each organization may have differing target audiences, organizational 

capacity and financial resources. Local governments partnering with sport organizations 

often struggle with these mandates and cannot compromise as one is focused on 

grassroots or local-level programs and the other on elite sport (Alexander et al., 2008; 
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Babiak, 2003; Misener & Misener, 2016). Government policies often group recreation 

and sport organizations together using a top-down approach to promote mass 

participation and high-performance success, though funding and resources available to 

achieve this mandate continue to be problematic. Organizations competing for the same 

pool of limited resources are expected to achieve the same performance indicators when 

their target audiences differ while achieving policy outcomes specific to their sector. 

Furthermore, partnerships mandated by a policy is less effective compared to voluntary, 

participatory and organic partnerships (Best et al., 2003; Misener & Misener, 2016), 

especially when partnerships encompass many sectors (Alexander et al., 2008; Frisby et 

al., 2004; Misener & Misener, 2016). This is largely due to power differentials, time 

demands, competing mandates, and resource disparity among partner organizations 

(Alexander et al., 2003; Misener & Doherty, 2012; Shaw & Allen, 2006).  

Researchers continue to focus on identifying the above factors and how they are 

managed (Alexander et al., 2008; Babiak, 2003; Frisby et al., 2004; Hanf & O’Toole, 

1992; Parent & Harvey, 2009). Formal communication is a key element in successfully 

managing a partnership (Shaw & Allen, 2006; Frisby et al., 2004), and it is recommended 

that partnership management plans map out communication strategies to ensure adequate 

supervision and monitoring, allowing for early detection of problems (Frisby et al., 2004; 

Huxham & Vangen, 2000). Additionally, a lack of planning, policy guidelines, unclear 

roles and numerous reporting channels had a greater risk of hindering the potential for a 

successful partnership (Frisby et al., 2004). In contrast, partnerships with clear 

communication channels and authority had greater chances of success (Alexander et al., 

2008).  
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Babiak and Thibault’s (2009) research on challenges in multiple cross-sector 

partnerships delved into the Canadian sport system investigating the partnership of a 

sport organization with private, public, and not-for-profit sectors. This research revealed 

that managers of multiple cross-sector partnerships must consider these partnerships as a 

“web of alliances” (p. 24) and not multiple independent relationships. Furthermore, 

managers of such partnerships should focus on working to better the whole system and 

not the organization specifically. Employing complementary skills and matching one 

organization’s weakness with another organization’s strength can make the group more 

effective and efficient as a whole. Additionally, recognizing where partnerships may 

falter due to conflict, limited funding or changes in structure, and developing contingency 

plans to navigate these concerns, can allow managers to establish clear roles and 

communication plans.  

Using Mattessich et al.'s (2001) framework for successful collaborations, the 

following 20 factors will be the starting point to examine sport and recreation 

partnerships developed by municipalities in Canada. Table 1 outlines the 20 factors 

influencing successful collaboration and is grouped into six themes as mentioned in the 

conceptual models and frameworks section.  

Table 1. 20 Factors Influencing Successful Collaborations (Mattessich et al., 

2001) 

Factors related to the Environment  

1 History of collaboration in the community 

2 Organization viewed as a legitimate leader 
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3 Favourable social and political climate 

Factors Related to Membership 

4 Mutual respect, trust and understanding 

5 Appropriate cross-section of members  

6 Members see alignment with self-interests 

7 Ability to compromise  

Factors Related to Process and Structure  

8 Members share a responsibility in process and outcome 

9 Multiple layers of decision making  

10 Flexibility regarding structure and methods  

11 Clear roles and policy guidelines  

12 Ability to manage change  

13 Pace of development  

Factors Related to Communication 

14 Clear and consistent Communication 

15 Formal and informal communication links 

Factors Related to Purpose  

16 Clear, realistic, attainable goals and objectives 

17 Shared vision 

18 Unique purpose 

Factors Related to Resources  

19  Sufficient resources (funds, staff, time) 
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20 Skilled leadership 

 
 

 Mattessich et al.'s (2001) framework for successful collaboration has not been 

used throughout the recreation and sport sectors. However, it encompasses many of the 

factors mentioned in the sport and recreation partnership literature. This framework 

served as the starting point in identifying success factors in sport and recreation 

partnerships of municipalities in Canada. 

Evaluation 

Partnership evaluations or outcomes have rarely been empirically studied, often 

due to the complex nature of partnerships and the diversity of the partners involved. 

Quantifying or qualifying outcomes of partnerships in sport and recreation sectors has 

been challenging, as there are no set standards for evaluations (Atkinson, 2005; Babiak, 

2003; Frisby et al., 2004). Given that partnerships as a whole are an emergent process 

(Gray, 1989), the partnership evaluation process within sport and recreation may require 

a summative evaluation versus and formative evaluation (Parent & Harvey, 2017).  

Formative evaluations provide a glimpse of progress at a specific time, whereas a 

summative evaluation accounts for the entire process of the partnership, start to finish. 

Regardless of when the evaluation takes place, the challenge is determining what to 

evaluate to determine success. Is it the financial benefits of the partnership, the increased 

organizational capacity of one partner or the other, participation increases, member 

satisfaction, program reach or the ability to overcome constraints? Shaw and Allen (2006) 

recommend that the development of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) be embedded 
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within the partnership formation process as a means of quantifying partnership success. 

Chalip (2006) explained, “it is not sufficient merely to determine whether a particular 

sport-based intervention has made a difference; we need to discover the characteristics of 

interventions that are effective or ineffective under particular conditions and pursuant 

objectives” (p. 6).  

The evaluation process is incredibly complex and is limited in scope. Given that 

partnerships exist within three levels (micro, meso, macro), evaluations can take place 

within these three levels to truly understand the success of the partnership within the 

system(s) it belongs to. Provan and Milward (2001) began to understand this complexity 

and noted that partnership evaluation needs to occur throughout these three levels to 

provide best practices for partnership development within a specific scope. This 

exploratory research examined partnerships that municipalities have established and 

maintained and the factors associated with these partnerships. 

Summary 

The challenging part of partnerships, summarized in almost every decade of 

literature from the 1960s onward, is that most partnerships operate within a system. 

However, one notable observation when looking at the entire partnership literature is that 

these relationships exist between organizations within systems. These systems also 

operate within systems, which increases the complexity of partnerships and impacts the 

ability to establish and maintain successful relationships partnerships.  

When beginning to break down each part of the partnership process, the roles that 

the three conceptual models/frameworks play in partnership development and 
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maintenance become apparent. Frameworks provide the process of identifying potential 

partners and entering into an partnership. Success factors outline the key elements needed 

to succeed, though incorporating these factors into the process does not inherently equate 

to success. Keast et al. (2007) note that there are many options and strategies available, 

and this causes barriers in selecting the right mix. Rhondes (1997) further supports this 

sentiment stating, “It’s the mix that matters” (p. 47). The management of these factors 

and the intrapersonal relationships developed between the partners within the partnership 

play a pivotal role in the success or, conversely, the failure of partnerships. Ultimately, 

having the correct ingredients and the right resources is paramount, though evaluating 

partnerships provides the final step in the partnership process. Without understanding 

how an partnership determines success or failure, the partnership has failed before it has 

even begun.  

Providing clear KPIs or thresholds, be it based on program registrations, revenue 

generation, or social media presence, identifying the line of success versus failure is 

needed. Building evaluation tools into management strategies or plans are proactive 

approaches to evaluation, given that multiple check-ins can be made over a period of time 

indicating if and where specific criteria have been met. Alternatively, these check-ins 

provide a level of expectation and the criteria needed to continue or terminate an 

partnership (Frisby et al., 2004). Furthermore, utilizing the appropriate mechanism for 

evaluating these KPIs or thresholds gives all parties involved a standard of evaluation and 

a means of building upon or moving toward successful partnerships.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology/Methods 

 This research used a qualitative research design for data collection and analysis. 

Qualitative research provides the opportunity for information to flow and arise naturally 

through the environment or phenomenon in which the data is collected, allowing for 

subjective meaning or interpretation. Crotty (1998) recognized the qualitative research 

approach as a meaningful way of conducting social research and generating meaning, 

feeling, or interpretation of the world (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997; Smith & Chaddick, 

2012). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000, 2005), qualitative research evolves based 

on the environment and takes a more naturalistic approach to data collection and 

interpretation. Qualitative research can use an inductive approach to formulating 

questions from past interviews, observations, field notes or other forms of data collection 

to inform future questions or interactions with research participants (Olivier & Fishwick, 

2003). Developing qualitative research protocols or procedures is a fluid and ongoing 

process, subject to change throughout a study and is incompletely defined at the onset of 

the research (Olivier & Fishwick, 2003; Peled & Leichtentritt, 2002).  

Through a qualitative research approach, this research sought to explore factors 

influencing municipal Interorganizational Relationships between recreation and sport 

delivery systems. An emergent design approach was used throughout this research study. 

An emergent design approach to data analysis allowed for flexibility and the adaptation 

of unexpected information to occur, adding richness to the overall data collection (Doll, 

1993; Pailthorpe, 2017).  

Existing partnership literature has focused predominately on case study design in 

various settings such as non-profit (Ferkins & Shilbury, 2010; Misener & Doherty, 2009; 
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Shaw & Allen, 2006), health (Misener & Misener, 2016), education (Flintoff et al., 

2011), public/private (Culver et al., 2009; Phillpots et al., 2011) and multi-sectorial 

(Casey et al., 2009; Alexander et al., 2008), though little research has been done utilizing 

an emergent design within a recreation or sport context. This research can fill the gap 

within existing literature around partnership development using an emergent design for 

data collection and analysis.  

Methods 

 This section outlines the sample population, data collection process, NVivo 

computer software and the framework used for data analysis. Furthermore, 

trustworthiness, ethical considerations and researcher bias are also discussed. 

Sampling 

The purpose of this research was to examine the factors that influence 

partnership/partnership development with sport organizations from a municipal 

perspective. Purposeful sampling was employed to recruit municipal recreation staff in 

Canada who have experience working with sport partners. Purposeful sampling is used in 

qualitative research due to the subjective nature of choosing participants who will 

contribute and “…inform an understanding of the research problem and central 

phenomenon in the study” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 158). Purposeful sampling 

maximizes researcher efficiency, effectiveness of limited resources and validity of the 

participants as they have relevant lived experiences (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Palinkas et 

al., 2015; Patton, 2014). Furthermore, participants can articulate or reflect accurately on 
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the subject, providing more depth and understanding (Bernard, 2017; Palinkas et al., 

2015; Spradley, 2016).  

Participant recruitment was based on staff availability, geographic location, and 

staff experience within a municipal recreation setting. Classification of municipalities 

varies between provinces throughout Canada; the term municipality will be used as a 

general term to encompass “regional authorities and any designated communities 

providing recreation services” (National Recreation Statement, 2015, p. 10). Furthermore, 

for this research report, recreation departments were classified as departments that design 

and implement plans or strategies related to parks, recreation, individual/team sports, arts, 

culture, nature and outdoor activities (Leone, 2008). Municipal recreation settings 

included towns and cities within Canada.  

Participants  

Study participants were selected if they were management or senior management 

level municipal recreation employees throughout Canada. The rationale for choosing 

management and senior management level position was based on authority and decision-

making ability within the municipality. These individuals have the authority to determine 

if a partnership should be developed, moved forward, or terminated.  
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Data Collection 

Interviews  

Data collection occurred by conducting semi-structured, one-on-one interviews 

with municipal government employees who work within sport and recreation systems. 

Interviews were conducted and recorded using videoconference through Zoom software.  

Open-ended questions were used during the interview process to draw on the 

professional experiences of the employees regarding partnership development, the 

constraints and enablers associated with establishing and maintaining such partnerships 

and if these partnerships can foster a more integrated approach between recreation and 

sport delivery systems. An open-ended format allows for greater insight and a more 

concise understanding of the municipal employees’ perspective (Patton, 2014) and 

provides a two-way dialogue between the researcher and participants through probing to 

ensure flow and ease during the interview experience (Shank, 2002).  

Research completed throughout the literature review helped inform the interview 

schedule (see Appendix A). Interview questions were derived from a conceptual 

framework using Mattessich et al.'s (2001) work on factors influencing successful 

collaboration. From Mattessich et al.'s (2001) work, 20 success factors were identified 

and subsequently organized into six themes: 1) Environment, 2) Membership, 3) 

Process/Structure, 4) Communications, 5) Purpose, and 6) Resources. These six factors 

have helped to guide the development of the interview schedule. Although these factors 

were given the term “success factors,” for this research, these factors were used as a 
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framework and were not used to evaluate the success or non-success of a partnership. For 

the remainder of this research, these 20 success factors will simply be called factors.  

An introduction was given to each participant to outline the background 

information of the study, duration of the interview and expected timelines, in addition to 

participant consent forms and information regarding the removal of personal/identifying 

information from the study. Interviews lasted between 45 to 60 minutes, dependent on the 

detail of participant responses and interview probing. The interview followed the 

interview schedule consisting of 16 questions focused on developing partnerships 

between recreation and sport delivery systems and exploratory questions about the 

constraints and enablers of partnership development municipalities’ experience.  

Pilot testing  

The interview schedule was piloted to evaluate the flow and relevance of 

questions for trustworthiness. Pilot testing occurred with municipal employees 

throughout Nova Scotia who had experience in municipal recreation partnerships. 

Interviews were conducted in a virtual format (e.g., Zoom), recorded and analyzed with a 

debriefing with each participant to gather feedback. The pilot-test data was only used for 

validation purposes and has not been included within the data analysis.  

Data Analysis  

Each interview was electronically recorded, transcribed, and analyzed 

concurrently as future interviews took place. Initial interview transcription was done 

using Otter.ai transcription software in conjunction with Zoom with a follow up review of 

the transcription to ensure transcription matched the interview audio. Data analysis 
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consisted of an adapted version found in Edwards and Skinner (2009) and originally 

discussed by Miles and Huberman (1994). Analysis was comprised of three steps: 1) 

Familiarization 2) Thematic Framework, Indexing, and Charting; and 3) Interpreting. 

Step one focused on becoming familiar with the data by listening to, reading and 

reviewing each data set.  

The conceptual framework from Mattessich et al. (2001) was used in step two to 

deductively code using the 20 success factors. Following this step, the interviews were 

inductively coded using an open format, which is conducive with emergent design 

methodology. This approach allowed for novel information not previously mentioned in 

Mattessich et al. (2001) six themes and 20 factors that influence collaboration to be 

identified from the data. Novel information was organized into themes. Themes were 

identified through indexing which is a process of matching codes with quotes from the 

raw data. This was done inductively, where relevant subthemes were identified based on 

the number of times they appeared throughout each interview. Constant comparison was 

crucial when employing this emergent design approach as each data set/interview was 

coded and compared, utilizing the pervious interview as a reference for emerging themes 

(Dick, 2005).  

Charting was then used to organize the data by quotes, themes and subthemes. 

The process of charting used NVivo 12 software, which was used to assist with thematic 

analysis, coding and charting. This software was chosen for its ability to manual handle 

the information in comparison to other software programs. The use of software programs 

allowed for enhanced research rigor and data analysis, allowing the researcher to remain 
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immersed within the data, increasing the validity and trustworthiness of the overall study 

(Sotiriadou et al., 2014). 

The third and final stage of data analysis - interpreting, focused on common 

themes derived from the raw data and trends within the charting. Interpretation was done 

by comparing the novel information from the data with the conceptual framework from 

Mattessich et al. (2001) 20 factors influencing collaboration. This comparison took the 

form of a matrix, which involves “the crossing of two or more main dimensions or 

variables [or themes and categories] to see how they interact” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 

p. 239). Findings were organized into a matrix model highlighting novel information and 

a quote(s) to support each finding. Novel information can take the form of factors 

influencing collaboration and/or a new theme or subtheme not seen previously.  

Trustworthiness 

Creswell (1998) identifies eight validation strategies for qualitative research and 

suggests that use of at least 2 strategies in order to ensure the integrity of the researcher 

and participants and trustworthiness of the overall study. The eight strategies include: 1) 

Prolonged Engagement; 2) Triangulation or Multiple Data Sources; 3) Peer Review or 

Debriefing; 4) Negative Case Analysis; 5) Clarifying Research Bias; 6) Member Checks, 

7) Rich, Thick Description; and, 8) External Audits. This study used the following 

validation strategies; Peer Review, Member Checks, and Clarifying Research Bias to 

ensure trustworthiness.  

Peer Review refers to an external check with someone who is outside of the 

research team. This person often plays the role of a “Devil’s Advocate” and asks hard 
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questions regarding research methods, meaning and interpretation of the data as a means 

of keeping the research honest. An ongoing dialogue was kept with meeting notes or 

comments recorded to show a written account of these peer review sessions (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  

Member Checks solicit the participation of the study’s participants to ensure their 

views are conveyed accurately, thus increasing the credibility and trustworthiness of the 

study. The process of member check is considered to be the “most critical technique for 

establishing credibility” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314). Stake (1995) believes that 

participants should “play a major role directing as well as acting”, meaning participants 

have a pivotal role to play to ensure researchers are accountable to them and are credible 

sources for knowledge sharing and transfer. All participants had the opportunity to 

participate in member checks once their interview was transcribed to ensure the data 

collected was portrayed correctly. Two participants provided interview clarification to the 

researcher. 

Clarifying Research Bias in the beginning of a study helps the reader to 

understand the researchers position on the topic and any biases, which may impact the 

interpretation or delivery of the questions and/or responses of participants (Merriam, 

1988). Outlining these biases, the researcher was able to bring to light past experiences 

that have likely molded the approach to the study and the interpretation of the data. In 

addition to these validation strategies, the pre-testing of the interview schedule adds to 

the credibility of this study (van Wijk & Harrison, 2013).  
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Ethical Considerations  

 This research study sought out the approval of the University of New Brunswick’s 

Ethics Board and outlined any potential risks and/or perceived risks for participation 

within this study. Mostly notably the perceived risk of participant’s compromising their 

employment within their respective municipalities. To safeguard the participant’s 

confidentiality, every measure was taken to ensure participants remained anonymous. 

Measures included, assigning pseudonyms for each participant, and removing any 

identifying factors such as names of municipalities or name of partnerships mentioned 

throughout the interview process. With the permission of each participant, interviews 

were recorded via voice recording technology with audio files stored in a password-

protected drive in a secure office space. 

Verbal consent was given prior to the beginning of the interview. Participants 

received information through email communications outlining what the study was about, 

that participation within the study was voluntary, and contact information for the primary 

researcher. Participants were reminded that consent can be withdrawn at any time, though 

any information provided up until that time will be included within the study unless 

participants requested it to be removed. All participants provided informed consent, and 

all proceeded with the interview. All participants received an electronic copy of their 

interview transcription and had an opportunity to provide feedback on their interviews. 

Two participants provided interview clarification. 
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Research Bias  

 The primary researcher of this study had knowledge and experience working for 

municipalities that establish and enhance sport partnerships. The researcher’s lived 

experiences were the inspiration for the development of this study and it should be noted 

that several strategies were put in place to safeguard the integrity of this study. The 

primary researcher no longer works for a municipality, though their knowledge and 

understanding of municipalities could influence their interpretation. As such, frequent 

meetings with the researcher’s supervisor took place; journaling and avoiding potentially 

bias situations (i.e., interviewing previous employers) were utilized to identify and 

address any biases moving forward. In addition to these strategies, the researcher kept a 

journal throughout the data collection and analysis and met with their supervisor 

throughout the duration of this study to discuss the results of the journaling and to discuss 

the researcher’s bias.   
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Chapter 4: Findings 

This research set out to examine the factors that influence Interorganizational 

Relationship development with sport organizations from a municipal perspective. Using 

the conceptual model developed by Mattessich et al. (2001), deductive coding was 

utilized to identify factors impacting partnership development (see Table 2). 

Additionally, the table below provides interview quotes for the factors that were 

identified throughout the interview process. It is important to note that not all 20 factors 

were identified throughout the research, though this does not indicate that these factors 

are not relevant to the municipalities, rather these factors were not indicated as having 

impact on the examples provided by the municipalities.  

Municipalities ranged in population size from 9,800 to 987,000 residents. 

Recreation department sizes also ranged in terms of staffing, resource allocation, funding, 

scope of work, and municipal priority areas for recreation delivery.  

Table 2. Mattessich and Monsey (2001) Themes and Factors of Partnerships 

Themes Factor Quote/Summary Municipality 
# 

Environment History of 
collaboration in 
the community 

“We do have a lot of people that 
have spent years and years in these 
organizations and that sometimes 
can be an issue for us. That they 
know that history that is maybe 
always not great.” 

 

Municipality 
#3 

Organization 
viewed as a 
legitimate 
leader 

“They're the ones that have the 
subject matter expertise.” 

 
 

Municipality 
#5 

Favourable 
social and 
political 

“We get user groups or individuals, 
community members that are sent 
to us through our political channels 

Municipality 
#4 
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climate […] where we wouldn't necessarily 
fit them in our hierarchy of 
partners, we then have to pivot and 
kind of see how we can make that 
work. So I would say that's a 
greater challenge.” 

 
Membership Mutual respect, 

trust and 
understanding 

“[Partnership] It's kind of like 
building a friendship to a certain 
extent, and that we can trust them, 
they can trust us and we can set out 
with different objectives. We can 
both adhere to those and reach 
those objectives on a daily, weekly, 
monthly annual basis.” 

 

Municipality 
#1 

Appropriate 
cross section of 
members 

“When we set out how we intend to 
work with different people from 
different groups, surrounding 
yourself with good people makes 
[partnership] easier.” 

 

Municipality 
#1 

Members see 
alignment with 
self-interests 

“To me when I think of 
partnerships, and I don't know if 
this is just my bias mindset, but I 
think win-win.” 

 

Municipality 
#2 

Ability to 
compromise 

This factor was not mentioned throughout the 
interview process. 
 

Process & 
Structure 

Members share 
a responsibility 
in process and 
outcome 

“We put on paper what we're 
sharing in terms of resources, so 
the [municipality] will provide XYZ 
and the community group will 
provide XYZ, and then we go from 
there.” 

 

Municipality 
#4 

Multiple layers 
of decision 
making 

All municipalities have mentioned 
their decision-making process, so 
are more in depth than others, but 
this is dependent on the size and 
scope of the partnership being 
developed. Regardless, all 
municipalities have a vetting 
process to ensure pursuing 

All 



 

 

 

33  

partnership is agreed upon at 
multiple levels in the organizations.  

 
Flexibility 
regarding 
structure and 
methods 

“Every partnership is so different. 
To be quite honest, we like the 
flexibility because it allows for us 
to be as dynamic as possible.” 
 

Municipality 
#5 

Clear roles and 
policy 
guidelines 

All municipalities have mentioned 
that importance of defining roles 
and responsibilities of the 
partnership. Some municipalities 
have partnership templates in place 
or partnership policies, but not all. 
The ones that do not have these 
policies or templates in place see 
the value in developing these 
practices. 
 

All 

Ability to 
manage change 

“Our city is growing; we're going 
to be growing by another million, 
that's significant and huge. It will 
change the way we are structured 
and how we're maintaining our 
land and our agreements.” 
 

Municipality 
#5 

Pace of 
development 

“So we've had a few definitely that 
where they just kind of grown too 
quickly, and they don't have the 
resources or the manpower to offer 
the services.” 
 

Municipality 
#6 

Communication Clear and 
consistent 
Communication 

“Communication would probably 
be the first thing that comes to 
mind; if you don’t have a positive 
sounding board back and forth […] 
you’ll never get off the ground.” 

 

Municipality 
#1 

Formal and 
informal 
communication 
links 
 

This factor was not mentioned throughout the 
interview process. 

 

Purpose Clear realistic, 
attainable goals 

“[Partner] has a definable 
objective that they're trying to meet, 

Municipality 
#1 
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and objectives meet our goals, and that they're 
able to do it in such a manner that 
it's efficient and effective and 
doesn't become too cumbersome.” 

 
Shared vision “Our vision fosters a collective 

impact approach to make sure that 
[residents] have an opportunity to 
embrace an active lifestyle. We 
partner with the school boards and 
community leagues, YMCA, [City] 
Health Services, Sport Councils. So 
we sort of have this network of 
partners to advance that that 
work.” 
 

Municipality 
#5 

Unique purpose “Often these partnerships are a 
very short duration, and then they 
don't continue on, but they have a 
long standing impact because you 
actually resulted in accomplishing 
[your goal].” 
 

Municipality 
#2 

Resources Sufficient 
resources 
(funds, staff, 
time) 

“We’re able to take the money that 
we have, and the resources we 
have, and do so much more by 
partnering with community based 
organizations.” 

 

Municipality 
#2 

Skilled 
leadership 

“Surrounding yourself with good 
people. Our staff is an extension of 
what we’re trying to accomplish 
here. I have a very good team.” 

Municipality 
#1 

 

While additional factors impacting partnership development were not identified, 

factors around the process of partnership development were discussed by the study 

participants, which had not previously been discussed in Mattessich et al. (2001) 

conceptual model. Because deductive coding was used to identify factors that fit within 

the conceptual model throughout the initial data analysis, a secondary analysis took place 
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where inductive coding was used to identify new themes. The process of partnership 

development refers to the steps municipalities take to ensure the partnerships they enter 

into are reciprocal; meaning there is an appropriate amount of give and take, beneficial; 

indicating that the partnership has a positive impact on the public and that goals or 

objectives are being met, and service or address a need not previously met. The process 

of developing partnership is not “black and white”, and each partnership can differ based 

on the above factors previously outlined.  

Reputation Management 

A significant finding of the partnership development process is that reputation is 

the overarching factor in partnership development. Throughout the data, reputation is 

viewed as how the public and/or partners view or perceive the municipality’s ability to 

deliver high quality programming and events, how difficult they can be to work with, and 

how skilled their staff/leadership are to effectively provide recreation and sport services.  

Reputation can be difficult to manage for municipalities, as they cannot be 

everything to everyone, all the time. This is the primary reason why municipalities enter 

in partnerships. Municipalities want to extend their limited resources, bring in high 

quality programming from organizations that have the passion and expertise to meet these 

needs. Factors identified as impacting reputation are: political influence, communication, 

clarity of roles and responsibilities, staff/volunteer turnover, and documentation of 

partnership. Table 3 has outlined these factors which impact reputation along with quotes 

from the data to support these factors.  

Table 3. Factors Impacting Reputation 
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Factors Impacting 
Reputation 

Municipal Quote	 Municipality 
# 

Political Influence We had said that we don't want to continue to 
partner with this person, but then we were still told 
we have to give them free space to them just offer 
their own thing. That is definitely a challenge in 
terms of being in a municipality and having 
political influences that way.  
	

#4 

Communication But what we try to get out there is that the line of 
communication is clear to their [the partners] 
participants as to who is responsible for the 
delivery of the program, the cost of the program 
and that sort of thing. A lot of times people see that 
a certain activity or program is taking place within 
one of our facilities, and we're the ones that get the 
phone call. We don't ever want to be seen as 
passing the buck and say ‘Oh no, that's not us, 
that's someone else.’ That creates a lot of 
frustration for our caller.  
	

#1 

Clarity of Roles 
and 

Responsibilities 

I would say overall, we do pretty well when we 
decide to get into a partnership. We try our best to 
establish the terms within legal agreements that 
really set out, who's doing what and who's 
responsible for what. We really try to manage 
through those established lines right off the hop.  
	

#5 

Staff/Volunteer 
Turnover 

Groups and our organization transition; people 
come and go. Often in the past, there was often 
confusion from year to year and as people turned 
over, you'd end up having to go back into your 
notes to try to find out what they had said the 
previous year. And they, you know, they would say, 
“Well, it wasn't me, that was Joe.” 
	

#3 

Documentation of 
Partnership 

We have a legal document that's very wordy and 
long that legal is involved in and kind of spells out 
the relationship. That's something that we would 
use and have on files for any of those groups. 	

#4 

Political influence plays a role in reputation management when it comes to the 

partnership development process. All but one municipality indicated that they felt 

pressured to enter into partnership with organizations they did not feel were reciprocal, 
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but were politically driven. When asked if they have ever been pressured to partner, 

Municipality #1 stated: 

[…] most of its politically driven. To keep a certain segment of the population 

happy, especially when your four years is coming to an end and you're looking for 

re-election. It's kind of cyclical in that respect, or soon after an election takes 

place. You see a lot of politically driven partnerships develop. (Municipality #1) 

Municipality #4 supports the above statement while adding the challenge of politics 

regarding partnership development:  

We get user groups or individuals, community members that are sent to us 

through our political channels or whatnot, that says, oh, this is a great group, 

partner with them. I'd like to give them free space or whatever. Where we 

wouldn't necessarily fit them in our hierarchy of partners, we then have to pivot 

and kind of see how we can make that work. So, I would say that's a greater 

challenge. (Municipality #4) 

Furthermore, the pushback for severing or disaffiliating from a partner is even 

more pronounced when there is political involvement. Municipalities often forego this 

route for fear of developing a poor reputation among the public or fear of potential 

partners viewing them as difficult to work with. Often, municipalities are told to “play 

nice” or to “make it work” with difficult partners who were brought to them through 

political channels and were made to partner with (Municipality #6, Municipality #5, 

Municipality #4). For example, Municipality #5 described a situation where they had a 

hard time getting out of a partnership that was brought to them through political channels. 

The partnership was difficult for the municipality to navigate and it was not reciprocal; 
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there was lack of trust and communication on both sides of the partnership. When the 

municipality brought these concerns to their leadership, municipal staff were told to they 

needed to make this partnership work: 

We've had an instance, we've just gone through it, and we've had a certain group 

operating a major facility. We're locked into an agreement and on several 

occasions, we tried to show [leadership] how there was breach [of the agreement]. 

Then in several cases, we’d issue a breach of the agreement. Every time we did 

[issue a breach] it would kind of jump up to that political decision; political or 

high-level administration. We quickly understood that we had to make it work; 

just get through this. You know, when you have that feeling of this is not the right 

thing to do was really difficult for me and my staff and those involved to keep 

playing nice and trying to help [the partner]. (Municipality #5) 

In an effort to work with these partners, municipal employees have suffered from 

anxiety, workplace harassment, and discrimination when broaching the topic of severing 

or disaffiliating from a partner that was established through political channels. When 

Municipality #6 asked senior leadership about severing an agreement with a difficult 

partner, they were turned down and instead were asked to bring in mediation services to 

help the municipality and the partner navigate difficult conversations and try to get to the 

bottom of the problem. Municipality #6 explained: 

We don't sever [the partnership] which is really, really difficult and there's been 

times where we've actually had to bring in like volunteer services to help sort of 

mediate relationships between [partners] and the city, because it could get quite 

tense. I went through one of them with a [partner]. I know many of my colleagues 
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have also been put in that place where the [partner] feels power and authority over 

the city worker.  

When asked how these mediations have gone in the past, Municipality #6 

indicated that the partner did not attend the mediations and they were told that they [the 

city employee] were the problem, not them [the partner]. Additionally, when asked what 

would deter the municipality from severing the agreement, Municipality #6 stated:  

I just I think it's perceived reputation. I even talked to volunteer services. I'm like, 

“Hey, guys, what can we about [this partner]? They're causing me anxiety, and, 

you know, discrimination in the workplace and harassment? Like, these are pretty 

big things that I'm dealing with, but I'm not getting any support. I should not have 

to put up with this in the work force.” 

When looking to amend or disaffiliate a partnership, municipalities have a lot at 

stake and want to find a way forward working with their partners. Disaffiliation is the last 

resort for fear of repercussions from the public, the partner and potential partnerships in 

the future. The act of severing a partnership can take such a toll on a municipality’s 

reputation that they were rather grind through it and find a way to make it work, than 

jeopardize their reputation and simply sever the agreement. For example, 

I'm not sure if there's a specific clause in [our policies] that talk about 

disaffiliation. Regardless of if there is or if there isn't, the politics of disaffiliating 

a minor sports organization would be significant. Just because it would be 

perceived is that we're not supporting the organization and then you've got a 

significant, especially [here], where it's a hockey town, if we ever did that with 

hockey, the ramifications would be pretty significant. … it wouldn't be reasonable 
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to think that we would be able to go to that [disaffiliating]; we would have to 

work with them anyway, which would take years to kind of figure out where we 

need them to go and how to get them there. We just wouldn't be able to pull 

affiliation. (Municipality #6) 

Municipality #5 notes that entertaining or getting into partnership is easy but 

navigating the “ups and downs” while sticking to the agreed upon contract either 

informally or formally is the more challenging part. When looking to standardize their 

partnership process, Municipality #5 struggled with gaining the trust of their leadership 

because the shift in contract and relationship management seemed too significant of a 

risk. If partnership fallout were to occur, the municipality’s reputation would be 

damaged. For example,  

It's super frustrating when you're trying to clean things up and make changes and 

then there's a hesitation [from leadership], either, from a political standpoint, a 

financial risk perspective. There are lots of things that come into play. So, getting 

into partnership is a big deal. Getting out is even harder. (Municipality #5)  

The cycle of political influence can put pressure on municipalities to partner with 

organizations. The pressure is most prominent during times of re-election, either on a 

two- or four-year cycle depending on the municipal structure. Municipality #1 discussed 

their political cycle that they encounter:  

Definitely politically driven. Not necessarily anything I can think of financially 

driven. No most of it’s [partnership development] political driven. To keep a 

certain segment of the population happy, especially when your four years is 

coming to an end and you're looking for re-election. It's kind of cyclical in that 
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respect, or soon after an election takes place. You see a lot of politically driven 

partnerships. (Municipality #1) 

There are many factors that impact reputation with regards to ending a partnership 

to pursuing one that includes clear communication with the partner, clearly defined roles 

and responsibilities, staff turnover/consistency, and documented partnership contracts. 

However, politics were found to be at the forefront of these factors and ultimately direct 

with whom, when and how often organizations establish partnerships. Municipality #4 

provides an example where a partnership was presented to them through political 

channels. The partnership ultimately was not a good fit, though the municipality was still 

pressured into pursuing this partnership;  

We had an individual who is actually quite motivational in terms of their ability to 

work with youth and had quite a social media presence on empowering youth and being a 

voice for youth [in our community]. They reached out to a city councilor who came to us 

and said that they'd really like to see this individual be a partner with us. Essentially, we 

were told we had to partner, which is fine, but we just knew that the individual didn't 

have the capacity based on our conversations [with them]. After a couple of different 

programs; they were offering a drop-in type program with us, but this time they [the 

individual] were on their own, and there was very little in terms of quality insurance, in 

terms of program delivery, and also in appropriateness and interaction with the youth. We 

just knew that this wouldn't be somebody that we would typically partner with. We had 

heard, that there was some inappropriateness with between the facilitator and the youth, 

and that had ended up showing up at the program. We had said that we don't want to 

continue to partner with this person, but then we were still told we have to give them free 



 

 

 

42  

space to them just offer their own thing. That is definitely a challenge in terms of being in 

a municipality and having political influences that way.   

When Municipality #4 was asked further how they navigated this situation, they 

said:  

We did have to sit down with them and say, “we can’t partner with you, we can't 

provide what we had said we would provide in terms of staffing support and whatnot, but 

you can still access our space and the individual ultimately felt like the city wasn’t being 

supportive to their youth, as opposed to our [municipality’s] concerns about the 

legitimacy of this operation.  

Throughout this research factors impacting municipal reputations emerged and are 

as follows: Contract Management, Relationship Management, and Evaluation. These 

factors can positively or negatively impact municipal reputation and if enough attention is 

not given to all three throughout the partnership process, municipal reputation can be 

impacted.  

Contract Management 

From the onset of partnership development, contract (also identified as 

agreement) management is critical in ensuring that all partners feel valued, that their 

goals are in alignment with each partner appropriately contributing to these goals, and 

roles and responsibilities are being upheld. Contract management can refer to length of 

partnership contract, type of contract, either handshake agreements, historical agreements 

that are assumed to continue from year to year, or more formal agreements with contracts 

being drawn up by legal teams.  
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Municipalities and their partners, whether they are with not-for-profit groups, 

private organizations or corporations, or multiple municipalities working together, enter 

into contracts either informally through handshake or bartering agreements or formally 

through legal channels. The type of partnership (informal or formal) is based on the 

capacity of the municipality and the partner to uphold the agreement. The variety of 

partnership type is designed to meet the communities or partners needs and to achieve the 

common goal (see Table 4). Regarding the need for varying types of partnership, 

Municipality #5 states: 

[…] what we've really found in the world of partnerships is that it's really tough to 

have a playbook. Every partnership is so different. To be quite honest, we like the 

flexibility because it allows for us to be as dynamic as possible. Everybody, every 

time is bringing something different to the table, so we have to be able to be 

flexible and see those opportunities as they are presented.   

Table 4. Examples of other Types of Partnership Agreements  

Type(s) of 
partnerships 

Quote	 Municipality #	

Informal 
Agreements 

We definitely have informal 
agreements where groups 
will do this for a facility. 
And we'll do this and we'll 
support them by doing a, b 
and c, and they bring this to 
the table. There's nothing 
formalized because the 
group is not in a place to 
support that I think is the 
best way to describe it. 
	

Municipality #3	

Formal – 
Legal 
Agreement 

They have what we would 
consider a lease agreement 
with us. It's more 

Municipality #4	
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formalized, it's done kind of 
in partnership with our 
legal team because we're 
giving them keys and access 
to the space and that kind of 
thing. 
	

Informal 
transitioning 
to formal 
agreement 

Yeah, we have a few 
handshake ones 
[agreements] that we've put 
them into more of a modern 
system or modern 
agreement, but very difficult 
to stray away from what 
was originally decided 
upon. We have more clear 
lines of delegated authority; 
how long we can get into an 
agreement, how much is it 
worth, who is signing off on 
it, those types of things are 
established a little more 
clear now, as a corporation, 
which is helpful.	

Municipality #5	

  

The contracts can be based on facility lease agreements, rental agreements, 

bartering agreements, facility development agreements, or affiliation agreements. Some 

municipalities have developed templates based on these partnership types in an effort to 

create clearer boundaries of the partnership being established (Municipality #3, #4, #5, 

#6). For example, Municipality #3 states:  

The level of the agreements has stepped up to be far more, thorough and covering 

all the areas that should be covered in a proper agreement. Identifying the roles 

and responsibilities clearly on both sides of the table, putting us in a much better 

position to actually deal positively with the users and with these groups. It puts 

them in a better position; they know what they can expect on an annual basis, etc. 
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These agreements have been positive in terms of getting that detail in place, so 

people understand clearly how it works.  

Municipality #3 also provided context as to who they want to pursue partnership 

with and indicated that the preference for partnership development is with maturing 

organizations. Contracts are used to help manage the maturing relationship with the 

partner:  

It [the agreement] takes into account, their responsibilities and what their 

maintenance responsibilities may be, it takes into account any fundraising and 

projects that they want to enter into down the road. It’s more of a tool to manage 

that maturing relationship. (Municipality #3) 

Contractual length changes over time to accommodate partner initiatives, capacity 

of both partners and cost of the partnership. Agreements tend not exceed more than 10 

years, providing both partners the opportunity to renew, establish stronger relationships, 

amend, or disaffiliate altogether. Municipality #1 and #2 tend to opt for shorter-term 

agreements focused on projects or capacity building for the partners. Municipality #3, #4, 

and #5 focus on longer-term agreements aimed at facility development and sustainability.  

While ending a contract is not the desired outcome, it does happen from time to 

time, however, municipalities will go to great lengths to prevent the disaffiliation of a 

contract. Municipalities will often try to work with the partner in a capacity building 

approach to ensure that the partner can become self-sufficient and achieve the mutually 

agreed upon goals or objectives:  

We've said, like, getting out of partnerships, is something we don't do very well, 

we're not interested in that [getting out of a partnership]. If we get into a 
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partnership, we want to make it work. So, it's not like it [disaffiliation] happens all 

the time, where we have to get rid of a partner, that's not something that we're 

interested in. (Municipality #5) 

Ending a contract can be challenging for municipalities to explore, especially 

when the partners are well-known in the area or within a specific sport. Municipality #5 

spoke of the hardships of getting out of partnership and the risks associated with it. When 

asked about feeling pressured into establishing or maintaining a partnership they spoke of 

an experience of ending a partnership with a baseball franchise:  

There as whole bunch of reasons to be reserved about change. Particularly in this 

case, the group that was in there (the facility space) has the rights to a ball team. 

So if he [the partner] were to go, then it was taking a risk on whether a new ball 

franchise could come in [to take his place]. (Municipality #5) 

Establishing contracts with sport clubs can be challenging for municipalities due 

to the fact that their board of directors are volunteer based and there is consistent 

turnover. As Municipality #1 notes “[…] especially with a local sport organization, not so 

much the provincial or the national sport organizations, but the provincial sport 

organizations have such a high turnover of volunteers, like their presidents, every year, 

you could be dealing with somebody new.” Furthermore, Municipality #1 commented on 

the challenge that volunteer turnover can create when trying to establish relationship:  

I find that’s very difficult from year after year, if there was more continuity or 

more consistency and those board of directors or those groups, it might be easier 

to grow relationships longer and partnerships have a better relationship, but to a 

certain extent, you start over every year to every two years.  
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Non-profit organizations with volunteer boards, which are the primary partner for 

most municipalities in this study, that consist of a wide range of individuals with 

specialized skills. An example given was around board members who are parents of 

athletes within the club. These parents had a wide range of skills that were beneficial to 

the board and resulted in stronger contract negotiations given the parent’s experience 

working for businesses, legal teams, and marketing firms. These skill sets equipped the 

parents with more knowledge than the average volunteer who might have settled on a 

contract with less. Some of the skills mentioned were marketing (Municipality #2), 

business owners (Municipality #3), and lawyers (Municipality #3). Municipal #3 

provided a specific example: 

You have the person that started the program just because they wanted their kids 

to play. In the evolutionary process, you end up with the lawyer who's looking to 

make sure that his organization is getting everything it can from the city, and 

we're [municipality] gonna protect it. So, it's an interesting process to watch it 

evolve over time, and to see the level of sophistication grow.  

Supporting these partners and their sophisticated volunteers can be difficult for 

municipalities because the partner can play off of other municipalities in the area looking 

for the best deal; adding another layer to managing contracts and expectations. This is 

most common in smaller municipalities rather than larger urban centers based on 

proximity of neighboring municipalities. Municipality #1 spoke of the difficulty they had 

when navigating rental fees for partners. Partners would approach them to get a quote on 

rental fees, only to have the partner go elsewhere for a better deal, or use it as leverage to 

secure a lower rate with the municipality. In the past the municipality gave into this and 



 

 

 

48  

settled for varying rental rates and it tarnished their reputation among the partners for 

their lack of consistency. As a result, Municipality #1 chose to go with a flat rate rental 

fee to avoid any pushback from the public or partners should partners find out that rental 

fees were different for group A than they were for group B: 

We kind of stay away from it [varying rental fees], because we don't want to get 

in a situation where it gets found out that group A is getting a deal for $25 an hour 

and someone else has $40 an hour and someone else has it for $50 an hour. So, I 

think that cost us but I know other municipalities have done that but we just want 

to be fair, so we don't want to be seen as playing favorites in some respects.  

In contrast to Municipality #1’s experience, Municipality #3 appreciated these 

negotiation skills and they were able to work with the partners to foster a more 

meaningful and beneficial contract due to this level of sophistication of the volunteer 

board:  

 [I]t helps us in terms of planning those types of things, and in terms of providing 

a better service. […] So that's that level of sophistication that starts to grow. First, 

“I'm interested, I love playing [sport], therefore, I'm interested in running this 

league.” They take it to the next level; someone needs to have some of that 

organizational skill and understand, to get to us and get that support.  

Understanding the skillset of the partnering organizations is beneficial to the 

municipality when brokering a successful contract. Executive boards which are boards 

that are made up of individuals with specialized skills, be it an accountant, a lawyer, a 

politician, are able to take on more roles and responsibilities of the partnership, which 

allows the municipality time to plan and budget accordingly and make the best use of 
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their limited time and resources. Municipality notes the importance of being effective and 

efficient with their resources and the need to partner with individuals who are bringing 

something to the table. For example, “You have limited resources, and you want to do 

things right the first time” (Municipality #2).  

Relationship Management 

While considering a partnership agreement and working through contract 

negotiations, nurturing the relationship between both parties was found to be crucial for 

the development of a partnership. Developing trust and rapport with your partners takes 

time and is necessary to be open to exploring the partnership further. The idea of a 

partnership as a marriage was noted throughout the data. While, the goal is for the 

partnership to continue on and innovate as needed to continue moving forward. During 

the course of the relationship, both parties experience highs and lows as each partner 

works through the challenging times in an effort to meet the partnership goals. When 

asked about the partnership dynamic, Municipality #5 explained the importance of 

partnerships to the municipality and that the city would look very different if these 

partnerships did not exist:  

Brokering the partnerships and thinking innovatively and the willingness and 

openness to explore, I think we're really good at. We see it and value the 

partnership, we know that we could never be the city, you know, that we are 

without these diverse opportunities. So we always entertain them. That's the easy 

part, I think. We talked about the marriage of a partnership, and it's like never 

ending. We have ebbs and flows, and we get through them.  
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Furthermore, partnership has also been referred to as a relationship or friendship 

between the partners. The importance of having the right people at the table was also 

identified in exploring and building these relationships with the partners. Municipalities 

all indicated trust as a primary factor in partnership development; trusting your team or 

staff to nurture these relationships and for the partner and municipality to trust one 

another to hold up their end of the contract. In addition, when asked what enables 

partnerships to flourish, Municipality #1 stated: 

Surround yourself with good people. Not every group that we deal with in terms 

of our recreation department comes through me. I have three key staff in our 

department; one is arts and culture; one is events and programming and the third 

is youth and family. They all foster those relationships; they are going to be the 

ones to build those relationships. 

Municipality #3 noted the responsibility of a public servant is the willingness to 

develop relationships with partners and to foster positive relationships: “We still have the 

responsibility and obligation and, in some senses, privileged to work with them to sort of 

help them develop space, to look for additional space, because they are a growing 

community in our city” (Municipality #3). Furthermore, Municipality #3 also added that 

aligning multiple partners with similar interests or needs benefits the municipality by 

requiring less work and maintaining positive relationships between the municipality and 

the partners: 

So, they [the partners] become one body that we can allocate [resources] to, rather 

than two bodies competing for a time at our venues. When we have an operating 

agreement, we give them a blanket permit for the space, and they do the allocation 
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for games and practices. It makes obviously, a lot less work for us, if we're just 

giving them one permit, and they do all their scheduling, and we give them ‘X’ 

amount of money every year; and it prevents us from being in that position of 

trying to adjudicate between them, who gets what time at what facility. 

(Municipality #3) 

Failure to make strong connections between partners is indicative of poor 

relationship management which can lead to frustrations for both partners, poor 

communication, animosity and can ultimately impact the municipality’s reputation and 

chances for future partnership development. Municipality #6 notes that partnership 

communication is necessary; not only for the municipality, but also for the end users and 

the relationship the municipality and the partners have with the public. Municipality #6 

spoke of a partnership where the partner signed a facility lease agreement to run a 

program out of a municipal building. A municipality would provide administrative 

services and handle the registration process for the partners program. However, 

ownership of the program was poorly communicated to the end user and when complaints 

regarding the program delivery were being made, the end user was unaware that the 

program was not hosted by the municipality, but rather by a partnering organization. The 

municipality, although frustrated, wanted to make the partnership work:  

It’s hard for people to understand that the city actually doesn't run the programs, 

it's the [partner]. The [partner] contracts out instructors, that's who actually runs it. 

So, when people are like, “Oh, the city's running your crappy karate club”, 

actually, it’s the [partner] running the program, I just want to make that clear, but 

people don't understand it, because it's happening in our buildings. So, you have 
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to be very political and support and even when we just want to, like, throw our 

hands up in the air and scream, we just make it [the partnership] happen. 

(Municipality #6) 

A lack of communication with the public regarding who is leading a program versus who 

is hosting it can create public confusion and municipal frustration with partners. This was 

also noted in interviews with Municipality #1 and Municipality #3. According to 

Municipality #1,    

What we try to get out there (to the public) is that the line of communication is 

clear to their [the partners] participants as to who is responsible for the delivery of 

the program, the cost of the program and that sort of thing. A lot of times people 

see that a certain activity or program is taking place within one of our facilities, 

and we're the ones that get the phone call. We don't ever want to be seen as 

passing the buck and say ‘Oh no, that's not us, that's someone else.’ That creates a 

lot of frustration for our caller. 

Municipalities indicated that relationship management can have broader 

implications as they are looking to broker positive, nurturing relationships in all sectors to 

help extend their resources, support local businesses and organizations, and provide a 

better service to their residents and to establish a more reciprocal relationship with 

partners. Municipality #1 summarizes this with:  

We're trying to grow our community and I think if we're going to grow our 

community, we're going to have to take on some initiative to help drive business 

to those establishments. So, we're trying to figure out how we can create 
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partnerships so that we can give them back something instead of just asking for 

something all the time.  

Municipality #1 and #2 both indicated that proper communication and rapport 

with partners is pivotal to achieve the goals of the partnership being developed, along 

with managing the relationship between the two parties:  

It's either myself reaching out or a group reaching out to their community and we 

start the relationship by exchanging information about our space and they 

exchange information about the program they want to offer and then we kind of 

just grow from there and working out the details. (Municipality #1) 

Municipality #2 added that open channels of communication are necessary to ensure 

resources were not being wasted, regardless of whether the goal of the partnership was to 

create a new park or to establish a facility lease agreement:  

You don't want to do it for someone you want to do it with someone. You don't 

want to waste time or money by doing something and saying, ‘Here you go’, and 

someone say, well, that's not what I wanted. It's really much more efficient too 

[having open communication] so that you actually ensure that you meet the needs 

of the people that you want to meet the needs of, you know, a targeted focus of 

sport for example.  

Evaluation  

Noted throughout the data, municipalities found that getting into partnership or 

entertaining partnership development is easy, though maintaining partnerships or ending 

one is very challenging to do without the proper supporting documents. Municipality #5 
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stated, “I think that evaluation piece has to come in a little stronger. You can't just think 

that getting into partnerships and managing public assets is an easy thing, because it's 

not.” While most municipalities do not enter into partnership expecting it to end 

prematurely, having some form of evaluation system can be beneficial when partnerships 

are up for renewal. If there are budget constraints and the municipality is no longer able 

to entertain all former partnerships, an evaluation system enables these decisions easier to 

navigate. Municipality #5 indicates that an evaluation of the partnership is important: 

We are finding that work in the evaluation side is increasingly becoming more 

important because of the budget constraints. To showcase what we are doing 

through partnerships, it's going to be even more important that we have some 

numbers behind it to show. 

Some municipalities indicated that they use evaluation tools in the form of a 

financial audit (Municipality #1, Municipality #3, Municipality #5), reports (Municipality 

#1, Municipality #4), registration numbers (Municipality #1, Municipality #5), or 

attending the partners annual general meeting (Municipality #1, Municipality #6). 

However, there were three municipalities that took a more subjective approach to 

evaluation and focused on the quality of the relationship rather than the outcomes. 

Municipality #5, though they do not have a robust evaluation tool, have found that 

putting an emphasis on the quality of the relationship first and outcome-based measures 

second has had a positive impact on relationship development. Municipality #2 focused 

on a project debrief with the partner to understand what went well and where the 

partnership could be improved. Municipality #1 worked with senior management staff 
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who participate in an annual debrief to discuss their relationships with the municipalities 

various partners and work to improve them. 

Evaluation strategies are often an area that municipalities within this study felt 

they did not have the capacity to evaluate and to effectively capture the partnership but 

felt they were necessary to determine and make efficient use of resources and aid in 

decision making. As a result, most municipalities in this study opted for informal, 

unstandardized forms of evaluations such as a group debrief with staff and partners. 

Municipality #4 notes that flexibility in evaluation tools has worked well for their 

municipality:   

I guess if the working relationship between the partner and us is good and we're 

working together and flexing with the needs of whoever we're working with, I 

think that's the success. And if we’re measuring outcomes, whether the 

measurements are good or not, we're having that conversation every session, that's 

a success. 

A challenge noted by Municipality #1, is that it would be difficult to make an 

evaluation tool reflective of the various types of partnerships that are developed and that 

the process of evaluation may be too cumbersome to develop. Rather than go this route, 

the municipality chose to do more informal evaluations by having conversations with 

municipal staff and the partner. Municipality #4 indicates the reason they have not 

developed a standard evaluation tool is because every partnership is different and requires 

different resources and supports:  

It [evaluations] would be individualized. I'm not sure if we'll go down that road 

eventually, where we'll have a standardized measure. It’s definitely because each 
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with each partnership, our shared resources are different so they would be 

evaluated differently. We work at that initial conversation to identify kind of 

shared outcomes or interests and what we are specifically looking for with that 

partner. We would just ask them to kind of report back on that to make sure that 

we were still all on the same page with those outcomes. 

Partnership Success 

Throughout the course of the interview process, municipalities offered their 

thoughts on what a successful partnership looks like to them and components needed for 

successful partnerships emerged. Terms such a “win/win”, “reciprocal relationship” and 

“achieving the goal” were mentioned as a means of determining if a partnership is 

successful. For example,  

From a municipal point of view, a program or relationship that continues to grow 

over an extended period of time, one that has a positive impact on our local 

residents. Everything we do is for our residents or the surrounding area or 

neighboring communities. I think that would be something that we would view as 

having a positive long-term effect. (Municipality #1) 

Municipal #2 described partnership success as, “I’ve said this before in the interview, to 

me when I think of partnerships, and I don't know if this is just my bias mindset, but I 

think win/win.” Finally, Municipal #4 explained,  

I guess if the working relationship between the partner and us is good and we're 

working together and flexing with the needs of whoever we're working with, I 

think that's the success. And if we’re measuring outcomes, whether the 
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measurements are good or not but we're having that conversation every session, 

that's a success. […] There has to be that reciprocal relationship that it's mutually 

beneficial for us as the city and for the partner as well for us to consider it a 

success. 

Summary 

Overall, findings of this research suggest that there are evolving factors that 

influence how municipalities engage in and maintain partnerships. Municipalities enter 

into partnerships for a variety of reasons, most notably to identify and amend gaps in 

their service delivery, to provide higher quality programming for participants, to extend 

limited resources, to broaden their community reach, and to meet the needs of the 

communities they serve. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  

Initially, Mattessich et al. (2001) factors were used to examine the results of this 

current study, which was based on the following themes; Environment, Membership, 

Process and Structure, Communication, Purpose, and Resources. The findings did not 

present anything new with regards success factors for partnership development; however, 

the findings did present a new “outlook” as it pertains to partnership maintenance within 

municipalities. What is evident from the findings, is that the factors influencing why 

municipalities engage in partnership range from improving gaps in service delivery, 

providing high quality programming, or extending already limited resources. As such, 

partnerships are an identified necessity for municipalities to meet the ever-growing needs 

of the communities they serve. However, what is not discussed that became apparent 

from the findings was partnership maintenance in the context of reputation and is 

something new to the literature for this particular setting. The components of reputation, 

conceptualizing reputation, and the process of navigating and managing reputations while 

exploring partnership development will be discussed.  

The process of reputation management has been noted throughout sport literature 

(Deephouse, 2000; Deephouse & Suchman, 2008; J. R. Edwards & Byers, 2015; Lang et 

al., 2011; Rindova et al., 2005; Washington & Edwards, 2016; Washington & Zajac, 

2005). Reputation has been defined as the desirability or relative standing in relation to 

similar counterparts (Shrum & Wuthnow, 1998), image (Shenkar & Yuchtman-Yaar, 

1997), or esteem (Dollinger et al., 1997; Fombrun, 1996; Hall, 1992; Heugens, 2004; 

Shrum & Wuthnow, 1998). Fombrun and van Riel (1997) provide the definition of 

reputation as “a collective representation… it gauges a firm’s [organization’s] relative 
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standing both internally with employees and externally with its stakeholders” (p. 10). 

Unlike Shrum and Wuthnow’s (1997) definition, it is important to mention that in the 

context of this study, municipalities often do not have similar counterparts or other 

municipalities who are vying for the same sport partners. While this situation is possible 

and was presented once throughout this study, it is not the norm given the geographic 

locations of these municipalities and their proximity to neighbouring communities. 

Therefore, using Fombrum and van Riel’s (1997) definition of reputation as a collective 

representation is better suited for this context given that reputation can be viewed 

differently if internal to the municipality, or external as a partner or citizen.  

 Reputation within the context of partnerships has been found to be a source of 

trust that develops within the relationship (Bachmann & Inkpen, 2011). Furthermore, 

Barringer and Harrison (2000) explained that Saxton (1997) found that there is a 

“positive relationship [partnership] between partner reputation, the degree of cultural 

compatibility between alliance partners, and alliance success” (p. 392). Partnerships 

enable actors within the relationship to “gain powerful allies, improve their reputations 

and legitimacy, become connected with other more distant organizations, and gain access 

to greater and more diverse sources of social capital” (Parmigiani & Rivera-Santos, 2011, 

p. 1115). Essentially, reputation can be a predictor of quality as it relates to the outcome 

and reliability associated with the partnership (Shonk & Bravo, 2010). Thus, reputation 

plays a critical role in development and maintenance of partnerships and predicted 

success. 
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Components of Reputation within the Context of this Report 

Within the context of this study, reputation could be summarized as how the 

public and/or partners perceive the municipality’s ability to deliver high quality 

programming and events. Barnett et al. (2006) indicate that reputation consists of two 

things, identity and image, while Wartick (2002) suggested that identity, image and 

reputation are terms that can be used interchangeably. For the purposes of this research, 

the findings suggest identity as being viewed as the perception employees have about 

their organization while image is the perception that external observers have of the 

organization. Babiak’s (2007) work demonstrates the impact that partnerships can have 

on reputation and the importance of engaging in the correct partnership to boost an 

organization’s image to the public with this statement, “Engaging in an partnership would 

allow an organization [in this study-municipality] to improve its reputation, image, or 

prestige and impress other members in its network such as resource-granting agencies, 

external stakeholders, or the general public” (p. 342). The findings of this research 

support this notion that partnerships, reputation, identity, and image are all 

interconnected. 

Identity 

Identity for municipal employees and staff has been noted in the findings by 

several municipalities within this current study. Drawing on the work of Whetten and 

Mackey (2002), they explain that identity is the most “central, enduring, and distinctive” 

(p. 394) thing about an organization, or when applied to this research context, 

municipality. Municipal staff, as representatives of the municipality, views themselves as 



 

 

 

61  

public servants who want to meet the needs of the communities by establishing 

partnerships and fostering relationships with organizations that can help the municipality 

meet the community needs. Furthermore, Whetten and Mackey (2002) explained that, 

“The most basic requirement of identity articulation for purposes of social intercourse 

and social accountability is to distinguish the self from the other both in general and in 

specific comparisons” (p. 396). Municipal employees want to establish and foster positive 

and reciprocal relationships because without them, the municipalities would not be able 

to do a fraction of what they can with partnerships. Municipal staff take pride in the role 

they play in pursuing partnerships, sitting on partnership committees, and combining 

resources to maximize potential impact. Hardy et al. (1998) stated that, 

Individual identities are created as people talk particularistically about an 

individual, constituting her or his reputation. Thus, one acquires an identity through 

inclusion, by being “on” the collaboration team; for being “a member” of the 

management committee, for being “important,” perhaps by sending out the memos, for 

deciding where the meetings are held. (p. 7) 

The identity of a public servant is relevant to this study as it demonstrates the 

lengths municipal staff will go to maintain positive relationships. Thus, civil servants will 

“tend to act in ways consistent with the company’s [or municipality] identity” (Fombrun, 

1996, p.111). Some municipal staff spoke of the privilege they have in serving their 

communities and the partnerships they have nurtured. This privilege is rooted in the 

organizational identity. Organizational identity has been conceptualized as a shared belief 

concerning the values of an organization (Hogg & Terry, 2001). Furthermore, Whetten 

and Mackey (2002) suggest that “identity is what identity does’ (p. 3), meaning what 
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organizations choose to do versus what they say they will do can influence whether or not 

an organization has a positive or negative identity among staff. If staff struggle with this 

identity, that can have influence in the image the organization is portraying to outsiders, 

which can influence the organization’s reputation (Dutton et al., 1994). 

Image 

The literature drawing the connection between reputation, partnerships, and image 

is limited in scope (Barringer & Harrison, 2000). Image has been understood in three 

ways: 1) internally, what members think outsiders think about their organization (or 

municipality) (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991); 2) externally, what the outsider thinks about 

the organization (or municipality) (Berg, 1985); and, 3) what members are doing or 

saying about the organization to shape the outsider’s perception of the organization (or 

municipality) (Whetten et al., 1992). Organizational image has been defined as “what 

organizational agents want their external stakeholders to understand is most central, 

enduring, and distinctive about their organization” (Whetten & Mackey, 2002, p. 9).   

Image is based on what the organization wants the outsider to connect with, know, 

and understand about the organization. From an organizational perspective (or municipal 

perspective), highlighting what is most distinctive about the organization, and how this 

sets them apart from the rest, can create a positive or negative image. How the public or 

partners perceive the work of municipal staff, good or bad, is the basis of understanding 

image. Maintaining a positive image to outsiders is necessary to uphold a positive 

reputation and this has been demonstrated throughout the data for this study. 

Municipalities are eager to meet the needs of the public and their partners, and work to 
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ensure that partnerships reflect the best interest of the communities they serve. This is a 

balance in “pleasing” everyone, which sometimes can be a struggle in terms of which 

areas of a partnership are priority.  

Following Whetten and Mackey (2002), “identity is what identity does” (p. 397), 

municipalities who demonstrate and uphold the organizational values outlined by each 

municipality, it would be easy to assume that these municipalities have a positive image 

with the public, stakeholders, and their partners. However, working to maintain a positive 

image with the public and partners, there have been instances where municipalities have 

had negative experiences with partnership. Whetten and MacKay (2002) stated that, 

“Reputation, as the reciprocal of image, is treated as feedback from others concerning the 

credibility of an organization’s self-definition” (p. 400). Whether this negative experience 

is attributed to poor communication, mistrust, or failure to meet the expectations of the 

partnership agreement, municipalities are hesitant to end partnership contracts on bad 

terms, fearing this could lead to negative image and ultimately a damaged reputation. 

This hesitancy was noted throughout the findings section and highlights the 

interconnectedness that image has on municipal reputations. 

Conceptualizing Reputation 

While image and identity are the key components of reputation, there are 

additional components that can shape organizational reputation. Washington and 

Edwards (2016) used Rindova et al. (2005) to explain that an exchange of information 

between partners can shape reputations as well as social influences within a marketplace 

such as the media, politics, economic environment, and third-party stakeholders. 
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Furthermore, three conceptualizations help shape organizational reputation: being known, 

being known for something, and generalized favourability (J. R. Edwards & Washington, 

2015; Dai et al, 2010). This discussion will provide contact on why being known and 

being known for something is important when it comes to establishing and maintaining 

partnerships and the role that reputation plays in the partnership process. 

Being Known 

Throughout the literature, being known is a pivotal component of reputation. 

Being known can be equated to an “awareness” (Shamsie, 2003) indicating that the 

public or stakeholders are aware of the organization itself. This level of awareness is 

simply that, being aware of the organization, but reserving judgement about the 

organization (Fombrun & van Reil, 1997). Saxton and Dollinger (2004) refer to being 

known as a brand name used to gain the attention of a target audience. Shamsie (2003) 

notes that organizational reputation is the “level of awareness that [organization’s] have 

been able to develop for itself” (p. 199). Bromley (2000) defines reputation “as the way 

key external stakeholder groups or other interested parties actually conceptualize the 

organization” (p. 241).  

 Lange et al. (2011) further note that familiarity with an organization plays a large 

role in the organization’s reputation with outsiders, regardless of the outsider’s 

judgement. Being known is a way that organizations can enhance their reputation through 

forms of branding and marketing strategies (Fombrun, 2001), through the organizations 

current or former partners (Rindova et al., 2005), and using forms of publicity such as 

media outlets and influential third parties (Deephouse, 2000; Rindova et al., 2005).  
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Throughout the findings of this study, municipalities note the various ways they 

marketed themselves to potential partners either through the local paper, community 

newsletters, social media pages, or through their current partners. Two municipalities 

spoke of exploring potential partners through a Request For Proposals (RFP) process. 

The municipality would post an idea or initiative through their various marketing 

channels and ask interested potential partners to submit a proposal outlining how they 

could help and what they could offer. Municipalities, through a committee or tasks force 

would then review the proposals submitted, scoring each proposal in various categories 

and ultimately identifying a winner.  

The RFP process can be beneficial at times, as it allows new partners to come 

forward. However, some municipalities spoke of the challenges RFPs present when a 

former partner, that the municipality has had a falling out with, submits a proposal for 

review. It is especially challenging if the tasks force has not been privy to these prior 

partnerships. In one instance, an RFP tasks force ended up selecting a former partner after 

their partnership had ended under negative circumstances. In this instance, municipalities 

working to get their name or projects out into the community in the hope of attracting 

new talent ended them back at square one.  

Other municipalities spoke of the ways that existing partners help get their name 

out there and raise the level of awareness within the community regarding the services 

they provide and the opportunities for future partnership. One municipality mentioned the 

use of social media and social media influencers as a way to target a specific group or 

demographic that matches the demographic of a service the municipality offers. The 

example provided was around youth and young adults. A social media influencer is 
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someone who uses their social networks and platforms to cultivate a personal brand in an 

effort to achieve a sort of ‘micro-celebrity’ status (Khamis et al., 2017). Social media 

influencers use their ‘celebrity’ status and social capital to generate as much attention 

possible to reach as many people possible. Marketers and companies capitalize on this 

attention by partnering with influencers to promote a product or service, increasing the 

public’s awareness and furthering the company’s social media reach.  

Being known is important for municipalities to get their name out there, highlight 

upcoming projects or potential opportunities to partner with local organizations. Being 

known is essential for establishing partnerships because you cannot partner with someone 

you do not know exists. 

Being Known for Something 

While being known is important, being known for something is equally important 

when it comes to maintaining partnerships and attracting potential partners. As it relates 

to this study, being known for something has played a role in how municipalities navigate 

partnership development. Being known as a municipality that meets the needs of the 

community and being known as; easy to work with, fair, positive, and a beneficial partner 

are some of the reasons why sport organizations want to partner with municipalities. 

Municipalities do not want to be known for being hard to work with or unfair to their 

partners. Maintaining the reputation of a beneficial partner is also the reason why 

municipalities are cautious when altering or ending a partnership agreement. 

Municipalities throughout this study were fearful of the consequences to their reputation 

if they ended a partnership agreement, especially with a partner who was well known, 
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like a professional sport team. While some partners identified throughout this study were 

prominent organizations who are known for their sport or team specifically, 

municipalities were able to establish a stronger sense of ‘being known’ simply by being a 

partner with these professional sport organizations.  

Altering or ending these partnership agreements could have consequences to the 

municipality in the future given the reputation of the partnering organization and the 

influence they have on future potential partners. An example was given of a partner who 

owned the rights to a baseball franchise who had partnered with a municipality to develop 

a facility. This partnership became strained given that the partner was not maintaining the 

facility as written in the agreement. The municipality was faced with a tough choice 

between continuing on in the agreement, or ending it and risking the fall out and the 

possibility of not having another baseball franchise take the partner’s place. After the 

municipality ended the partnership, the municipality lost partnership agreements with 

local baseball clubs and organizations. The result of a negative partnership experience 

with a professional sports team began to filter down to minor sport and local sport groups 

who then followed the professional sports team’s lead by disassociating with the 

municipality. Other examples of this impact on reputation were evident throughout the 

data analysis, specifically the organizations current or former partners, and influential 

third parties through social media channels.  

Being known for something, be it stellar service, high quality programming, or 

successful partnership, is essential to maintaining existing partnership and establishing 

new partnerships. Having a resume of productive and positive relationships can boost the 

municipality’s reputation, making them more appealing to potential partners in the future.  
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Managing Reputation 

Based on the above application of identity, image, and reputation, Figure 1 was 

developed to better understand reputation management within the context of the findings 

for this study. Understanding the role that image and identity play in reputation 

influences a municipality’s potential for conceptualizing reputation through being known 

and being known for something. Municipalities who have this understanding of 

reputation are then tasked with managing it. Throughout the findings, managing 

reputation can be comprised of three components; contract management, relationship 

management and evaluations. If these components are managed correctly, not only will 

the municipality’s reputation be intact, the partnership will be successful, perhaps.  
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Figure 1 – Reputation Management 

Reputation management aims at creating shared interests with stakeholders (Helm 

et al. 2011). The management of reputation entails everything that an organization does 

or does not do in order to communicate plans of action that affect both internal and 

external stakeholders. Davies et al.  (2010) have identified the importance managing 

external reputation through internal reputations among staff. This process involves staff 
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in building a reputation, which resonates throughout the organization, improving external 

reputations as a result.  

 Throughout the findings, many participants referred to their organizational plans, 

mission statements, values, and priorities to determine what types of partnerships they 

would seek out or be interested in engaging in. Ensuring there was strategic alignment of 

partnership goals, objective goals, and positive impact for key demographics in their 

communities is another way that municipalities worked to ensure their reputations were 

being upheld when engaging in partnerships 

Figure 1, further, provides context of the municipal partnership process with 

reputation management. Reputation Management is comprised of Contract Management, 

Relationship Management and Evaluation. The changing dynamics of partnership 

development and the role that contract management, relationship management and 

evaluations play in keeping municipal reputations intact can influence how and if 

municipalities achieve success in these partnerships. 

Contract Management  

Being known provides municipalities the opportunity to enter into contract with 

various partners in order to meet the need of the community or objective on a municipal 

initiative. However, these contracts can pose challenges to the municipality when it 

comes to the cost of maintaining the contract, capacity of both partners to achieve the 

goals set out in the contract, and the capacity to manage both sides of the partnership. 

In Lowe (2007), contract management has been defined as “... the process which 

ensures that all parties to a contract fully understand their respective obligations enabling 
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these to be fulfilled as efficiently and effectively as possible to provide even better value 

for money’’ (p 317). Throughout the literature, contracts have been associated with the 

law, financial institutions, businesses, and procurement. These are often wordy and 

lengthy documents, which outline the terms and conditions that both parties or partner(s) 

agree upon. However, there is a gap within the literature when it comes the more informal 

kind of contracts that have been seen throughout this study’s findings. These handshake 

agreements as they have been referred to by participants not yet found a place within the 

literature. This is not surprising; given the subjects of previous studies have been 

businesses, firms, or organizations that have the resources to effectively manage large, 

robust contracts. Municipalities often do not fit that criterion or have the capacity to 

manage contracts to the same extent.  

Municipalities in this study have developed partnerships over time, with the initial 

agreed upon contract changing as the needs of the municipality and/or the partner’s needs 

change. This organic adjustment to contracts can be refreshing when compared to the 

level of rigidity of formalized, legal contracts, allowing opportunity for innovation and 

flexibility to achieve a common goal. However, informal contracts can be harder to 

monitor or evaluate if the contract has not been written down, witnessed, or formalized in 

any way. For instance, a verbal handshake or barter agreement with a sports club 12-

years ago could be grandfathered into municipal plans year after year, though when the 

initial staff/partners who made this verbal agreement change positions either within the 

municipality or the sports club or leave altogether, these verbal contracts can get lost in 

the transition. This is a primary reason why municipalities are shifting to a more modern 

approach to contract management by formalizing contracts, bringing in legal teams and 
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witnesses, all to ensure contract information is distributed, contracts are upheld, and staff 

are able to monitor the agreement and the partnership. Failure to uphold a contract could 

result in a damaged reputation for the municipality. Being known is important to secure 

the contracts, though being known to uphold the contracts has the potential to create a 

positive image to the public and potential future partners. 

Regardless of the contracts status; either informal or formal, there is a cost 

associated with contract management. While not all contracts are monetary, there are 

financial and human capital costs associated with contracts; cost of planning, monitoring 

task completion, and the cost of managing the contractual relationship (Turner & 

Simister, 2001). These costs, be it financial or human capital, all work toward building 

and maintaining a positive relationship and an overall positive image and reputation. 

Relationship Management  

Being known for something provides the opportunity for municipalities to pursue 

a relationship with a potential partner. These partners, the public, and municipal staff are 

all considered stakeholders of the municipality. Stakeholders have been defined by Fassin 

(2012) as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of 

the organization’s objectives” (p 85). Stakeholders have all invested time, money, or 

reputation into the organization in order to meet objectives. These objectives could be 

large scale, municipal wide objectives such as strategic plans, or smaller, project specific 

objectives such as increasing participation rates at a local recreation facility.  

It can be difficult for municipalities to give enough time to these stakeholders 

while still remaining focused on the contract objectives, optics of the project, and the 
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overall reputation of the municipality. Johnson and Scholes (2002) note the importance of 

each stake holding group and the amount of attention that should be given to them 

depends on where the stakeholder is positioned in the power/interest matrix. Meaning, if 

the stakeholder is a community group who will be directly impacted by a project, they 

should have more attention than the general public the municipality serves, simply due to 

the fact the stakeholder has a stronger interest in the project and their opinions hold more 

weight than that of the general public. However, Gregory (2011) argues that just because 

a stakeholder group appears not to have significant interest or power, does not mean that 

they are unimportant; these are still valuable voices, just not as valuable as those who are 

directly impacted. 

Finding the right balance within the power/interest matrix can be challenging to 

navigate for municipalities and they may be seen as giving preference to a group that the 

partners, or the public do not feel is fair. Managing the relationships within the 

partnerships and those who are impacted by the partnership is important and challenging 

work for municipalities to navigate.   

Furman (2010) and Otubanjo et al. (2010) argue that the establishment of a 

trustworthy relationship helps organizations interact with a wide range of stakeholders, 

both current and future, through communication processes designed to establish and 

support the organizations reputation through public relations and media relations.  

Evaluation 

Although the development of evaluation tools for partnerships could be difficult, 

municipalities cited the benefits of having more standard tools for evaluations would be 
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helpful in providing evidentiary support for disaffiliating from a partner or further 

supporting partners with additional resources such as staffing and facility allocation or 

development. Furthermore, evaluation tools could be utilized to better understand how 

municipalities could support partners. Additionally, the evaluation could provide another 

level of communication between partners to further enhance accountability and 

clarification of roles and responsibilities. Partnership type has provided boundaries for 

contract templates to be developed, though this same process has not been adopted into 

the evaluation of these partnerships, regardless of type. Shaw and Allen’s (2006) 

recommendation for the development of KPIs at the initial stages of partnership 

development was not reflected in the partnership development process of municipalities 

in this study. Further support from provincial and national policy makers around 

evaluation techniques and implementation would be beneficial in aiding municipalities 

around partnership evaluation. 

Provan and Milward (2001) indicated that evaluation should take place in all 

levels of the system (micro, meso, and macro). National, provincial and municipal levels 

within the sport system should be equally equipped with evaluation techniques to support 

the development of partnerships as recommended by national and provincial policy 

makers, though no such road map exists for these municipalities.  

Partnerships vary from municipality to municipality, therefore the way in which 

these partnerships are evaluated varies as well. As such, there is no one way to evaluate 

an partnership, contract, or relationship. This would indicate that an evaluation would 

need to be developed for each specific partnership, contract or relationship. This time 

consuming, yet pivotal component of municipal reputation management is often left 
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undone, potentially leading to poor decision-making when municipalities choose to 

continue or disaffiliate a partnership. 

Success 

When taking into consideration the interconnectedness and influence contract 

management, relationship management and evaluation have on reputation, it is difficult to 

identify the “give and take” of partnerships in order to achieve success. From Mattessich 

and Monsey’s (2001) conceptual model, there is a general understanding of the 

components needed to have the best chance of a successful partnership, though due to the 

complexity of the partnership process, there is no one size fits all approach to establishing 

and maintaining successful partnerships.  

Partnerships and Reputation Management 

The components that make up reputation; identity and image provide the basis for 

how an organization ought to lead partnership development. Identity is rooted in the 

values the organization operates within; image is how those values are portrayed to 

stakeholders; and reputation is closely the values are being portrayed to what has been 

outlined by the organization. Without a strong staff who believe in those organizational 

values and take on that identity you are missing an integral piece of the reputation puzzle. 

Additionally, without stakeholders who sees the portrayal of these values as a positive 

image, organizations are not able to establish or uphold a positive reputation.  

Municipalities often have organizational plans and guiding values and mission 

statements that help guide the development of projects, events, and partnerships. 

Exploring and selecting partnerships that strongly align with municipal values played a 
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role in if and when a partnership flourished. Additionally, the creation of supporting 

documents such as contracts and evaluation tools can provide accountability among 

partners to state clear objectives and achieve them. Should there be a need to end or 

modify a partnership, municipalities can use these documents to justify this and provide 

proof to senior management or their leadership teams as to why the partnership was not a 

good fit or needed a change.  

Partnerships and managing reputations go hand in hand; without clear, concise 

roles and responsibilities, goals and objectives, and timelines, partnerships shift from true 

collaboration to merely a coordinated effort – a means to an end.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion, Limitations, and Recommendations 

 

This research set out to examine the factors that influence partnership/partnership 

development with sport organizations from a municipal perspective and to understand 

how and if municipalities evaluate partnerships. Data was collected from six 

municipalities from across Canada. After data analysis, it was found that partnership 

development could be surmised that reputation is at the heart of partnership development 

and that managing one’s reputation had additional hurdles to overcome in order to 

achieve success. 

 The challenging part of managing reputations and the role this plays in 

partnership development is that each contract, relationship, and evaluation will require a 

different set of circumstances in order to succeed. It is also important to note that while 

all of the above components are necessary, it is unclear of which order they should be 

explored. This leads to the question: Does a municipality need to have a strong reputation 

in order to develop the relationship in order to get the contract?; or, Do municipalities 

build a relationship, secure a contract and build a reputation from there?  

It is a what came first mentality or the chicken or the egg scenario; though it is 

understood that each of the above components are needed in order to further build a 

reputation of the municipality, expand their networks, appease stakeholders, and 

ultimately achieve success. The road to success, however, will look different for each 

municipality as each partnership contract will have different objectives, different 

stakeholders, and different networks of support. This empirical context highlights the 
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need for municipalities to explore partnership development with flexibility, with support 

from senior management and decision makers. Partnership development is not black and 

white; in fact, this research suggests that partnerships exist in a grey world where what 

works from one will not work for most.  

Municipalities are challenged to navigate the labyrinth that is partnerships without 

a roadmap; no clear recipe to success, but rather an ingredient list to ensuring they have 

the right components but perhaps not the right quantities of each. Rhodes (1997) noted 

that “it’s the mix that matters” (p. 47) and this still holds true today. When applying the 

analogy of a “baking recipe”, bakers know and understand the ingredients. If the baker 

combines all of the dry ingredients together, and separately combines all of the wet 

ingredients together, and finally combines the wet and dry ingredients together, the baker 

will more likely to end up with a muffin rather than a cupcake. Still a great result, but 

perhaps not what was intended. Partners need to understand what is needed to achieve the 

partnership objectives, who is responsible for what and when, the timeline of the 

partnership, and what justifies ending an partnership. Partners need to understand the 

ingredients in order to find the right mix to end up with result they want. Without this 

knowledge, partners might set out to bake a pie, but end up with a loaf of bread. 

Limitations 

This research was initially given approval prior to the beginning of the Covid-19 

Pandemic. The subjects of the study were on work from home orders to help reduce the 

spread of the virus. Setting up phone calls, scheduling meeting and reaching out to 

potential participants was challenging for the research as most of the contact information 
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for municipal recreation staff is not readily available online. Gathering participants for 

this study was difficult when their time was devoted to ensuring their communities had 

the necessary outlets for physical activity and the connection with mental health to make 

it through the initial waves of the pandemic. This research has a small sample size due to 

the challenge of selecting participants. As such, data saturation was not reached in the 

data collection and additional research could be conducted with a larger sample. 

Having more participants in this study as initially intended would have provided 

the opportunity for a more robust, data rich collection, allowing the researcher to draw 

upon existing literature a bit more. Qualitative research at its core is subjective, grey, and 

open to interpretation. Choosing an emergent design for this research opened the door for 

many, varying research rabbit holes to go down. At the end of the day, sometimes you do 

not collect the data you thought you would, and sometimes that isn’t a bad thing.  

Recommendations For Future Research 

 Initially this research set out to use the Continuum of Connectedness (Brown & 

Keast, 2003) to better understand how municipalities establish and maintain municipal 

partnerships with the sport sector and how closely integrated recreation and sport systems 

are. This continuum focused on informal cooperation between organizations, semi-formal 

coordination in partnership, and formal collaboration within the partnership. While this 

study did not have the robust data collection to support this inquiry, there is still merit in 

exploring where municipalities exist on this continuum. The development of criteria for 

coordination, cooperation, and collaboration could better support municipalities in 

exploring partnerships and partnership development to better understand where municipal 
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partnerships exist within the continuum and how municipalities and sport partners can 

work together to create an integrated sport and recreation delivery system.  

 The recommendation could be for researchers to explore municipal partnership 

development outside of a business lens where everything will not fit into pre-determined 

areas. It is important to recognize that the relationships are all different and customizing a 

contract ensures that the reputation of both parties are maintained. It is also important that 

municipalities recognize the importance of reputation management, but conversely do not 

allow for the partnering organization to get whatever they want out of the municipality. 

 A recommendation could be given to municipalities to take a deep dive into their 

partnership agreements to better understand how/if these partnerships are beneficial to 

their organization and to outline evaluation tools to determine when and how 

municipalities sever partnership agreements. Future research into the sport perspective of 

partnership with municipalities could also be explored to provide a well-rounded scope of 

partnership at the grassroots level.  

 Lastly, a recommendation to policymakers at all levels of a system, develop draft 

templates for evaluation tools for the users of these policies, such as municipalities, to at 

least provide a starting point for grassroots evaluation. Utilizing the Continuum of 

Connectedness (Brown & Keast, 2003), the development of criteria for coordination, 

cooperation, and collaboration could further support grassroots implementation of 

national policies and guidelines by providing a clearer road map for municipalities and 

grassroots organizations to explore partnership development and ways to evaluate them.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Guide for Municipal Recreation Employees 

Introduction 

We would like to welcome you and thank you for volunteering for this study. The 

answers you provide will be helpful in examining municipal partnership development in 

recreation and sport delivery systems. The interviews for this study will follow a semi-

structured format. This means that the main categories for questions will remain 

consistent across each interview, however prompts may vary depending upon the 

expertise and knowledge base of each participant.  

Ethical Preface: 

Thank you for your participation. I expect to need approximately 30 to 60 minutes of 

your time. If you agree to participate, the information you provide me will be used in 

anonymous form, and will be treated as confidential.   

I would like to inform you that the interview will be audio recorded. Once the interview 

is completed, you will receive a copy of the transcripts for your review. At any point 

during the interview, if you wish to end the interview early, any information you have 

provided up to that point will be included in the study data unless you ask me not to 

include it. You are able to withdraw from the study at any point without consequence. 

(GO OVER THE INFORMATION LETTER) 

Because I am conducting this interview virtually, I will ask verbally if you consent to 

participate in the interview and I will be recording your answer. I will then get into the 

interview. 
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Do you consent to participating in this research? Do you acknowledge understanding and 

agree to the information outlined in the participant’s information letter? 

 

1) Tell me a little bit about your organization. Probe – population size, number of 
facilities, size of staff  

2) What demographics would you say your organization serves? Probe – age ranges, 
SSE, disabilities 

3) What kind of partnership opportunities has your organization pursued in the past? 
Probe – education, health, private or not-for-profit sectors 

4) Can you tell me a little bit about the process you use to develop those 
partnerships? 

5) What have been the constraints to partnership development? 
6) What have been the enablers to partnership development? 
7) Did you have any guiding documents that were used when exploring or 

establishing the partnership(s)? Probe – budget allocation, policies 
8) Who has the final say on if a partnership is approved?  
9) What type of organizational structure is followed for decision-making?  
10) How have you gone about finalizing a partnership? Probe – formal contracts, 

handshake agreements.  
11) Can you tell me about any experiences where you felt pressured to develop or 

enter into a partnership? Probe – Staff directives, policy objectives, mandates 
12) Have partnership failed in the past and if so, why do you think that is? Probe – 

lack of communication, trust, KPIs 
13)  Can you tell me about any evaluation tools or techniques that you use when 

working in partnerships? 
14)  In general, what are your thoughts on partnerships? Probe – are they beneficial, 

more of a nuisance, a waste of resources 
15) When you think about successful partnerships, what comes to mind?  
16) Do you have anything you would like to add about recreation and sport 

partnerships?  
 

Thank you again for your time. It is greatly appreciated. We will be in touch once the 

interview has been transcribed to ensure accuracy of the interview and context of answers 

are accurate. 
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