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Abstract
This study investigates the workings of three higher education partnerships with Holmesglen
Institute – a public Technical and Further Education (TAFE) provider based in Melbourne,
Australia. Anecdotally, some such partnerships succeed more than others, but no systematic
study has yet been conducted to support that claim empirically, possibly because partnership
performance is difficult to measure. Partnerships often have multiple objectives, and their
performance can be analysed at different levels. A further performance problem concerns
whether organisations can build partnership management capability for beneficial outcomes.
The study therefore sought to answer two questions:
1. Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
2. How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance partnership
management and success?
These questions were investigated using an explanatory mixed methods approach (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2011) comprising two distinct stages – a purposive online survey, followed by
face-to-face interviews with a sample of the survey population. Data from the survey and
interviews was analysed and integrated in a case study (Mills, 2014; Yin, 2009), which also
incorporated comparative assessments of management practices by contrasting the relative
performance of different partnerships against the same success factors.
Overall, the study’s findings corroborate those in the literature (mostly focused on generic
organisational and corporate partnerships, with little available for the higher education sector)
that:
1. Inter-organisational partnerships are established to meet a variety of needs.
2. Partnerships undergo several phases as they develop and evolve.
3. Leadership, governance structures and clear processes are needed for their effective
management and operation.
4. Partnership performance is influenced by many, often inter-related factors.
5. Organisations can develop their capability to enhance partnership management
through several mechanisms: greater (prior) experience, dedicated alliance functions,
and deliberate learning processes.
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The findings also suggest that engaging in partnerships is rarely straightforward; alongside
the desire to collaborate, there may be competition, conflict, contradiction, and sensitivities,
which leaders need to anticipate and manage.
Theoretical considerations for the study stimulated the adaptation of a conceptual framework
from existing organisational constructs, while the implications offer lessons for professional
practice:
1. Sufficient planning time should be allocated before starting a partnership.
2. Preferably, collaboration should start small, then grow progressively.
3. Effective leadership and clear, consistent and fair governance mechanisms are
necessary for providing direction, and smooth running of a partnership.
4. Open, frequent communication between and within partner organisations helps to
build trust, a critical success factor.
5. Partnerships need close monitoring and regular review to ensure they stay on track to
achieve agreed goals and objectives.
6. Partnerships should ideally have a medium- to long-term focus.
7. Capability building for partnership management should be an integral part of overall
organisational strategy.
8. Partnerships require constant nurturing and perseverance to be successful.
Although perhaps limited in generalisability to other sectors and institutions, this study
contributes to the body of knowledge on inter-organisational partnerships by
systematically developing and testing an integrated conceptual framework to further
understanding of the complex workings of partnerships, particularly in the public higher
education sector.
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Chapter 1

Chapter 1: Overview of the Study
1.1

Introduction

Partnerships are increasingly becoming a central part of many organisations’ competitive and
growth strategies (Kale & Singh, 2009, Russo & Cesarani, 2017). Yet working in partnership
can be complex, multifaceted and challenging as organisations tend to underestimate the
time, energy and resources needed to create and nurture them (Eddy & Amey, 2014), as well
as to build and sustain trust in the relationship (Huxham & Vangen, 2005).
This study investigates the complex workings of three inter-organisational partnerships by
developing an integrated conceptual framework from prior research and empirically testing it
in the context of the higher education (HE) sector. The setting for the study is Holmesglen
Institute – a Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institute based in Victoria, Australia –
and the research is undertaken as a study of Holmesglen’s HE partnerships, two of which are
with interstate universities and the third, with an interstate TAFE institute.
All three partner institutions (which are de-identified in this study), along with Holmesglen,
are public entities; they are largely funded and influenced by government policy. However,
unlike the ‘forced’ mergers or amalgamations that have defined some government policies,
such as Dawkins (1988), the three partnerships investigated are non-equity based, voluntary
arrangements among independent institutions that collaborate to exchange and/or share
resources for the co-development or provision of products and services (as per Gulati, 1998),
namely tertiary education.
The study aims to understand the motivations for establishing inter-organisational
partnerships, and to examine how the partnerships develop once they are formed. A common
approach adopted by scholars when conceptualising collaboration is to base it on the ‘process
theory’ model (as per Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). This model views collaboration as
evolving through a set of developmental phases or stages, sometimes referred to as the
lifecycle of the partnership. Models based on the lifecycle approach tend to consider the
process of collaboration from the start-up phase of the partnership; however, the number of
developmental phases present in each model can differ.
Another aim of the study is to determine the success factors within each phase of the lifecycle
that influence partnership performance. According to Hibbert, Huxham and Ring (2008),
1
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partnership performance is influenced by both internal and external factors, some of which
are more ‘controllable’ than others. Given the dynamic nature of partnerships, the manner in
which organisations manage the controllable factors, and the way they respond to the
uncontrollable ones, can have a significant bearing on the performance of partnerships.
Furthermore, it is likely that some success factors are inextricably connected and systemic to
the partnership. Hence, collaborative performance (outcome) may be determined by a
combination of these factors, rather than any one factor alone (cause). In an integrated system
where outcomes result from many different causes, Patomaki and Wright (2000) posit that
causality of interconnected factors should be viewed holistically rather than in isolation.
Apart from investigating the cause-and-effect relationships of success factors, another
important aim of this study relates to building Holmesglen’s capability to enhance partnership
management and success. In this context, the study investigates the assertion made by Kale
and Singh (2009) that organisations can utilise several different mechanisms to strengthen
their partnership management capability, and that their effectiveness depends on the choice of
and conditions under which the mechanisms are implemented.
This study draws largely on literature from the business and management disciplines, as far
more research on partnerships has been conducted in the business/corporate sector than in the
HE sector (Duffield, Olson Kerzman, 2012; HEFCE, 2012; Kezar, 2005).
Throughout this study, the term “partnership” is used interchangeably with such other terms
as alliance, collaboration, cooperation, coordination, coalition and network (as per Huxham,
1996). This is because there is no one definition for the term (CeDARE, 2012; Eddy &
Amey, 2014; Wagstaff, 2013), and the literature review in Chapter 2 reveals the diverse ways
in which the term is described and used in different contexts.
This chapter presents the background and contextual setting to the study. It identifies the
research issues and provides the rationale for the study. An overview of the research design
and methodology is afforded, as are the limitations and delimitations of the research. The
significance of the research, and its contribution to theory and professional practice are also
deliberated. Additionally, the conceptual framework for the study is presented and discussed.
Finally, the structure of the thesis is outlined and key definitions introduced to promote a
common understanding of terms used throughout the study.

2
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1.2

Background to the study

1.2.1 The partnership paradox
Driven by globalisation, competition and rapidly changing technology, inter-organisational
partnerships are increasingly recognised as important sources of competitive advantage
(Faulkner & Campbell, 2006; Hoffman, 2007; Porter, 1985; Wang, 2014). Such partnerships
help organisations strengthen their competitive position by enhancing market power (Kogut,
1991), increasing efficiencies (Ahuja, 2000), accessing critical resources or capabilities
(Rothaermel & Boeker, 2008), and entering new markets (Garcia-Canal, Duarte, Criado, &
Llaneza, 2002). Whatever the motivation for collaboration, a key tenet for partnering is based
on the ideal that an organisation cannot always accomplish its goals and objectives on its
own; partnerships provide the means to achieve those goals by creating a ‘win-win’ situation
that benefits all partners (Wagstaff, 2013).
Yet while the desire to cooperate can be enticing, translating intent into action is neither easy
nor straightforward; the experience of being in partnership may be very different from the
intent, because working in collaboration is complex, multi-faceted and challenging. For
example, partner organisations may engage in ‘coopetition’, a paradoxical situation where
they cooperate and compete with each other simultaneously (Bengtsson & Kock, 2003;
Czakon & Mucha-Kus, 2014). While Hamel, Doz, and Prahalad (1989) consider coopetition
as a continuation and natural consequence of competition, Walley (2007) contends that it
helps achieve better collective and individual results for organisations in a relationship.
A number of studies (for example, Bamford, Gomes-Casseres, & Robinson, 2004; Bleeke &
Ernst, 1993; Faulkner, 1995; HEFCE, 2012; Hughes & Weiss, 2007; Linwei, Feifei,
Yunlong, & Nengqian, 2017; Lorange & Roos, 1993; Lunnan & Haugland, 2008; Madhok,
Keyhani, & Bossink, 2015), have reported mixed results for partnerships, with failure rates
ranging from 30-70 percent. According to Russo and Cesarani (2017), the high failure rates
highlight the difficulties associated with building successful partnerships, as not all
organisations have the ability to maximise the potential value creation from collaboration.
Often, partnerships that are judged as unsuccessful neither meet their goals nor deliver on the
strategic or operational benefits they purport to provide (Kale & Singh, 2009). In other cases,
they do not always achieve the expected benefits from collaboration in terms of increased
shareholder value or efficiency gains.
3
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Yet despite the likelihood of failure, inter-organisational partnerships continue to grow
globally. It seems that even though organisations realise the importance of partnerships, only
a few understand how to manage them successfully (Saebi, 2011; Duysters, Olson, &
Kerzman, 2012).
Partnerships therefore present a paradox for organisations. On the one hand, organisations
collaborate for competitive advantage and growth, while on the other, the partnerships that
they form are highly prone to failure (Kale & Singh, 2009). The main reasons identified for
the high failure rates (as per HEFCE, 2012) include:


lack of a clear vision or strategic objectives;



inadequate planning;



insufficient due diligence work;



poorly managed post-deal integration in the face of organisational complexity;



failure to provide leadership;



poor communication; and



low priority given to cultural issues, including the impact of change on staff members.

Partnerships also raise critical questions about the extent to which collaboration actually adds
value to processes and outcomes, and how informed judgments are made (Atkinson, 2005).
Thus, whilst previous studies have identified key success or failure factors to explain
partnership performance, the question of why organisations experience disparate outcomes
with different partnerships remains intriguing and is an important research area for further
examination (Hibbert et al., 2008). Related to the issue of disparate outcomes is whether, and
what deliberate actions can be taken by organisations to build institutional capability in order
to manage partnerships for greater performance and success.
This study addresses both these issues, which are pertinent in the context of partnerships in
HE as most of the research to date on inter-organisational partnerships is from the business/
commercial world (HEFCE, 2012). There is limited evidence in the literature of similar
studies having been carried out in a systematic manner for the HE sector (Duffield et al.,
2012; HEFCE, 2012; Kezar, 2005).
1.2.2 Partnerships in HE
As is the case in the business/corporate world, the pace of change in HE is accelerating due to
a number of complex and interacting factors, such as internationalisation, changing student
4
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needs and expectations, advances in technology, and the growing role of the private sector in
HE provision. This change is challenging HE providers (HEPs) to reconsider their
fundamental role, market position, structures, policies, processes, relationships and
partnership arrangements (HEFCE, 2012). As a consequence, HEPs are constantly
questioning how they operate internally, engage externally with other institutions or
organisations, and interact with the wider community. This, in turn, has raised the profile and
relevance of partnerships as part of the response to the drivers of change (HEFCE, 2012).
Even though inter-organisational partnerships are becoming increasingly important in the HE
sector (Beerkens, 2002), a study by Kezar (2005, p.831) found that there has been “virtually
no research on how to enable HE institutions to conduct collaborative work”. Seven years
after Kezar’s study, Duffield et al. (2012) found Kezar’s statement to be still valid for
research related to collaboration among institutions of HE. They contend that while there is a
fair amount of literature on partnerships within HE institutions as well as between HE
institutions and external entities such as communities, businesses and even schools, there is
“very little about partnerships across institutions” (Duffield et al., 2012, p.239).
Furthermore, unlike in the business/corporate sector where far more extensive research has
been undertaken on partnership performance, there are no comparable figures for success or
failure in the HE sector. The research has not been done, and any assessment is complicated
by the multiple objectives of HE institutions (HEFCE, 2012). For example, all participants of
HEFCE’s case studies (from the United Kingdom and Europe) stress that unlike in the private
sector, financial imperatives should not be the primary concern of publicly funded HE
institutions. Instead, their core purpose should be teaching, research and knowledge
exchange. Publicly funded institutions should also consider the ‘public good’ of serving
students, the academic community, and the wider society along with their business needs.
This standpoint is no different from that shared by HE institutions in Australia.
1.2.3 Government policy and context for HE partnerships in Australia
The challenge of funding HE to ensure it meets the increasing demand for skills and
aspirations of students has been an ongoing concern for successive Australian governments
over the years (Department of Education and Training, 2015). From the 1988 Dawkins white
paper through to the 2014 Review of the Demand Driven Funding System, the challenge has
been to enable greater numbers of students to access the benefits of HE whilst ensuring the
system remains fair, affordable, and of high quality.
5
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The strategic imperative of some government policies, such as Dawkins (1988) and the
Bradley Review (2008), has been on reforms and restructure of the tertiary/HE sector. The
reforms that flowed from Dawkins (1988), for example, saw the binary system of universities
and colleges of advanced education (CAEs) abolished and replaced by a unified national
system involving mergers and amalgamations. As a consequence, the number of HE
institutions dropped from 73 in 1987 to 38 in 1991 (Department of Education and Training,
2015, p.12). This was also a time when HE “moved from its broad role in public culture and
its function in raising the level of participation of its citizens to a new orthodoxy which
favours business values and income generation” (Marginson & Considine, 2000, p.37).
According to Norton and Cakitaki (2016) of the Grattan Institute, as at mid-2016 Australia
has 43 universities (including one specialist university and two overseas universities) and
around 130 non-university HE providers (NUHEPs). Most of the NUHEPs (106 of them) are
private providers; the others, which include TAFE institutes, are mostly public providers.
Information from the TAFE Directors Australia website (TDA, 2016) reveals that 11 TAFE
institutes are registered as HE providers (HEPs) across Australia, delivering over 100 HE
qualifications in a range of industry sectors. The combined revenues in 2014 of all
universities and NUHEPs in Australia approached $30 billion, making HE a significant
industry (Norton & Cakitaki, 2016, p.3).
As the cost of HE escalates and government funding per student shrinks (HEFCE, 2012),
HEPs are being pressured to innovate their operations, expand and/or diversify provision,
seek new funding sources, reduce waste through efficiencies in performance and by sharing
resources, and spread risks through collaboration and networking (Sommerlad, Duke, &
McDonald, 1998; Moroney & Boeck, 2012; Goddard, 1997). In order to remain competitive
in this challenging environment, HEPs are constantly looking at innovative ways to attract
and retain students, improve delivery of their courses, raise their standing in the public eye
and improve their bottom-line. Although some institutions tend to work alone, others choose
to collaborate as a means to become more competitive.
The argument for institutional collaboration is also supported by Kemp and Norton (2014) in
their review of the demand-driven funding system. They found that while the demand-driven
system introduced in 2012 substantially increased student participation1 in HE, it also
1

In 2013, the equivalent of 577,000 full-time students received Commonwealth support to pay for tuition costs,
an increase of more than 100,000 compared to 2009.
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prompted considerable innovation among public HEPs. Citing, as examples, collaboration
between a public university and private company to create a new online HE institution, along
with several collaborations between public universities and TAFEs, they concur that much of
the public HEP sector innovation comes from partnerships that develop new models of HE
delivery to reach new markets.
In a similar manner to public universities, public TAFE providers also have a history of
developing innovative ways for improving access to education and training for the range of
students they serve (TDA, 2013). In addition to developing their own programs, partnerships
in tertiary delivery have enabled these providers to further extend their offerings and provide
alternative pathways to student cohorts.
Traditionally, cross sectoral partnership between TAFE institutes and universities have been
based on the articulation of students from vocational education and training (VET) programs
into HE. Prior to the Bradley Review2 for example, the predominant form of cooperation
between public TAFE providers and universities was pathway arrangements whereby credit
transfer would be negotiated towards a degree delivered by the university concerned. Such
arrangements have not been without challenges arising from sectoral differences:
… the VET and HE sectors in Australia are governed by different policies and decisionmaking processes, have different imperatives, are subject to different drivers, pressures and
directions, are seeking different outcomes and are accountable in different ways. Such
differences are reflected at all levels of both sectors and their institutions. Even when there is
a will to collaborate and negotiate cross-sector pathways, the fundamental differences
between the sectors present practical as well as philosophical barriers to such pathways.
(Phillips KPA 2006, p.12)

In an effort to bridge the divide between the VET and HE sectors, the Bradley Review (2008)
proposed a continuum of tertiary skills provision between the sectors by advocating
significant reforms in institutional arrangements governing tertiary education in Australia,
with national targets3 for tertiary participation, access and attainment. The impetus for change
sparked by the Bradley Review has since waned, and recommendations for policy, regulatory
and structural reforms to create an integrated tertiary sector have not been fully implemented.
As noted by the Chief Executive of Holmesglen:

2

The Bradley Review of 2008 proposed an architecture for growth in undergraduate education as a major step
towards creating a more responsive and streamlined tertiary sector.
3
The two key national targets are 40% of 25-34 years old to attain at least a bachelor’s degree by 2025 (from a
base of around 30% in 2008, and 20% of HE places for people from low socio-economic backgrounds by 2020.
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The lack of a national coherent policy outlining a vision for tertiary education has left TAFE
institutes like Holmesglen in a dichotomous position – freedom on the one hand to try and
develop HE within the current regulatory boundaries and funding limitations, and on the other
hand, to try and set a strategic HE agenda with no clear vision or direction for the future.
(Faraone, 2013)

Consequently, new forms of institutional partnership were born post-Bradley, including joint
delivery arrangements and franchising of degrees. It is noteworthy that such arrangements
have not been driven by government intervention, but rather been a result of institutions’
response to government priorities and their creativity in finding ways to do so within the
limitations of existing arrangements (TDA, 2013). In this respect, it seems that practice is
ahead of policy, as providers look for ways to achieve innovative solutions to advance their
cause despite a lack of clear direction in policy.
During this period of change several cross institutional partnerships were announced, some of
which resulted in the formation of new or separate entities. Some examples (as per TDA,
2013) include:


The merger between Central Queensland University (CQU) and Central Queensland
Institute of TAFE (CQIT) to form a new dual sector university in Queensland;



A partnership between Northern Melbourne Institute of TAFE (NMIT) and La Trobe
University which led to the creation of Melbourne Polytechnic;



An innovative network of tertiary partners in the form of the Australian Polytechnic
Network (APN), comprising the University of Canberra, Holmesglen Institute,
Northern Sydney Institute, South Western Sydney Institute, and Brisbane’s
Metropolitan South Institute of TAFE;



The University of Ballarat’s formation of the ‘Menzies Alliance’ with six regional
TAFE institutes in Victoria to facilitate joint delivery of its programs, by optimising
resources across institutions through the use of a resource sharing model.

To date, apart from Melbourne Polytechnic, there is a lack of publicly available information
in the form of evaluation reports or other analyses of outcomes that might show the impact of
these HE partnerships. Anecdotal evidence, however, suggests that only a small number of
these partnerships are continuing; others either did not materialise or were discontinued when
it was found that they were unsustainable.
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1.3

Contextual setting for the present study

Collaboration between universities and TAFE-NUHEPs has increased in recent years, driven
by the shared needs of both institution types to extend their course offerings, access new
markets, and provide pathways to students transitioning from VET into HE (Holmesglen,
2014). As a TAFE Institute that is also a NUHEP, Holmesglen has worked hard to develop its
capacity and expertise in HE. HE delivery represents about five percent of Holmesglen’s total
student load – not significant from a numbers perspective, but rather important from a
positioning standpoint as well as student and community perception. Yet trying to progress
HE in an uncertain and restrictive environment where there are no clear policy directions for
TAFE-NUHEP type institutions can be disconcerting. For example, restrictions on NUHEPs’
access to Commonwealth Supported Places (CSP) for students, and the parallel expansion of
university enrolments under the demand-driven system, are major factors inhibiting student
enrolments and growth of HE in TAFE institutes (Holmesglen, 2013).
In the absence of a coherent national policy for an integrated tertiary sector, and with the
Bradley Review “unlikely to see the light of day” (Faraone, 2013), Holmesglen has
progressed its HE profile by entering into partnerships with universities and other providers
(Holmesglen, 2014). Examples of these include:


Licensing arrangements with an interstate university and a polytechnic from New
Zealand for the delivery of some of their degree courses at Holmesglen.



A degree transfer program with a Melbourne-based university, whereby students who
successfully complete their diploma course at Holmesglen are granted entry into
second year of the relevant degree at the university.



An affiliation agreement with a Victorian university to deliver a degree program in
management to graduates with relevant diplomas and advanced diplomas.



A bilateral relationship with an interstate university to co-locate at Holmesglen’s
Melbourne campus and deliver new degree programs.

Some of these partnerships have continued, while others have ceased for various reasons. At
the time when this research was conceived in 2014, Holmesglen was in partnership with three
interstate institutions for HE delivery – two universities and a TAFE provider. The
partnership with one university has been ongoing for some 15 years, while the two other
partnerships had just been established.
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Holmesglen’s partnerships with universities have enlarged the Institute’s offering of HE
courses and made it more attractive for students to attain degree qualifications (Holmesglen,
2014). These partnerships are considered strategic as they are based on clear articulation of
aims and expectations (as per Wagstaff, 2013). The expectations from these collaborations
were primarily to benefit students, provide staff with pedagogical development and
scholarship opportunities, and allow the pursuit of objectives and goals which may otherwise
not be possible for the Institute to attain on its own. On a similar note, partnering with an
interstate TAFE institute accorded Holmesglen the opportunity to expand delivery of its own
degree programs outside Victoria, while at the same time mentoring the partner to become a
HEP in its own right. As a TAFE-NUHEP, Holmesglen has been delivering its own degrees
since 2006 and has built valuable capacity and expertise in that time to mentor other
institutions, in particular TAFE institutes seeking to become HEPs.
1.4

Problem statement

Despite having partnerships with universities and other HE providers, to-date there has been
little by way of a formal process to evaluate the performance of Holmesglen’s partnerships,
or to compare how different partnerships perform. Performance evaluation is a critical aspect
of partnership management as it helps validate the extent to which the collaboration has
achieved its objectives (Lunnan & Haugland, 2008; Russo & Cesarani, 2017; Segil, 2005). It
also allows partners to understand aspects of the collaboration that require improvement, and
whether the partnership should be continued or terminated (Tjemkes, Vos, & Burgers, 2013).
In spite of its importance, performance evaluation is an understudied area; notwithstanding
the potential benefits of collaborating, there is a scarcity of research on institutional
partnerships to help guide the collaborative process. The problem is exacerbated by the
variety of performance measures available, and how differences in performance measures
influence the construct and validity of the metric under different circumstances
(Christoffersen, Plenborg, & Robson, 2008). In the case of public HE partnerships, for
example, the problem is further complicated as, unlike private sector organisations which are
primarily ‘bottom-line’ or profit-driven, publicly funded universities and TAFE institutes
have the ‘public good’ role to consider as part of their business model when collaborating
(HEFCE, 2012).
Another issue with inter-institutional collaboration relates to the constructs for measuring
performance (Lunnan & Haugland, 2008; Keil, 2000). Performance of collaborative
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initiatives is difficult to measure as partnerships tend to have multiple objectives which can
be analysed on different levels (Brockhoff & Teichert, 1995; Hibbert et al., 2008). For
instance, performance can be determined at the project, relationship, or institutional levels,
and the outcome at one level might be different from the other (Osborn & Hagedoorn, 1997;
Hibbert et al., 2008). Also, simply using one or two performance criteria, such as profitability
or longevity of the venture might be too restrictive in determining whether the partnership is
successful. Profitability as a criterion is not a suitable performance indicator for public
institutions because of their multiple and diverse objectives. Similarly, longevity is not a
good indicator of success as some partnerships may have a fixed lifespan and could be
terminated upon fulfilling their strategic objectives (Gomes-Casseres, 1996; Gulati, 1998;
Lunnan & Haugland, 2008; Saxton, 1997; Todeva, 2007).
In order to better understand partnership performance, what may be necessary is a broad set
of objective and subjective indicators to determine whether a partnership is achieving its
intended strategic aims and goals (Russo & Cesarani, 2017; Tjemkes et al., 2013). Moreover,
since partnerships are dynamic rather than static, indicators of success may change in
response to evolving goals from those initially developed and agreed to by the partners.
Partnerships require continuous nurturing and renewal, and should be closely monitored and
reviewed from time to time to see how they are working and what needs to be refined or
changed (Sommerlad, Duke & McDonald, 1998; Eddy, 2010; Eddy & Amey, 2014).
1.5

Purpose statement

The overall purpose of this study is to develop and empirically test a conceptual framework
to assist institutions like Holmesglen to determine the efficacy of their partnerships in
delivering better outcomes. The unit of analysis for the study (as per Yin, 2014) is the
‘partnership’ itself, and performance is based on evaluating ‘success factors’ at different
phases of the partnership lifecycle. Furthermore, use of the same success factors across the
three partnerships allows for comparison of results between partnerships whilst providing
some depth of understanding of their complex and dynamic nature.
A related purpose is to help institutions like Holmesglen build partnership management
capability for better outcomes. Anecdotal evidence suggests a lack of systematic approach at
the Institute to capture and share knowledge on partnerships, and to reflect and learn from
past or ongoing collaborative experiences.
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In light of the growing prevalence of partnerships and their high failure rates, organisations
that can achieve greater overall partnership success seem to enjoy a significant competitive
advantage over their peers or rivals (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Gulati, 1998; Kale & Singh, 2009;
Saebi, 2011; Wang, 2014). As Holmesglen embarks on building a portfolio of partnerships
for HE, the Institute could benefit from a systemic approach to monitor their progress and
nurture their development. It is therefore timely and judicious to have in place a framework
that would allow partnerships to be tracked against set targets or desired goals, and to
determine the appropriate capability building mechanisms that can be employed to enhance
partnership management and outcomes.
1.6

Research questions

Given the contextual setting and scope (as discussed earlier in this chapter), the study will
investigate the following research questions:
Primary research question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
The bulk of the research in the business/corporate sector seems to focus on motivations for
collaboration, the different types of collaboration, criteria for partner selection, the formation
phase of the partnership, and characteristics of the resulting cooperation. Much less research
appears to have been done on factors that affect the performance and success of partnerships
(Hibbert et al., 2008; Keil, 2000). There is also a dearth of comparative research for
partnerships based on a common set of success factors – whether in business or in HE.
The present study aims to provide a basis for a more complete understanding of the complex
workings of partnerships, including the critical success factors at different phases of
partnership development. It also aims to develop a conceptual framework for investigation
into why partnerships are formed, how they evolve once they are formed, and the factors that
influence their performance.
Secondary research question: How can organisations build institutional capability to
enhance partnership management and success?
This is an important corollary question to the primary research question and relates to the
partnership paradox identified in Section 1.2.1 of this chapter: that some organisations
consistently have greater success than others with managing partnerships, and that this may
be due to their superior alliance capability (Anand & Khanna, 2000; Duysters et al., 2011;
12
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Kale & Singh, 2009; Saebi, 2011; Schreiner et al., 2009) – and that such a capability serves
as a source of competitive advantage (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Duysters et al., 2011; Gulati,
1998; Ireland, Hitt, & Vaidyanath, 2002; Russo & Cesarani, 2017).
Despite being relatively new, the subject of capability building to manage alliances has
gained momentum in recent years as researchers devote more attention to understanding the
building blocks behind the concept and how organisations benefit from it (Kale & Singh,
2009; Saebi, 2011; Schreiner et al., 2009). The main building strategies for alliance capability
building (as per Kale & Singh, 2009) are:


leveraging on greater (prior) partnership experience;



having a dedicated function or unit to coordinate key partnership activities; and



engaging in deliberate learning processes to accumulate and share partnership
management knowledge across the organisation.

Empirical studies (such as Anand & Khanna, 2000; Duysters et al., 2011; Heimeriks &
Duysters, 2007; Kale et al., 2007; Saebi, 2011) show that organisations that use these
capability building strategies enjoy much greater success with their partnerships than those
that do not. The building blocks of alliance capability and conditions under which they are
most effective are discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.
The expectation of this study in relation to alliance capability is to have a framework as
guidance for Holmesglen to build institutional capability to effectively manage and sustain
existing partnerships, as well as to apply the acquired knowledge and expertise when
developing and growing new ones.
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1.7

Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework for this study is shown in Figure 1.1. It is introduced and
described briefly in this section. The basis for developing and using the framework, along
with its key features, are discussed in detail in Section 2.8 of Chapter 2.
Figure 1.1 Conceptual framework for the study

Source: Adapted from Kale & Singh (2009) and Wohlstetter, Smith & Malloy (2005)

The framework is largely an integration of two theoretical models on strategic alliances, as
postulated by Kale and Singh (2009), and Wohlstetter, Smith, and Malloy (2005). Both
models are built on prior studies and the authors’ own research on alliances in the business
and education sectors respectively. The models are also complementary of each other (in their
success factors and number of partnership development phases), and suggest that:


Partnerships are initiated to meet a variety of needs;



They move through several phases as they develop and evolve;



Effective partnership operation and management requires certain organisational
structures and processes; and



Partnership progress is influenced by a variety of internal and external factors.
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The conceptual framework for the present study comprises three phases of partnership
evolution and identifies key drivers of success along each phase of the evolution, with trust
featuring as the linchpin in all three phases of the partnership lifecycle. The three phases are:
1. Planning & Formation;
2. Design & Operation; and
3. Post-formation Management and Review
By using this framework, the expectation is that organisations like Holmesglen can execute
their actions plans for each phase of the partnership, monitor progress throughout the
partnership lifecycle, and make improvements to structures and processes along the way.
1.8

Research design and methodology

The design for the present study (see Figure 3.1 in Chapter 3) is informed by the research
questions and conceptual framework. The research was conducted using ‘mixed methods’ –
specifically the explanatory mixed methods model – comprising two distinct interactive
stages (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The premise for using mixed methods is that it
provides a better understanding of the problems for investigation than does either quantitative
or qualitative method alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009,
Wooley, 2009).
The setting for the study was Holmesglen Institute and the research was designed to
investigate the Institute’s HE partnerships. The target group was a purposive sample of
Holmesglen staff – senior management, academia and administrative – with experience in HE
partnerships. Data collection was done in a staged fashion using a survey instrument in the
first instance, followed by detailed one-on-one interviews with a sample of purposively
selected individuals from the same initial group of respondents. The individuals interviewed
were also representative of the three main employee groups – senior management, academics
and administrative staff.
Quantitative data from the survey was analysed using specialised software, while qualitative
data from the interviews was transcribed and coded to identify themes and patterns. Findings
from both sets of data were integrated using case study, which is an established approach
when how and why questions are asked (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Simons, 2009; Yin, 2014).
Potential issues pertaining to data validity are discussed, and strategies to minimise them
proposed. The research design and methodology are discussed in depth in Chapter 3.
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1.9

Limitations and delimitations

As with any scholarly research, this study is not without limitations and delimitations that can
restrict its control and outcomes (Simon, 2011; Simon & Goes, 2013). These are discussed in
more detail in Chapter 3 and include:


Scope and generalisability: The scope of the study is confined to three HE
partnerships in a single TAFE institution (Holmesglen). The partnerships are
voluntary and of the non-equity type. As such, findings from the study may have
limited generalisability or transferability to other sectors (for example, VET, dualsector universities and NUHEPs), and partnership types (such as joint-ventures,
mergers or amalgamations).



Purposive sample: The study is based on perceptions of staff members from one
institution; it did not consider the views of similar individuals from partner
institutions due to constraints of time, cost and access to those individuals. Hence, it is
possible that some findings may be prejudiced as their generality could not be
established.



Conceptual framework: Although the integrated model used for this study is robust in
that it is based on prior research, it is possible that the model may not account for all
the success factors that influence partnership performance.



Timeframe: As the study had to be completed within a given timeframe, a
longitudinal comparison of results was not possible. Since partnerships can take many
years to develop, a longitudinal study could provide for better examination of the
issues.



Bias: Since data for the study relies on participants’ memory of their partnership
experience, it might be possible that some views expressed are biased or distorted by
specific issues or significant events relating to their personal experiences.

1.10

Significance of the study

Findings from the literature review in Chapter 2 reveal that even though there is a substantial
body of literature on inter-organisation partnerships, particularly in the business/corporate
sector in terms of the ‘how to’ of managing collaboration, the area is devoid of comparative
assessments of management practices which, according to Hibbert et al. (2008), is a “serious
shortcoming that cries for a resolution”. Similarly, Keil (2000) posits that while the
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increasing body of literature in this area has advanced our understanding about alliances, a
coherent body of theory is still lacking; the field is characterised by a multitude of
perspectives with little coherence on the subject of analysis.
In relation to alliance management capability, Gulati (1998), Heimeriks et al. (2009), Kale
and Singh (2009), Saebi (2011), and Schreiner et al. (2009) contend that few authors have
developed this notion in detail. Nonetheless, they assert that alliance management capability
is becoming increasingly important especially for organisations that manage a large number
of partnerships. Due to the strategic nature of inter-organisational partnerships, building
organisational capability to manage partnerships effectively can potentially be a critical
source of competitive advantage. Thus, further research is warranted into the building blocks
of alliance management capability, and how organisations such as Holmesglen can build
these capabilities.
The present study endeavours to make a distinct contribution to the body of knowledge in this
area by systematically developing and empirically testing a conceptual framework to further
our understanding of the complex working of inter-organisational partnerships. It also
attempts to addresses the void in partnership performance evaluation (Christoffersen et al.,
2008; Tjemkes et al., 2013), and comparative assessments of management practices (Hibbert,
Huxham & Ring, 2008; Lunnan & Haugland, 2008) by using the same success factors across
different partnerships to contrast their relative performance.
Furthermore, by considering findings from the research and the implications thereof, this
study makes a contribution to the application of knowledge in the area of inter-organisation
collaborations by suggesting strategies and conditions under which organisations can build
their partnership management capability for competitive advantage. The study is also
significant from the perspective of professional practice as it puts forth recommendations for
monitoring and managing partnerships for better performance and outcomes.
1.11

Definition of key terms

The following definitions are provided to promote a common understanding of terms used
throughout this study:
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Alliance – A close, collaborative relationship between two or more organisations with
the intent of accomplishing mutually compatible goals that would be difficult for each
to accomplish alone (Gulati, 1998; Kale & Singh, 2009; Spekman et al., 2000).



Alliance capability – An organisation’s ability to capture, store and share knowledge
pertaining to alliance management, and to apply knowledge in ongoing and future
collaborations (Heimeriks & Duysters, 2007; Kale & Singh, 2009; Saebi, 2011;
Schreiner et al., 2009).



Collaboration – Two or more partners working together in a particular area of
business, which may involve combining existing operations, pooling areas of
expertise or creating something entirely new. Sometimes collaborative ventures are
known as partnerships or cooperation agreements (HEFCE, 2012).



HE – Higher education, also referred to as tertiary education, is generally provided by
universities and other non-university institutions such as Technical and Further
Education (TAFE) institutes and Registered Training Organisations (RTOs). URL:
http://www.australia.gov.au/information-and-services/education-and-training/highereducation



Partnership – A business relationship for mutual benefit between two or more parties
who have compatible or complementary business interests or goals (Segil, 2004).



Strategic alliance – A purposive relationship between two or more independent
organisations that involve the exchange or co-development of resources or capabilities
to achieve mutually relevant benefits (Gulati, 1998; Kale & Singh, 2009).



Unit of analysis – The unit of analysis (Yin, 2014) for this research is the partnership
that Holmesglen has established with individual organisations.

1.12

Structure of the thesis

This thesis comprises five chapters:


Chapter 1 provides an overview of the whole study. It presents the contextual setting,
identifies the research problem and the rationale for the study. It also briefly outlines
the research design and methodology, as well as potential deficiencies with the study.
The significance and contribution of the study to theory and to professional practice
are also deliberated.
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Chapter 2 examines the relevant literature on inter-organisational partnerships and
strategic alliances, including issues pertaining to their performance and alliance
capability building. It discusses two theoretical models for partnership success in
detail – Kale and Singh (2009), and Wohlstetter et al. (2005) – which provide the
foundation and justification for the conceptual framework for this study.



Chapter 3 outlines the research design of the study, the rationale for adopting mixed
methods, the research setting, and basis for using the purposive sample. It discusses
data collection procedures and data analysis techniques, as well as the case study
approach to integrating the data. Data validation issues and mitigating strategies are
also discussed, as are the ethical considerations. The chapter concludes with a
deliberation of the limitations and delimitations of the study’s methodology.



Chapter 4 reports the study’s key findings, namely the quantitative data from the
survey and qualitative data from the semi-structured face-to-face interviews. In line
with mixed methods, numerical data from the survey was integrated with narrative
data from the interviews to help interpret the results and provide further insights into
the partnerships under study. Results and findings are presented along the three phases
of the partnership lifecycle in the conceptual framework.



Chapter 5 draws on the results from Chapter 4 and discusses the findings in light of
the study’s research questions, conceptual framework and literature review. A key
aspect of the chapter is identifying patterns and themes from the findings and
comparing them with the literature in Chapter 2; the other is explaining
inconsistencies and ambiguities. Implications for practice and theory from the
findings are also discussed. The former culminated in lessons for professional
practice, and the latter, in a revised conceptual framework with added features.
Finally, suggestions for future research in related areas are considered, as are the key
conclusions from the study.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1

Introduction

Inter-organisational partnerships or alliances have existed for a long time, yet they have only
been studied in a systematic manner over the past four decades or so. The main research on
inter-organisational partnerships has emerged from disciplines such as strategic management,
organisation theory, business management, and the economic theory of cooperation (Todeva,
2007), and the theoretical foundations were primarily derived from and aimed at partnerships
in the business world. Within the HE sector, even though there is a fair amount of literature
on partnerships, it is mainly focused on collaboration within HE institutions, and with outside
entities such as community agencies, businesses and schools; the literature for partnerships
among HE institutions is very limited (Duffield et al., 2012; Kezar, 2005).
The burgeoning of inter-organisational partnerships since the 1980s, and in the business
world in particular, has led to a growing stream of research by scholars who have examined
some of the causes and consequences of such partnerships, albeit mostly at the dyadic4 level
(Gulati, 1998). According to Harbison and Pekar (1998), the mainstay for inter-organisational
partnerships in the 1970s was performance of the ‘product’, and organisations strove to
acquire the best raw material, achieve the lowest operating costs, deploy the most recent
technology and improve market penetration. In the 1980s, inter-organisational partnerships
proliferated and were primarily used to build economies of scale and scope to strengthen and
consolidate the position of organisations within their respective industry sectors. In the 1990s,
Harbison and Pekar (1998) contend that collapsing barriers between many geographical
markets and the blurring of borders between sectors brought the development of capabilities
and competencies to the center of attention. The motivation for developing such
competencies and capabilities through partnerships was to gain competitive advantage over
rivals, as it was no longer enough merely to defend one’s position in the market. Over the
past decade or so, the focus of inter-organisational collaboration has shifted from a dyadic
nature to establishing and managing networks of partnerships (Duysters et al., 2011; Greve et
al., 2013; Gulati, 1998; Heimeriks, Klijn, & Reuer, 2009; Kale & Singh, 2009; Saebi, 2011).

4

relating to, or based on two (entities)
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Similar literature on HE as a sector is deficient (HEFCE, 2012); it also not been greatly
concerned with institutional management processes (Shaw & Holmes, 2005). Instead, much
of the discussion about partnerships in HE concerns typologies of the different types of
collaboration and explanations of their rationale (Beerkens, 2002; Brown, 2001).
Several authors contend that there is very little research either on partnerships across HE
institutions (Duffield et al., 2012), or on how to enable HE institutions to conduct
collaborative work (HEFCE, 2012; Kezar, 2005). A literature review commissioned by the
Higher Education Funding Council for England in 2010 (Oakleigh Consulting, 2010) noted
that most research on the HE sector, both in the United Kingdom and elsewhere (including
Australia) has focused on mergers rather than other forms of partnerships such as
collaborations, alliances, consortia or joint ventures (HEFCE, 2012, p.13). The review also
found a lack of publicly available information in the form of post-merger evaluation reports
and other analyses of outcomes that demonstrate the impact of mergers and collaborations in
HE and further education (FE).
Harman and Harman (2008) note that although there are useful accounts of the main drivers
and overall process for mergers in HE, there has been little discussion of their long-term
results and impacts. Their findings are congruent with the situation in Australia, where apart
from a few in-depth studies (for example, Sommerlad et al., 1998) and some research papers
(Bandias et al., 2011; Fowler, 2017; Rodan, 2016; Shaw & Holmes, 2005), there is limited
information in the form of publications or evaluation reports on outcomes of the ‘forced’
mergers of HE institutions post Dawkins (1988), or collaborative arrangements between
universities and TAFE institutes since the Bradley Review (2008).
Since partnerships in the HE sector are an understudied area in Australia, this literature
review about the sector draws largely from two sources to inform the present study:
1. The HE partnership experience of the United Kingdom, since the HE sector there is

more similar than it is dissimilar to Australia (Moodie, 2014); and
2. Partnerships in the business/corporate sector, where extensive studies covering a

range of inter-organisational partnership issues have been undertaken, and from which
valuable knowledge can be gained and important lessons adapted for this study and
the HE sector in Australia in general.
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A key objective of this review is to identify important themes, theoretical underpinnings and
research ideas in relation to the types of collaboration, and how inter-organisational alliances
evolve over time. Another objective relates to how performance of an alliance is measured,
and strategies that organisations can adopt to enhance their alliance management capability.
Based on gaps identified in the literature, the review provides the foundation for investigating
the two research questions for the present study:
Primary research question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
Secondary research question: How can organisations build institutional capability to
enhance partnership management and success?
Given there are numerous definitions of ‘partnerships’ and that scholars tend to distinguish
between ‘strategic’ and ‘non-strategic’ partnerships, as well as between ‘equity’ and ‘nonequity’ types of partnerships (see sections 2.2.1 through to 2.2.3 of this chapter), it is helpful
to clarify use of the term within the context of the present study. For the purpose of this
study, the term ‘partnership’ refers to a relationship in the inter-organisational context, and
unless explicitly specified, it is used interchangeably with such other terms as alliance,
collaboration and cooperation (as per Huxham, 1996).
Furthermore, the focus of the present study is on ‘strategic’ partnerships that are of the ‘nonequity’ type. Such partnerships are typically established intentionally based on clear
articulation of aims and expectations, and involve two or more partner organisations that: (1)
remain legally independent after the partnership is formed; (2) share benefits and managerial
control over the performance of the partnership; and (3) make continuing contributions to the
partnership throughout its lifespan (as per Yoshino & Rangan, 1995).
This chapter is presented in four main sections:


Section 1 contextualises the study by clarifying the use of certain terms and their
definitions including what is meant by strategic partnerships, the different types of
partnerships, and the motivations for partnering.



Section 2 examines two commonly cited models in the literature for contextualising interorganisational collaboration – the first is based on lifecycle and phases, and the second on
success and failure factors. Challenges with determining the success factors and
measuring partnership performance are also discussed.
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Section 3 is directly linked to the primary research question. It reviews two theoretical
models – by Wohlstetter et al. (2005), and Kale and Singh (2009) – both of which form
the basis for the conceptual framework for the present study.



Section 4 is directly related to the secondary research question. It reviews the emerging
research on alliance capability building, including the drivers and conditions that facilitate
the development and institutionalisation of alliance capability.

Section 1: Strategic partnerships and their motivations
2.2

Definitions and terminology

This section provides clarification of some definitions and terminology used in the context of
the present study. Apart from the definition of ‘partnerships’, there is also a need to
distinguish between ‘strategic’ versus ‘non-strategic’ partnership, and different ways in
which partnerships can be classified.
2.2.1 Definitions of partnerships
Various terms are used interchangeably when considering partnerships and a key issue with
research in this area is that the term ‘partnership’ is commonly not well defined (CeDARE,
2012; Clifford & Millar, 2008; Eddy & Amey, 2014; Wagstaff, 2013). In the organisational
setting, ‘partnerships’ may refer to relationships in different contexts, and terms such as
collaboration, cooperation, coordination, coalition, network, alliance and partnership are
often used interchangeably (Huxham, 1996).
The literature on partnerships reveals the diverse ways in which the term is described and
used. For example, Mohr and Spekman (1994, p.135) define partnerships as “purposive
strategic relationships between independent organisations who share compatible goals, strive
for mutual benefit, and acknowledge a high level of mutual interdependence”. Their
definition suggests that partners join efforts to achieve goals that each organisation acting
alone cannot attain.
Spekman, Isabella and MacAvoy (2000, p.37) define alliances as “…a close, collaborative
relationship between two or more organisations with the intent of accomplishing mutually
compatible goals that would be difficult for each to accomplish alone”. This definition
implies that organisations join alliances voluntarily and have like goals.
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Wohlstetter et al. (2005, p.419) define strategic alliances as “groups of organisations – nonprofit, for-profit, and public – voluntarily working together to solve problems that are too
large for any organisation to solve on its own”. Their definition is based on the benefits of
collective action and they consider such alliances as enduring relationships that involve
resource sharing and joint decision making.
Gulati (1995) defines strategic alliances as purposive relationships between two or more
independent organisations that involve the exchange, sharing or co-development of resources
or capabilities to achieve mutually relevant benefits. This definition is also adopted by Kale
and Singh (2009, p.46) for their study.
Given the variety of definitions in the literature, Eddy and Amey (2014, p.1) posit that it is
important to be clear on how terms such as collaborations, alliances, consortia, joint ventures,
teams and partnerships are used as they all describe situations in which individuals and
organisations join together for some common purpose.
Some authors (for example Eddy & Amey, 2014; Segil, 2004; Wakeam, 2003) also
distinguish between strategic and non-strategic partnerships.
2.2.2 Strategic versus non-strategic partnerships
Eddy and Amey (2014) make a distinction between strategic and traditional partnerships in
terms of their initial motivations and intentions. They contend that strategic partnerships are
intentionally formed based on goal alignment among partners, and that this creates staying
power. Traditional partnerships, on the other hand, establish by happenstance, are commonly
based around individuals pursuing singular interests, and are less stable as a result; they
typically have limited lives. Furthermore, the authors argue that while change occurs in both
forms of partnerships, the type of change is different for each. Traditional partnerships,
because of their self-centred motivating interests, normally create only first-order (or surface)
change; strategic partnerships driven by intentionality and alignment of goals, on the other
hand, often lead to second-order (or deep) change that impacts organisational operations and
actions (Eddy & Amey, 2014, p.203).
According to Segil (2004), a partnership can be either strategic or tactical. A strategic
partnership, Segil (2004) claims, is planned as an integral part of an organisation’s strategy
and has the commitment and involvement of top management. A tactical partnership, on the
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other hand, is an advantageous opportunity that is more unexpected or serendipitous. In either
case, Segil argues it is important for an organisation to know which category its partnership
falls under, and to recognise when a partnership that starts out as a tactical one becomes
strategic, or vice versa.
Wakeam (2003) argues that even though partnerships can contribute value to an organisation,
not all partnerships are in fact truly strategic as they may vary in the levels of commitment
and investment required. He identifies five general criteria that differentiate strategic
partnerships from conventional ones, and postulates that a partnership that meets any one of
these criteria is considered strategic:
1. Critical to the success of a core business goal or objective;
2. Critical to the development or maintenance of a core competency or other source of
competitive advantage;
3. Blocks a competitive threat;
4. Creates or maintains strategic choices for the organisation; or
5. Mitigates a significant risk to the business.
2.2.3 Types of strategic partnerships
Just as there are multiple definitions for partnerships, so too there are various types of
strategic partnership arrangements. For instance, Powell and Glendinning (2002) categorise
partnerships by sectors – public-public, public-private, public-voluntary and publiccommunity. They refer to partnerships that involve all these parties as “multi-sectoral”. When
studying such partnerships, they suggest that it is useful not only to establish which sectors
are represented, but also which sector takes the lead in the collaboration.
From a legal viewpoint, there are three broad models by which an organisation can interact
with another – contractual, legal, and merger (Stanfield, 2011). Within each of these models,
parties can construct their arrangements with each other in numerous ways.
Kale and Singh (2009) posit that a strategic partnership or alliance can span one or more parts
of a value chain, and take a variety of organisational configurations based on the absence or
presence of equity. For example, joint marketing or research and development (R&D)
collaboration is a non-equity based activity, whereas the formation of a joint venture or share
swap between partners is an equity-based partnership.
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Spekman et al. (2000, p.36) use a continuum to define alliances as arrangements that vary
from arm’s length transactions at the lowest end, to joint ventures and mergers at the highest
end, as illustrated in Figure 2.1.
Figure 2.1 Types of strategic alliance

Source: Adapted from Spekman et al. (2000)

The authors distinguish among four different types of alliances, classified according to the
two criteria of degree of control and degree of commitment. Type 1 alliances include
contractual agreements without shared risks and rewards, such as franchising, distribution
agreements and contract manufacturing; these require the lowest level of control and
commitment. Type 2 alliances on the continuum are characterised by contractual agreements
with shared risks and rewards, and include such activities as co-marketing and preferred
suppliers. Type 3 and Type 4 have higher levels of control and commitment; they are based
on equity ownership and include such examples as joint ventures and mergers.
A strategic partnership is also likely to be based on clear articulation of aims and
expectations. The more formal the relationship, the more likely the need for legal and
governance arrangements, and clearly articulated goals (Wagstaff, 2013). In contrast, when a
partnership comes into being opportunistically and then evolves organically, there is less
focus on clearly articulating expectations at the outset. In some cases, the tendency is to ‘just
get on with it’ (Oakley & Selwood, 2010). Opportunistic partnerships can lead to partners
feeling unsatisfied, largely because such partnerships are based on ex-ante assumptions rather
than guided by explicit objectives or expectations. A lack of aims and objectives also makes
measurement of performance troublesome, because “if aims have not been agreed, it is very
difficult to know whether they have been met” (Oakley & Selwood, 2010, p.53).
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The experience of being in partnership could also be influenced by whether the relationship is
planned or opportunistic, whether it is seen as core or peripheral, and where in the
organisation it originates (Wagstaff, 2013). While these issues may be interdependent in
many cases, the locus and focus of the partnership can have an impact on how it is perceived,
its level of resource, leadership, and the likely level of its success (Wagstaff, 2013, p.5).
Fielden (2011) identifies three levels of collaboration based on the origin of a partnership and
how it is managed. A level one partnership is strategic in nature and has an organisation-wide
perspective; it is championed by top management and involves a wide range of faculties and
departments. A level two partnership is generally initiated at the faculty or departmental level
and may or may not be explicit to institutional strategy. A level three partnership is typically
a one-to-one partnership between individual academics or researchers. Irrespective of their
origin, partnerships can potentially move between the different levels as they progress and
evolve. What is not clear, however, is how such shifts take place, and what structures and
processes support the shifts (Wagstaff, 2013).
2.3

Motivations for establishing partnerships

A key tenet of partnering is the perceived benefit of ‘win-win’, based on the idea that an
individual organisation cannot accomplish its goals by itself (Wagstaff, 2013, p.5). According
to Faulkner and Campbell (2006), inter-organisational cooperation is necessary due to
limitations of individual organisations to compete in a context of increasingly global markets,
rapidly changing technologies, and diminishing product life cycles. Within the HE sector for
example, motives for collaboration include faster growth by combining resources and
capabilities, lower costs through economies of scale and scope in teaching or research, and
reduced risk in new ventures through cost and resource sharing (Shaw & Holmes, 2005,
p.480). External factors such as increasing competition and pressure from governments to
combine can also encourage the growth of inter-organisational collaboration in HE (Brown,
2001; Lang, 2002; Harman & Harman, 2003; HEFCE, 2012).
Among the common explanations advanced by HE institutions for collaborating (as per
HEFCE, 2012, p.29) are:


responding to external drivers (such as government policy);



improving the scale, range and quality of learning and teaching or research;



achieving synergy through economies of scale and/or scope;
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obtaining resources, capacity and expertise;



strengthening market position, whether nationally or internationally;



acting to prevent competitors seizing a particular opportunity; and



gaining financial strength from new revenue streams or through asset acquisition.

Within the group of studies in this area, several authors (for example, Kogut, 1988; Oliver,
1990; Russo & Cesarani, 2017; Todeva, 2007) have developed taxonomies of the motives for
the formation of strategic alliances. The categories relevant to the present study are:


policy mandate;



cost argument;



access to resources;



learning opportunities;



strategic positioning; and



‘coopetition’ – a situation where organisations cooperate and compete simultaneously.

2.3.1 Policy mandate
Sometimes, organisations are ‘forced’ to enter into alliances because of legal or regulatory
requirements (Oliver, 1990; Rodan, 2016; Wagstaff, 2013). Such alliances may involve
cross-border collaborations to circumvent trade or regulatory barriers imposed by certain
countries. According to Beamish (1987), many international cooperative ventures have
resulted from host country restrictions on foreign ownership, whereby access to the local
market can only occur if the foreign partner collaborates with a local partner. However,
cooperative arrangements such as joint ventures can be challenging to manage, largely
because they are owned by two or more parent companies that may have competing or
incongruent goals, differences in management styles, and complexities arising from differing
government policies and business practices (Beamish & Lupton, 2009).
In relation to the HE sector, a variety of policy instruments – from mandates and rules
dictating behaviour, to how public funding is allocated, through to structural changes in the
underlying system and operations – are used to promote collaboration (McDonnell & Elmore,
1987; Rodan, 2016). In Australia, for example, government policy implemented following
the Dawkins white paper in 1988 saw a proliferation of mergers and amalgamation of HE
institutions (Department of Education and Training [DET], 2015). Yet some authors (Eddy,
2010; Eddy & Amey, 2014; Wagstaff, 2013) contend that policy mandates seldom achieve
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their targeted objectives because collaborating partners “…may not be as motivated or as
trusting as if they had formed the relationship of their own volition based on mutual interests
and shared goals” (Wagstaff, 2013, p.5).
2.3.2 Cost argument
The basic contention for cost savings is the ‘make versus buy’ decision (Williamson, 1998),
where working alone is the ‘make’ option, and entering into an alliance is the ‘buy’ option.
Transaction cost theory (also referred to as transaction cost economics) argues that
organisations establish alliances to economise on the combined costs of production and
transaction (Williamson, 1981, 1998). By forging alliances, organisations can reduce, if not
minimise, their operating costs because it is expected that partners behave cooperatively
towards common goals (Garcia-Canal, 1996; Russo & Cesarani, 2017). In the case of HE for
example, partner institutions might be able to reduce administrative costs associated with
course development, teaching resources and student services by co-developing the curriculum
and co-locating staff members and student facilities on one campus, rather than having them
across multiple locations (Holmesglen, 2013).
Despites the cost-saving benefits of collaboration, alliances are not exempt from the risk of
opportunistic behaviour as a partner might pursue self-centred goals at the expense of
collective ones (Wagstaff, 2013). Thus, choosing the appropriate governance structure for the
alliance is critical, as it can help circumvent opportunistic behaviour of partners (Kale &
Singh, 2009; Russo & Cesarani, 2017).
Creating an equity-based alliance – wherein one partner takes an equity stake in the other, or
both partners create a separate joint venture entity through shared equity – is a common way
to overcome opportunistic behaviour. Others ways through which organisations can keep
their partners in check include contractual provisions in the alliance agreements (Poppo &
Zanger, 2002; Reuer & Arino, 2007) and self-enforcing governance that relies on trust,
goodwill and reputation (Granovetter, 1985; Gulati, 1995; Kale & Singh, 2009; Uzzi, 1997).
Equity alliances are particularly effective in circumventing opportunistic behaviour among
partners as they create a situation of “mutual hostage” wherein sharing equity fosters the
alignment of partners’ objectives and mutual interests (Russo & Cesarani, 2017, p.2).
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2.3.3 Access to resources
Resource dependence theories (Barney, 1991; Das & Teng, 2000; Lambe, Spekman & Hunt,
2002; Peteraf, 1993; Wenerfelt, 1995) suggest that organisations enter into relationships
because they cannot generate all the necessary resources internally. Obtaining resources
through inter-organisational relationships creates interdependencies which could foster
collaboration through alliances (Russo & Cesarani, 2017). Some researchers such as
Eisehardt and Schoonhoven (1996) add another dimension to the resources-based theory by
arguing that organisations enter into alliances to overcome a vulnerable situation, or to
capitalise on their assets. Others (for example, Das & Teng, 2000; Madhok & Tallman, 1998)
posit that organisations enter into strategic alliances to generate value through potential
synergies in their resourcing requirements.
In cases where building assets internally is overtly time-consuming such that it might
forestall time sensitive advantages, organisations may gain faster access to complementary
resources by entering into strategic alliances (Deeds & Hill, 1996). Lambe et al. (2002)
define complementary resources as the degree to which organisations can cover each other’s
lack of resources. Complementary resources allow organisations to leverage synergies
between partners and gain competitive advantage from economics of scale and scope (Ireland
et al., 2002). The resource-based view identifies complementary resources as a key factor for
alliance success (Russo & Cesarani, 2017).
2.3.4 Learning opportunities
Organisations may also enter into alliances to learn from their partners (Inkpen, 2005; Jiang,
et al., 2016; Grant & Baden-Fuller, 2004; Mowery et al., 1996), and to access or acquire new
skills or technologies from them (Hamel et al., 1989; Harrigan, 1988; Lavie & Rosenkopf,
2006). Alliances provide a unique opportunity for organisations to learn and acquire
knowledge by leveraging the strengths of partners in bringing together different skill sets and
knowledge bases (Inkpen, 1998). Kale & Singh (2007, 2009) argue that a learning process
involving articulation, codification, sharing, and internalisation of management know-how
can contribute to the success of the alliance. However, Grant (1996) suggests that it is
important to distinguish between ‘tacit’ knowledge (knowledge that is acquired through
practice) and ‘explicit’ knowledge (knowledge that is acquired through communication), as
the transferability and integration of each type of knowledge may differ from the other.
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Kogut (1998) contends that alliances can help transfer tacit knowledge that is not otherwise
easily transferable. Collaborations that involve partners’ working intimately together could
foster the transfer of tacit knowledge more easily (Kogut & Zander, 1992).
Although alliances offer opportunities for learning and knowledge sharing, exploiting these
opportunities can be difficult, frustrating and misunderstood by partners (Inkpen, 2005). For
example, Becerra et al. (2008) argue that the transfer of tacit knowledge has a very different
trust and risk profile from transfer of explicit knowledge. In some cases, the motive for the
alliance might be asymmetrical, with one partner benefiting more than the other (Keil, 2000).
To minimise the risk of unequal benefits and circumvent opportunistic behaviour among
partners, some researchers (for example, Gulati, 1995; Kale & Singh, 2009) propose
developing ‘relational capital’, which relies on factors such as mutual trust and commitment
among partners to safeguard the alliance. Relational capital (also referred to as social capital)
has a positive effect on the alliance; it enhances openness and accessibility, and promotes
learning through the sharing of knowledge (Kale & Singh, 2009).
2.3.5 Strategic positioning
Strategic positioning is concerned with how organisations can strengthen their market
position in a competitive and dynamic environment. According to Russo and Cessarani
(2017), organisations that operate in unpredictable market conditions have to constantly
identify better ways to integrate, renew, reconfigure and recreate their resources and
capabilities. The authors contend that a capacity to collaborate can help organisations
overcome uncertainties in their operating environment and differentiate themselves in the
marketplace, thereby helping them to become competitive.
Doz and Hamel (1998) suggest that where market access might be a motive for partnering,
strategic positioning could play a role for both vertical and horizontal alliances. Some
scholars (for example, Kogut, 1988; Varadarajan & Cunningham, 1995) argue that a vertical
alliance – a partnership between an organisation and its suppliers and/or distributors – might
serve to lock in a supplier into a proprietary relationship. In contrast, they contend that a
horizontal alliance – a partnership between organisations operating in the same industry or
business area – could serve to deter entry of a new competitor or erode the position of an
existing competitor.
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Strategic positioning can also lead to competitive advantage when organisations develop or
acquire a set of attributes that allow them to outperform their competitors (Wang, 2014).
Porter (1985) argues that competitive advantage is a key determinant of superior
performance, and that organisations can assess their competitive positions in a structured way
by appraising the external environment they operate in. The ‘five forces’ model proposed by
Porter (1985) considers five key industry-specific challenges: barriers to entry; bargaining
power of suppliers; bargaining power of buyers; threat of substitute products; and rivalry
among competitors. To overcome these challenges and outperform competitors, Porter (1985)
suggests that organisations can deploy the three generic strategies of cost leadership, product
differentiation, and niche focus.
Whilst Porter’s five forces model is a useful tool to analyse an organisation’s strategic
positioning within an industry, it is not without limitations. Wang (2014) claims the model
assumes a perfect market and static market structure, which is unlikely the case in a dynamic
market environment. Furthermore, Wang (2014) contends that some industries are complex
and have multiple inter-relationships; this make them difficult to comprehend and analyse
using Porter’s five forces model.
2.3.6 Coopetition
Some studies (Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996; Dagnino & Padula, 2002; Ireland et al.,
2002; Muijs & Rumyantseva, 2014; Walley, 2007) present situations where organisations
cooperate and compete simultaneously. This paradoxical phenomenon is termed
‘coopetition’, and is defined as a relationship that involves cooperation in some segments and
competition in others (Bengtsson & Kock, 2003; Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996; Czakon
& Mucha-Kus, 2014). Hamel et al. (1989) consider coopetition as a continuation and natural
consequence of competition. The aim of coopetition is to achieve better collective and
individual results for organisations in a relationship (Walley, 2007). According to Niemczyk
& Stanczyk-Hugiet (2014), heterogeneity in resources can foster coopetitive relationships
because unique and complementary resources can be advantageous both for cooperation and
competition.
However, a relationship that is based on cooperation and competition at the same time is
often complex and can lead to tension among partners, wherein organisations have to adopt to
conflicting roles (Walley, 2007). Tension can arise from many areas in the relationship, with
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one particularly important area being knowledge sharing and learning, for which the tension
can significantly affect the ability of partner organisations to learn from each other
(Bengtsson & Kock, 2003; Inkpen, 2005; Khanna et al., 1998).
Other studies (for example, Bagshaw & Bagshaw, 2001; Garcia & Velasco, 2002) seem to
suggest that coopetition produces superior performance for participating organisations.
However, Walley (2007, p. 20) posits that even though such studies exist, the empirical
verification linking coopetition to organisational performance is limited.
Niemczyk & Stanczyk-Hugiet (2014) contend that while the research on coopetition mainly
focuses on business organisations, the phenomenon of coopetition also exists in non-business
sectors, such as HE. For example, universities engage in coopetitive behaviour, as they tend
to collaborate in some markets and compete in others (Van der Wende, 2007). Similarly,
Bennet & Kottasz (2011) find that university business schools that compete fiercely for
students also tend to cooperate, especially in overseas markets where they may engage in
joint marketing efforts to lower costs, learn new approaches and innovative ways of doing
things, or access certain assets, such as libraries, that are owned by others. When competing
educational institutions collaborate, they try to differentiate themselves through specialisation
in specific areas (Muijs & Rumyantseva, 2014).
Section 2: Collaboration models and partnership performance
2.4

Models for conceptualising collaboration

A review of the literature on management and organisational studies by Hibbert, Huxham &
Ring (2008) found that a common approach adopted by scholars when conceptualising interorganisational collaboration is to base it on a ‘process theory’ perspective (as per Van de Ven
& Poole, 2005). This approach considers collaborations as evolving through a set of phases or
stages, sometimes referred to as the lifecycle of the alliance. The phases are typically generic
to most if not all collaborations, and their development is portrayed as linear and sequential.
Some authors (for example, Kale & Singh, 2009; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994; Spekman et al.
1998) acknowledge that boundaries between the different phases of partnership development
are not necessarily as clear or distinct as suggested by the conceptual models.
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2.4.1 Models based on lifecycle and phases
While models based on the lifecycle of an alliance generally consider the process of
collaboration from the start-up phase onwards, the number and detail of phases present in
each model tends to differ. For example, Kanter (1994) advocates a five-phase model for
collaboration based on the metaphor of marriage:


Phase 1: Meeting and dating – the period of initial excitement when partners first
meet and the relationship starts to grow and flourish;



Phase 2: Getting engaged – the phase when courtship ends and partners formalise
their relationship by working together;



Phase 3: Living together – when the reality of the day-to-day grind sets in and when
partners become aware of the differences in the way they work;



Phase 4: Learning to get along – the phase when partners deal with their differences
and learn to engage collaboratively to resolve issues; and



Phase 5: Married for years – the stage of the relationship when partners make
permanent changes to accommodate and learn from each other’s way of working.

Child and Faulkner (1998) identify four phases in their alliance lifecycle:


Phase 1: Nature of cooperation – the foundation for the start of the alliance;



Phase 2: Establishing cooperation – concerns how cooperation is established and the
various forms it can take;



Phase 3: Managing cooperation – focuses on the overall management of the alliance,
including seeking mutual agreement and constituencies; and



Phase 4: Maturing relationships – deals with nurturing the relationship for
sustainability, with organisational learning taking priority.

Spekman et al. (1998), on the other hand, propose a seven-phase model comprising:


Phase 1: Anticipation – the preliminary stage when the intent for the alliance is
envisioned;



Phase 2: Engagement – when partners resume serious discussions and begin to shape
mutual expectations;



Phase 3: Valuation – when partners attempt to measure the relative worth of the
skills, resources and assets they invest into the alliance;



Phase 4: Coordination – when formalised governance structures begin to emerge and
integration becomes the focus;
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Phase 5: Investment – when partners commit assets and resources dedicated to the
alliance’s mission and objectives;



Phase 6: Stabilisation – when the alliance matures and realises its potential; and



Phase 7: Decision – when tangible performance targets are measured against alliance
objectives.

A key feature of all three models – by Kanter (1994), Child & Faulkner (1998), and Spekman
et al. (1998) – is that they begin from the start-up phase of the relationship and progress into
functional phases of the partnership, implying that collaboration continues indefinitely.
Whereas the early phases of collaboration are often seen as particularly important for
growing the alliance (Gray, 1985), several researchers (Inkpen & Ross, 2001; Ring & Van de
Ven, 1994; Waddock, 1989), have extended their models to address potential termination of
alliances. For instance, Inkpen and Ross (2001) have a ‘dissolution’ phase included in their
model, arguing that collaborative initiatives cannot continue indefinitely and should not
persist beyond their useful life. Dissolution or termination need not equate to ‘failure’ since
some alliances could be established for a limited time period to achieve predetermined
objectives, and termination could imply that the partnership has achieved its goals (Keil,
2000). Termination can also take the form of voluntary withdrawal out of an alliance so as to
allow partners the choice to consider better options (Greve et al., 2013).
Whatever the focus – whether part of the developmental lifecycle, or the complete alliance
lifecycle from start-up to termination – processes that are relevant to the respective phases are
generally elaborated by the authors in some detail. The intention is usually to provide insight
into issues that may need management attention during that particular phase. Such insights
may be in the form of commentary about what needs to be done to increase collaborative
success (Gray, 1989; Inkpen & Ross, 2001, Kale & Singh, 2009), guidelines to evaluate key
options (for example, Das & Teng, 1997), or the roles that managers need to play (Spekman
et al., 1998; Ring et al., 2005). Sometimes, the phases of development are intended to be
prescriptive rather than descriptive (Hibbert, et al., 2008).
In an effort to depict how collaboration develops over time, some researchers have portrayed
the lifecycle of an alliance as having different sets of activities at the start-up, growth and
maturity phases. Faulkner (1995), Buchel et al. (1998), Child and Faulker (1998), Spekman et
al. (1998), Das and Rahman (2002), and Segil (2005) have all proposed variations of the
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lifecycle model. For example, Segil (2005) contends that alliances, like organisations, have
distinct characteristics, personalities and cultures at each stage of their lifecycle, as shown in
Figure 2.2.
Figure 2.2 Alliance life-cycle stages and activities

Source: Segil (2005), p.47

In the start-up stage of the lifecycle, alliances are challenged to understand their partners’
cultures, operating styles and structures. The common characteristics of alliances at this
initial stage include development of strategy, teams, processes and plans for operation.
Segil (2005) found that as alliances move into the high growth stage of the lifecycle, they
may develop a variety of problems, such as miscommunication, ill-defined roles and
processes, difficulty with anticipating and adjusting to changes in the relationships, and being
slow to modify specific contact points.
In the professional and mature stages of the lifecycle, alliances capitalise on opportunities for
joint gain, understand what information should and should not be shared with their partners,
prioritise partnerships throughout their portfolio, ensure the implementation of effective
decisions, and deal with dissatisfaction to avert conflict. Figure 2.2 highlights these elements
of adjustment, restructuring and refining as growth slows and the alliance becomes further
defined.
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In going through the start-up and high growth stages, partner organisations are proactive and
multi-focused in dealing with governance and issues of control (Segil, 2005). During this
period, they typically establish alliance managers and joint governance arrangements, as well
as common goals and protocols for working together.
From her case studies, Segil (2005) also observed that the shift between stages often brings
with it a shift in culture that promotes systematic planning and consensus building. However,
she warns that unforeseen cultural pitfalls can often lead to the onset of ‘alliance sclerosis’, a
situation characterised by complacency, rigidity, risk aversion, protective action, middle
management proliferation and a shift in emphasis from ‘substance to form’ in preparation for
the sustaining or declining stages of the alliance lifecycle (Segil, p. 48). She advises that
termination of the alliance, if it does occur, should be done amicably to preserve the potential
to partner again in the future.
Review of the lifecycle approach suggests there is a variance in the way inter-organisational
collaboration evolves (Doz et al., 2000) and that in practice it may be more helpful to
understand the actual stages the collaboration goes through rather than try to force fit its
development into generic or specific phases (Hibbert, et al., 2008).
2.4.2 Models based on success and failure factors
Another common approach to collaboration taken by researchers focuses on the identification
of inherent generic factors that affect the success or otherwise of collaboration (Hibbert, et
al., 2008). These factors are often contextualised as ‘success factors’ although other terms
such as ‘drivers’, ‘conditions’, and ‘criteria’ for success are also used to describe them.
Factors that focus on ‘failure’ are less prevalent, and tend to be referred to as ‘challenges’,
‘barriers’, ‘obstacles’ or even ‘minefields’ (Buchel, 2003; CeDARE, 2012). Both sets of
factors are normally expressed either as hypotheses or propositions in which one independent
variable is related to performance, or as quite detailed theoretical frameworks (Christoffersen,
Plenborg & Robson, 2008; Hudson et al., 1999; Lunnan & Haugland, 2008).
In most cases, the success and failure factors in these models tend to be a mix of controllable
(internal) attributes of the collaboration that need to be managed, and uncontrollable
environmental (external) attributes that have to be considered and accounted for as part of the
collaboration process. Moreover, the general approach is to implicitly presume that knowing

38

Chapter 2

the factors and paying attention to them can lead to better management practices (BijlsmaFrankema, 2004) and enhanced overall outcomes (Wohlstetter et. al, 2005).
The investigation of success and failure factors takes two rather different approaches. The
first approach is to identify a single variable or small number of them that are believed to
contribute to alliance performance, and to examine the variable(s) in detail. For example,
Saxton (1997) finds partner reputation to be positively correlated with the perceived success
of an alliance. March (1991) argues that prior affiliation is only linked with initial satisfaction
but not with the longer term success of the alliance. Parkhe (1991) contends that when
partners enter into an alliance with the primary goal to learn from each other, the partner that
learns the fastest tends to dominate the relationship.
Collectively, success and failure factors treated in this manner form a rather disparate
compilation, including for example, risk management (Das & Rahman, 2002; Ring & Van de
Ven, 1992), power issues (Mayo & Taylor, 2001; Medcoff, 2001), influence and conflict
(Archer & Cameron, 2013; Samuel, 2005; Wahyuni, 2003), and the dilemmas between
maintaining control and commitment to the alliance (Bijlsma-Frankema, 2004; van
Marrewijk, 2004) and between collaboration and competition (Russo & Cesarani, 2017; Zeng
& Chen, 2003). Some factors, such as trust among partners (Bachman, 2001; Child, 2001;
Inkpen & Currall, 2004; Zaheer & Harris, 2006) as well as partner selection and alliance
management (Buchel, 2003; Shah & Swaminathan, 2008; Shenkar & Yan, 2002), have
received considerable attention from many researchers, while others are more idiosyncratic.
The second approach focuses on establishing a broad range of factors that collectively
contribute to collaborative performance. Researchers appear to pay far more attention to
success factors than to factors that contribute to poor performance (Hibbert, et al., 2008). The
lists of success factors can contain anything from three to twenty items, and there is much
complementarity among them. For example, the list of success factors by Morgan and Hunt
(1994) includes the choice of partners, the partnership structure, sufficient time for the
relationship to grow, open lines of communication, and a trustworthy corporate culture.
Moreover, some factors occur repeatedly across authors, suggesting their significance to the
collaborative process. For example, a review of 40 articles by Mattessich, Murray-Close, and
Monsey (2001) in relation to social collaboration found ‘trust’ as being identified in almost
70 percent of them. Trust also features prominently in the literature on business/commercial
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collaborations (Kale & Singh, 2009; Krishnan, Martin, & Noorderhaven, 2006; Inkpen &
Currall, 2004; Waide, 1999), as it facilitates greater information sharing between partners
(Dyer & Chu, 2003), lowers the perception of relational risk (Doz, 1996), and protects against
opportunistic acquisition of proprietary knowledge among partners (Kale & Singh, 2009).
Other highly cited factors in the review by Mattessich et al. (2001) include: history of prior
collaboration or cooperation; shared vision; mutual respect; skilled leadership; staff buy-in;
development of clear roles and guidelines; multiple layers of participation; open and frequent
communication; sufficient funding; and resources and time.
Some internal factors, such as choice of partner, sufficient funding, and allocation of
responsibilities are within the managerial sphere of organisations, and are thus controllable to
some extent. However some other factors, for example trust, commitment, coordination,
mutual respect, and communication are relational attributes (Gulati, 1998; Kale & Singh,
2009; Mohr & Spekman, 1994), and because of the very nature of collaboration, these factors
may only be partially managed or controlled by either party in the relationship. They require
the concerted effort of all alliance partners to be effectively managed (Hibbert, et al., 2008).
Similarly, factors that are external to the collaboration, such as those pertaining to the
economic, social, and political climate in the operating environment of the alliance, are also
outside the control of alliance partners (Hibbert, et al., 2008). In some cases (see, for
example, Rodan, 2016; Wohlstetter et al., 2005), collaborations are deliberately initiated as a
response to opportunities or threats in the external environment. Such collaborations can be
motivated by a variety of reasons, including changes in government policy, the desire to
strengthen market position as a means to gain competitive advantage; and to prevent
competitors from seizing an opportunity in the marketplace (HEFCE, 2012; Porter, 1985;
Wang, 2014).
2.4.3 Identification of success factors
A key aspect of the literature on success factors arises from the research basis from which the
set of factors is derived. Occasionally, success factors are either derived from, or build upon
previous empirical research undertaken by the scholars themselves or by other scholars. For
example, the strategic alliance model proposed by Wohlstetter et al. (2005) is based upon a
combination of the previous work of Waddock (1989) and their own research on social
partnerships. Similarly, Kale and Singh (2009, p.46) derive the key success factors for their
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theoretical model from “those factors that prior research considers most important”. They
acknowledge that given the vast amount of literature on the success factors of alliances, it is
not feasible to examine every aspect in detail.
More often than not, however, success factors are derived from primary sources such as
questionnaires, surveys, interviews or focus group responses, and are based on participants’
perceptions and reflections of their own involvement or experience in collaborative activities.
This does not diminish their significance as perceptions are important and do affect the way
in which participants manage their involvement in collaborative activities (Hibbert, et al.,
2008). Nonetheless, it has to be acknowledged that perceptions are not the same as actual
determinants of performance – when performance is explicitly addressed, as in some
hypothesis-testing studies for example, a variety of different proxies or surrogate measures
are used to examine their actual effect on performance in those situations. This, according to
Hibbert, Huxham, & Ring (2008) means that: firstly, every piece of research has to be
examined carefully before it can be related to practice; and secondly, it cannot be taken for
granted that different contributions are necessarily comparable.
2.5

Performance of Partnerships

2.5.1 Issues with measuring performance
Performance evaluation is a critical aspect of the partnership lifecycle as it can validate the
extent to which alliance objectives are achieved (Lunnan & Haugland, 2008; Russo &
Cesarani, 2017; Segil, 2005). The evaluation process also allows partners to understand
aspects of the relationship that require adaptation, and whether the alliance should be
continued or terminated (Tjemkes et al, 2013). In spite of its importance, performance
evaluation is an understudied area in the partnership literature, and a plausible cause for this
may be the variety of performance measures available, and how differences in performance
measures influence the construct and validity of the metric under different circumstances
(Christoffersen et al., 2008; Keil, 2000).
According to Brockhoff and Teichert (1995), performance measurement is extremely difficult
as several groups of objectives usually exist simultaneously, and because alliances can be
analysed on different levels. For example, the success of a partnership can be determined at
the project, the relationship, or the organisation level (Keil, 2000). While the partnership
might be considered successful at one level, the results might change if it is analysed at a
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different level (Osborn & Hagedoorn, 1997). Moreover, as partnerships tend to be
multifaceted, publicly funded institutions like universities and TAFE institutes have to
consider their ‘public good’ in conjunction with their business needs (HEFCE, 2012, p.30).
This situation is unlike that in the private sector, where objective financial measures like
profitability may be the primary criterion for performance. However, even with using
financial metrics scholars differ in their views whether market-based measures or accounting
measures should be used (Russel & Downey, 2008). In general, market-based measures
reflect market perceptions of future earnings, while accounting measures report historical
financial data (Russel & Downey, 2008, p.38).
Apart from financial measures, there are other different kinds of partnership performance
measures which can be used, and each can provide important information about a particular
aspect of alliance development (Tjemkes et al, 2013). For example, economic measures may
allow partners to evaluate whether there is an increase in economic value from the
relationship to individual organisations; strategic measures may provide alliance managers
and top management with critical information about the effectiveness of the alliance in
achieving superior performance; operational measures could provide valuable information
about processes to facilitate day-to-day alliance activities; learning measures could provide
information on the outcomes of learning process and knowledge flows between partners; and
relational measures could serve as indicators of the formation of interpersonal trust or
relational capital in the partnership (Russo & Cesarani, 2017). Even longevity (Parhke, 1991)
and termination (Harrigan, 1986) have been used as the criteria for alliance performance.
However, several authors (for example, Gomes-Casseres, 1996; Gulati, 1998; Saxton, 1997)
have warned against using longevity as a performance criterion, as some alliances that are
deliberately terminated might still be considered successful because they have achieved their
strategic objectives. Such alliances are usually entered into for a limited time period in order
to achieve a predetermined or strategic objective. In this regard, Lunnan and Haugland (2008)
suggest that strategically important alliances are less likely to be abruptly terminated, and that
newly established alliances have a higher termination rate than older ones. Their longitudinal
study of 100 contractual alliances also indicated that short-term performance is primarily
affected by access to complementary and strategically important resources, whereas longterm performance is related to specific investments in human capital, combined with
partners’ ability to develop and expand alliance activities over time.
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Given the complexities associated with measuring performance, relying solely on objective
performance criteria such as longevity of the relationship or profitability of the venture might
be too restrictive in determining the extent to which an alliance has achieved its objectives
(Glaister & Buckley, 1998). Instead of having one or a few individual measures, Russo and
Cesarani (2017) urge organisations to develop an integrated performance evaluation approach
comprising a set of metrics that assess multiple aspects of alliance performance.
2.5.2 Cause-and-effect relationship of factors
Also central to the performance of partnerships is the causality or cause-and-effect
relationship among success factors. Traditionally, causal effects are seen as deterministic or
probabilistic; that is, a single or general cause decides either the event (deterministic) or the
likelihood of its occurrence (probabilistic). However, Patomaki and Wright (2000) suggests
that causality of interconnected factors in an integrated system should be viewed holistically
and not in isolation. Patomaki and Wright (2000, p. 229) contend that since partnerships are
dynamic and likely to change over time, their outcomes might be “the result of many
different causes and the same cause might lead to different outcomes”.
Despite the difficulty with measuring performance, a number of studies have reported mixed
results for alliance activity, with failure rates ranging from 30-70 percent (Bamford et al.,
2004; Bleeke & Ernst, 1993; Faulkner, 1995; HEFCE, 2012; Kale & Singh, 2009; Linwei et
al., 2017; Lorange & Roos, 1993; Lunnan & Haugland, 2008; Madhok et al., 2015).
According to Russo and Cesarani (2017, p. 2), the high failure rate highlights the difficulties
associated with building successful alliances, with not all organisations having the ability to
maximise the potential value creation from their cooperative strategies.
In most of the cases of failed alliances, at least one partner expressed dissatisfaction with the
alliance. Dissatisfaction might be the result of insufficient understanding of the dynamics of
collaborative relationships (Khanna, et al., 1998), which are characterised by the
simultaneous presence of competition and cooperation (Russo &Cesarani, 2017). It is also
plausible that perceptions of performance are asymmetrical, with one party considering the
alliance successful while the other perceives it otherwise (Hamel, 1991; Khanna, et al., 1998).
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Section 3: Addressing the primary research question – towards a theoretical
framework for partnership success
Having examined the generic approach to inter-organisational collaboration based on the
lifecycle model, this section examines two such theoretical models in detail. The first model
is by Wohlstetter et al. (2005), and the second is by Kale and Singh (2009). Both models are
significant as they collectively form the basis for the conceptual framework of the present
study (refer to Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1). The framework is in turn used to investigate the
primary research question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
Model 1 – Wohlstetter et al. (2005)

2.6

Wohlstetter et al. (2005, p. 419) view strategic alliances as “typically voluntary, enduring
relationships that involve resource sharing and joint decision making”. Drawing on the work
of Waddock (1989) and their own research in the education sector, they came up with a
blended model for strategic alliances, as shown in Figure 2.3.
Figure 2.3 The evolution of strategic alliances

Source: Wohlstetter, Smith and Malloy (2005), p.427

The model has three distinct phases of development:


Initiation – when the decision to partner is made;



Operations – when internal structures and processes are established; and



Evaluation – when impacts and feedback of the alliance are assessed.
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Each phase is characterised by a number of internal factors, structures and processes, as
shown in Figure 2.3. Wohlstetter et al. (2005) found that internal factors, together with
factors in the external environment, influence the development and progress of partnerships.
2.6.1 Initiation Phase
The initiation phase of an alliance is when the choice of partner, form of collaboration, and
negotiations for cooperation are decided. During this phase, partners typically focus on the
purpose and goals of the alliance, and anticipate issues they may encounter along the way
through informal structures and communication channels (Waddock, 1989).
Having a champion to lead negotiations at this stage is crucial, as he/she can guide the
organisation through the formative process of the alliance. The champion advocates the needs
and benefits of collaborating and persuades others to engage in the project (Eddy & Amey,
2014). Wohlstetter, et al. (2005) suggest that champions tended to be top leaders in their
respective organisations who think ‘outside the box’ and effectively communicate the big
picture and innovative ideas to key stakeholders. Sometimes, champions remain an integral
part of the alliance during the operation phase; at other times, they delegate the leadership
role to other capable individuals within their respective organisations.
According to Waddock (1989), organisations tend to go into a partnership not because they
have the same needs, but because they have complementary needs and assets. These needs
can stem from a range of financial, political and organisational areas (Oliver, 1990;
Robertson, 1998), and can also serve as coping mechanisms to absorb uncertainty and reduce
risk (Ring & Van de Ven, 1992). In some cases, organisations pursue greater credibility or
legitimacy by turning to a well-established partner to enhance their own image and reputation
(Oliver, 1990; Saxton, 1997; Waide, 1999). A number of internal conditions, including
complementary needs and assets, compatible goals, and trust can help facilitate the initiation
process of partnerships. Oliver (1990) suggests that the more factors present, the higher the
likelihood that the alliance will be initiated successfully.
When searching for alliance partners, Elmuti, Abou-Zaid and Jia (2012) advise that managers
should look at compatibility not only in terms of objectives that both prospective partners
hope to achieve through the venture, but also in terms of the corporate culture, resources,
prospective partners’ business domains, and willingness to go through the learning process.
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Drawing from the work by Geringer (1991), Simonin (1997) argues that as part of the due
diligence process for going into an alliance, organisations need to be able to evaluate:


if the partnership is able to provide the benefits sought;



the strategic implications of partner choice;



the partner’s capabilities; and



the likely responses of the partnership to external contingencies.

Organisations may also initiate strategic alliances in order to meet legal or regulatory
requirements which they could not have met otherwise (Oliver, 1990; Robertson, 1998;
Rodan, 2016; Wagstaff, 2013). Additionally, they initiate strategic alliances to achieve
compatible goals (not identical ones). These are common, mutually beneficial goals that
could not be achieved otherwise (Austin, 2000; Das & Teng, 1998; Kanter, 1994; Oliver,
1990; Robertson, 1998). In essence, organisations form alliances with partners who have
similar beliefs about or approaches to a shared problem (Gray, 1989; Waddock, 1989).
Another key ingredient needed to facilitate the initiation of alliances is trust (Bachman, 2001;
Child, 2001; Inkpen & Currall, 2004; Zaheer & Harris, 2006), and without a mutual
willingness to work together, the partnership may fail prematurely. Trust is established when
partners with compatible goals get together, and from the knowledge of each other’s previous
work (Austin, 2000; Waddock, 1989; Waide, 1999). According to Jiang et al. (2016), Gulati
(1995) and Robertson (1998), open communication, shared values and mutual respect can
increase inter-organisational trust.
2.6.2 Operational Phase
Once organisations decide to form a strategic alliance, the partners face serious challenges in
turning their good intentions into viable endeavours at all levels (Wohlstetter, et al., 2005).
During the operational phase, internal structures and processes are developed through formal
meetings to facilitate smooth functioning of the alliance (Segil, 2005; Waddock, 1989). It is
also when members of each partner organisation strive to improve the overall performance of
the alliance in order to meet specific goals.
A clear governance structure and explicit decision making processes provide stakeholders
with the mandate to come together, make decisions and carry out the work of the alliance
(Kanter, 1994; Waddock, 1989). Based on their research, Wohlstetter, et al. (2005) found that
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more complex alliances tend to rely on formal governance structures such as joint committees
or boards that met regularly to make decisions, while simpler alliances have more informal or
fluid processes which include personal meetings or speaking on the phone.
Open communication is seen as essential at the operational phase for the sharing and flow of
timely and appropriate information from leaders to employees and vice-versa (Eddy & Amey,
2014; Kanter, 1994). Without regular access to information about the alliance and its benefits,
employees might struggle to implement changes successfully. However, Wohlstetter et al.
(2005) found that as with governance structures, establishing communication processes was
particularly challenging for complex alliances. To improve the flow of information, leaders
need to promote open dialogues among stakeholders throughout the alliance. When problems
do arise, it is often not the legal agreement but the relationship and trust that the leaders have
established that determines whether or not the partnership succeeds (Kanter, 1994).
Effective leadership is considered necessary to manage and steer the alliance in the right
direction during the operational phase (Bryman, 2007b; Fielden, 2011). As the alliance
evolves, the focus of leadership may shift from a person or position to shared roles.
According to Bolden, Jones, Davis and Gentle (2015), shared or distributed leadership is
widely advocated in situations where there is a need to influence and collaborate across
organisations, and where people are sceptical of traditional influence and authority. Within
the HE sector, for example, shared leadership is a compelling alternative to the discourse of
managerialism as it “may offer a means of reconnecting academics with a sense of
collegiality, citizenship and community” (Bolden et al., 2015, p.3).
According to Smith and Wohlstetter (2001), effective leaders of alliances assume three
distinct roles – architects, information brokers, and boundary spanners. Architects design the
structures that facilitate employee participation for the day-to-day management of the
alliance. Information brokers distribute the right amount of information throughout the
alliance in a timely and orderly fashion to enable employees to carry out their jobs and
responsibilities effectively and efficiently. Boundary spanners serve as liaisons with the
external environment, providing the media and other constituents with information about the
alliance, as well as buffering the alliance from external ‘noise’ and distractions. They are
people who are skilled communicators, networkers and negotiators, have good conflict
resolution skills, and can deal with uncertainty and risk (Boydell, 2007).
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In addition to effective leadership, some scholars (for example, Das & Teng, 1998; Gulati &
Nickerson, 2008) suggest the need for an accountability plan, to guide the work of the
alliance and to provide a framework by which to evaluate its success. Such a plan facilitates
effective operations by establishing clear roles and responsibilities for each alliance member,
outlines the constituents to whom the alliance is accountable, and delineates the
consequences of failure to meet agreed goals. Moreover, by clearly defining the goals,
structures and processes for the alliance, the accountability plan helps build trust and
commitment among partners. In so doing, it also minimises the chance for conflict, and the
likelihood of opportunism among partners.
2.6.3 Evaluation Phase
Central to this phase is the review process of the alliance and its consequences. During the
evaluation phase, the full range of impacts – both positive and negative – is realised. Some
studies (for example, Rosenau, 2000; Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004) have found that
alliances have both intended and unintended impacts. It is often only through the evaluation
of outcomes against goals of the alliance that the intended and unintended impacts surface
(Waddock, 1989). Evaluation against predetermined goals is also important because alliances
often operate in uncertain and risky situations, and partners need to know how the venture is
progressing. Information obtained from formative evaluation during the alliance’s
implementation can be used to refine the alliance, while impacts and outcomes from the
alliance’s summative evaluation can be used to determine whether the alliance should be
continued, restructured or terminated (Rossi, et al., 2004).
In addition to monitoring alliance progress and determining the extent to which it achieves
the desired outcomes, the evaluation process also provides partners with the opportunity to
identify areas for improvement and future directions (Wohlstetter, et al., 2005). Feedback
arising from the evaluation process is generally used to modify and refine the alliance
(Waddock, 1989), often involving revisiting earlier phases of the alliance lifecycle to improve
structures and processes, or even to redefine prior goals.
In some cases, partners may decide to ‘grow’ the alliance by adding more programs or
services, increasing the depth of collaboration, or including a new partner. At other times,
evaluations may lead to downsizing the collaborative effort or even to the termination of the
alliance. Termination need not necessarily translates to failure of the alliance, since the
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partnership may have simply run its course and serves no future purpose (Gomes-Casseres,
1996; Gulati, 1998; Saxton, 1997). Among the causes for termination as suggested by Kanter
(1994) from her study of business alliances are:


A partner no longer being suitable because of new goals or a shift in strategy;



Key personnel responsible for managing the alliance being reassigned or leaving the
organisation; and


2.7

Changes in market conditions that may render a partnership as unnecessary.
Model 2 – Kale & Singh (2009)

According to Kale and Singh (2009), alliances present a paradox for organisations. On the
one hand, organisations engage in alliances for competitive advantage and growth; on the
other, their alliances are prone to high failure rates of between 30 and 70 percent (Kale &
Singh, 2009, p.45). Alliances that fail neither meet the goals of their parent organisations nor
deliver on the operational or strategic benefits they purport to deliver (Bamford et al., 2004).
As such, Kale and Singh (2009) contend that managers need a better understanding of the
factors that underlie alliance success, and how organisations can manage these factors more
effectively to enhance partnership performance.
Drawing on the findings by Gulati (1998) that the success of an alliance depends on several
key factors at each phase of its growth, Kale and Singh (2009) devised a model depicting the
evolutionary phases and factors critical to alliance success, as shown in Figure 2.4.
Figure 2.4 Key success factors for an alliance

Source: Kale and Singh (2009) p.48
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Their model consists of three phases:


Alliance formation and partner selection – where an organisation seeking an alliance
selects the appropriate partner;



Alliance governance and design – where governance mechanisms are established to
oversee the alliance; and



Post-formation alliance management – where the alliance is managed on an ongoing
basis to realise value (as per Schreiner, Kale, & Corsten, 2009).

2.7.1 Alliance formation and partner selection
The formation phase, which is primarily concerned with partner selection and fit, is a wellresearched area. A review of more than 40 studies by Shah and Swaminathan (2008) found
partner traits of complementarity, compatibility and commitment as having a positive
influence on alliance performance.
Partner complementarity is the extent to which a partner contributes resources or capabilities
that the other lacks (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Harrigan, 1998; Mowery et al., 1996). Often,
complementarity impels greater interdependence between alliance partners, and resourcebased theories seem to suggest that the greater the complementarity between partners, the
greater the likelihood of alliance success (Kale & Singh, 2009).
Partner compatibility refers to the congruency or alignment between partners’ strategic
imperatives, capabilities, working styles and cultures. Several studies (for example, Beamish,
1987; Xu, Cavusgil & White, 2006) found that congruency has a significant influence on
alliance performance.
Partner commitment includes not just the willingness to make resource contributions, but also
making short-term sacrifices to realise the desired long-term benefits of the alliance (Das &
Teng, 2003; Gundlach, Achrol, & Mentzer, 1995; Spralls, Hunt & Wilcox, 2011). As such,
partners should be willing to commit resources and continue working together even if
uncertainties warrant that some adaptations be made to the relationship (Kale & Singh, 2009).
While all three attributes of complementarity, compatibility, and commitment are
fundamental to the success of an alliance, emerging research shows that in different situations
and under dissimilar conditions, some attributes are more critical than others. For instance,
partner complementarity in high technology industries, in particular, seems to have greater
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impact on alliance success when one partner is younger than or not as experienced as the
other (Rothaermel & Boeker, 2008). Commitment, on the other hand, seems particularly
important when partners know the benefits they stand to gain by collaborating, but are
unclear of the processes necessary to achieve them (Kale & Singh, 2009).
2.7.2 Alliance governance and design
This phase of the alliance lifecycle deals with the choice and implementation of alliance
governance mechanisms. The literature on alliances (as per Kale & Singh, 2009), highlights
three primary mechanisms to address governance – equity ownership, contractual provisions
and self-enforcing governance. Generally, the degree of control and obligation of partners
tend to vary depending on the choice of alliance governance mechanism adopted.
In equity ownership alliances, one partner takes an equity stake in the other. Alternatively,
both partners can take a stake in each other, or jointly establish a new, independent venture
(Spekman, et al., 2000). By sharing and investing in each other, equity ownership promotes
commitment among partners (Williamson, 1985), which in turn reduces the possibility of
opportunistic behaviour in the relationship (Das & Rahman, 2002; Hennart, 1988; Oakley &
Selwood, 2010).
Contractual provisions in alliance agreements can also serve as an effective mechanism for
governance, as they establish mutual rights and obligations of partners (Mayer & Argyres,
2004; Poppo & Zenger, 2002; Reuer & Arino, 2007). Contracts typically specify each
partner’s inputs to the alliance, processes by which exchanges occur and disputes resolved,
and the expected output from the relationship. They may also include details about how each
partner interacts with third parties, as well as provisions relating to the protection and
breeching of intellectual property, information to facilitate coordination of the alliance, and
options to adjudicate or terminate the alliance (Reuer & Arino, 2007).
Self-enforcing governance or relational governance typically relies on trust, goodwill and
reputation to enhance the likelihood of alliance success (Gulati, 1995, 1998; Uzzi, 1997).
This form of governance not only reduces transaction costs by assuming that partners will
behave fairly, but promotes the exchange of resources and sharing of tacit knowledge
between partners, even if these are not explicitly specified in the alliance contract (Gulati &
Nickerson, 2008; Zajac & Olsen, 1993). Self-enforcing governance also serves as an effective
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means to monitor and control partner behaviour, especially if the relationship is based on
resource-dependence between partners (Filatotchev, Stephan, & Jindra, 2008).
According to Moroney and Boeck (2012), it is not the formal agreement but the relational
aspects of the partnership that are most critical to its success, implying that for partnerships to
be successful, they have to be nurtured well.
In making choices about alliance governance, Kale and Singh (2009) argue that it is
important to understand the different views scholars have of the relationships between formal
governance (based on equity ownership or contracts) and informal governance (based on
trust). One school of thought (for example, Bradach & Eccles, 1989; Gulati, 1995, 1998)
suggests that one mechanism crowds out the other, such that informal relational governance
reduces the need for formal governance, or that high dependence on formal governance
mechanisms hinders the development of relational governance in alliances (Ghoshal &
Moran, 1996). A second school of thought (for example, Poppo & Zenger, 2002) sees both
mechanisms as being complementary in enhancing alliance success, such that relational
governance reinforces the positive effects of formal governance, thereby making partners
more accepting of formal contracts despite, say, the incomplete and ambiguous nature of
certain clauses and/or provisions in the alliance agreement (Gulati & Nickerson, 2008).
2.7.3 Post-formation alliance management
Kale and Singh (2009) identify two factors as being especially important in the postformation phase of alliance development – managing coordination between partners, and
developing trust among them.
Managing coordination
Coordination problems, according to Kale and Singh (2009, p. 50) refer to the “difficulties of
aligning actions between partners”, a situation that can result from the lack of sufficient
knowledge about how one partner’s actions affect the other, how resources are allocated, or
how information is handled and communicated (Gulati, Lawrence, & Puranam, 2005; Gulati
& Singh, 1998; Schreiner et al., 2009). Problems with coordination can also arise from delays
in making decisions, lack in clarity of roles and responsibilities, and the absence of clear
guidelines on what specific tasks each partner should carry out.
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To manage coordination successfully, alliance partners can use three classic mechanisms:
programming, hierarchy and feedback (Galbbraith, 1977; Kale & Singh, 2009).
Programming involves developing clear guidelines on what specific tasks need to be carried
out by each partner, who is accountable for each task, and a timetable for implementing them.
Programming facilitates coordination by improving the clarity and predictability of partner
actions, reducing frustration, and increasing the speed of decision-making (Kale & Singh,
2009, p. 50). Hierarchy generally involves creating a formal role (for example, a dedicated
alliance manager) or structure (for example, a joint review committee) with decision-making
authority to oversee ongoing interactions between partners, and to facilitate information and
resource sharing. In cases where partners need to regularly inform each other of their
respective actions and decisions, or need to periodically monitor the progress of the alliance,
feedback through joint teams and co-location can be especially useful to quickly process
pertinent information and mobilise resources accordingly.
While all three mechanisms enhance coordination, Kale and Singh (2009) acknowledge that
the exact nature of the mechanisms and the extent to which they are required depends on the
nature of interdependence between partners. Alliances with a high degree of interaction and
reciprocity generally require more complex coordination mechanisms than do the simpler and
more mature ones (Gulati & Singh, 1998).
Developing trust
Apart from managing coordination, developing trust during the post-formation phase of the
alliance is critical to its success (Kale & Singh, 2009). Trust facilitates greater information
sharing between partners (Dyer & Chu, 2003; Gulati & Nickerson, 2008), lowers the
perception of relational risk, and promotes willingness among partners to adapt the alliance to
evolving contingencies (Doz, 1996). It also enables the sharing of valuable know-how, and
protects against opportunistic acquisition of proprietary knowledge by the partner (Kale et al.,
2000). Trust also leads to increased partner satisfaction with the alliance, including the
achievement of joint action between partners and goal fulfilment (Schreiner et al., 2009),
thereby increasing the likely scope and longevity of the alliance (Jap & Anderson, 2003).
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Types of trust
Trust can be viewed as comprising of two parts: a structural component based on the
expectation that a partner will not act in an opportunistic manner (Bradach & Eccles, 1989);
and a behavioural component, which reflects the confidence an organisation has in its
partner’s ‘reliability and integrity’ (Madhok, 1995).
The former type of trust is similar to deterrence-based trust, which arises from the use of
governance mechanisms such as shared equity or contractual agreements (Gulati, 1995). The
latter is akin to knowledge-based trust, and gradually builds as both partners interact and
develop norms of reciprocity and fairness (Zaheer, McEvily, & Perrone, 1998; Vangen &
Huxham, 2003b). According to Kale and Singh (2009), the behavioural component of trust is
particularly critical for effective functioning of the alliance during the post-formation phase.
Trust-building drivers
Based on the idea that trust develops through a cyclical process of bargaining, interaction,
commitment, and execution between partners (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994), scholars have
identified several trust-building drivers.
First, an organisation can build trust by making large, unilateral commitments to the alliance.
According to Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995), for example, an organisation that
voluntarily places itself in a vulnerable position invites its partner to reciprocate in kind,
which in turn, leads to building of trust between alliance partners.
Second, by conscientiously honouring all its commitments to the alliance, an organisation
demonstrates its trustworthiness by ensuring it has acted within its power and ability to
execute its duties and responsibilities diligently (Kale & Singh, 2009). By fulfilling its
commitments and living up to the expectations of its partner, an organisation can earn the
partner’s trust (Zaheer & Harris, 2006).
The third driver of alliance trust is interpersonal trust or “relational capital” (as per Kale et
al., 2000). Interpersonal trust often develops between individuals from partner organisations
who interact with each other. The rationale is that when these individuals work regularly with
each other, social bonds between them develop as they become familiar and more
comfortable with each other’s roles and working styles (Schreiner et al., 2009).
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2.7.4 Trust-building process
According to Vangen and Huxham (2003b), building trust takes time, and unless there is an
existing history of collaboration, it can take up to two and a half years for relationships to
become sufficiently well established and trusting to support effective collaborative working.
They represent this process as a trust-building loop shown in Figure 2.5.
Figure 2.5 The trust-building loop

Source: Vangen and Huxham (2003b)

The concept of the loop is based on the idea that trust develops incrementally, with the
successful outcome of each step in the cycle serving to reinforce trust and providing the
underpinnings for more ambitious collaboration. Trust is reinforced through the accumulation
of ‘small wins’ (as per Bryson, 1988), and trust building among partners gains traction as the
process is repeated successfully.
However, it could be argued that the ‘small wins’ approach is over-simplistic. While it may
work with low-risk collaborations, or those that are not heavily constrained by time, the
approach may not be appropriate in the context of more ambitious and complex
collaborations, or those that do not have the luxury of time in which to develop trust
incrementally. For example, the ‘small wins’ approach may be suitable for starting the
collaborative process as a pilot project in one faculty or department and, if successful,
extending it to other faculties or the whole institution. However, if the collaborative project
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has to be completed within a short timeframe and involve multiple faculties or departments
simultaneously, then the ‘small wins’ approach may be unsuitable.
Recognising the shortcomings of the trust-building loop, Vangen and Huxham (2003b) have
identified several features of collaborative contexts that impact on initiating the loop, and on
sustaining it. Features that impact initiating the loop include: ambiguity and complexity of
the collaboration; difficulty in clarifying aims, expectations, and the collaborative agenda;
and managing risk while trust develops. The contexts that impact sustainability of the loop
include: the constantly changing dynamics of collaboration; power imbalances between
collaborative partners; and the continuous effort needed to nurture and sustain trust in the
relationship.
In addition to the inadequacies of the trust-building loop, partners should also be wary of
what Huxham and Vangen (2005, p.60) call “collaborative inertia”, which is a situation
where improvements from collaborative arrangements become marginal or negligible after
the initial euphoria of partnering.
2.8

Basis and features of the conceptual framework for the present study

2.8.1 Basis for the conceptual framework
The conceptual framework for the present study is outlined in Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1. The
framework is based on the literature on strategic alliances and is largely an integration of the
theoretical models by Kale and Singh (2009), and Wohlstetter et al. (2005).
The basis for selecting the two models for this study’s conceptual framework is as follows:


Both models are rigorous and reliable since they are built on prior research, as well as
the authors’ own research on strategic alliances.



They are generic in nature and sector-neutral in application. This means that they are
suitable for investigation of partnerships in HE, which is the intent of this study.



They are holistic in their context, spanning the whole alliance lifecycle from planning
for the partnership through to its post-formation and evaluation, rather than focused
on a particular phase of the lifecycle.



They are contemporary – 2009 and 2005 respectively – and are compatible and
complementary with each other.
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The models are compatible from the perspective that they encompass three main phases of
partnership development and have many important factors and/or conditions that are similar
between them. For example, trust is an important feature in both models, even though, it
appears in the initiation phase of Wohlstetter et al.’s (2005) model, but in the post-formation
alliance management phase of Kale and Singh’s (2009) model. This suggests that some
researchers view trust as being more important during a particular phase of partnership
development rather than throughout the partnership lifecycle.
In addition to being compatible, both models also complement each other despite being based
on research from different sectors – the model by Kale and Singh (2009) is based on
research in the business/corporate sector while that by Wohlstetter et al. (2005) is derived
from work undertaken in the education sector.
They are complementary as there are elements in one model which are not in the other and
vice-versa. For example, the role of external (uncontrollable) factors such as the external
environment in influencing the development and progress of alliances is well articulated by
Wohlstetter et.al (2005) but not by Kale and Singh (2009), whose focus is more on the
internal (controllable) factors of alliance partners. Likewise, the use of feedback loops during
the evaluation phase to improve processes and structures or to redefine goals of the alliance is
a key aspect of the model by Wohlstetter et al. (2005), but not in the model by Kale and
Singh (2009).
In a similar manner, there are elements in Kale & Singh’s model that are not featured in
Wohlstetter et al.’s. For instance, partnership type – whether it is based on equity sharing or
on contractual provisions – is an important consideration in the governance and design phase
of the former’s model, but is absent in the latter’s model. Similarly, conflict resolution and
escalation is a key feature in the post-formation phase of Kale and Singh’s (2009) model.
However, although Wohlstetter et al. (2005) argue the need for clear governance structures,
open communication, and accountability plans to facilitate decision making, their model does
not specifically address how conflict between alliance partners might be resolved.
Combining the two models thus provides for a robust, integrated conceptual framework for
the present study. Moreover, by incorporating key elements from both models, a holistic
approach to partnership development and management can be effectively investigated.
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2.8.2 Key features of the framework
Similar to the models of Kale and Singh (2009) and Wohlstetter et al. (2005), the conceptual
framework for the present study (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1) comprises three phases of
partnership evolution:


Phase 1: Planning and formation – this phase is concerned with the need for the
partnership as well as partner selection and fit.



Phase 2: Design and operation – this phase deals with the governance arrangements
and processes to facilitate functioning of the partnership.



Phase 3: Post-formation management and review – this phase is concerned with
managing the partnership on an ongoing basis to realise value.

The framework identifies key drivers of success for each of the three phases, along with
factors in the external environment that might influence partnership formation and
development. Additionally, feedback arrows between phases imply that the partnership
development process is iterative (in that it can move back and forth), rather than simply
unidirectional. As information flows both ways between phases, findings from one phase can
have a bearing on the other, and vice-versa. Feedback also provides opportunities for
refinements and improvements to be made as the relationship develops and as impacts from
the partnership are realised (Waddock, 1989; Wohlstetter et al., 2005). Such refinements may
involve revisiting an earlier phase of the lifecycle to improve structures and processes, or
even redefining original objectives and goals of the partnership.
Worthy of mention are two aspects of the conceptual model that differ from the models of
Wohlstetter et al. (2005) and Kale and Singh (2009).
First, trust is depicted in a separate block spanning all three phases of the partnership
lifecycle. The literature finds that trust between partners is critical to alliance success, not
only because it facilitates alliance governance, but because it also helps partners work more
cooperatively (Kale & Singh, 2009; Zaher & Harris, 2006). As such, trust is arguably needed
throughout the entire lifecycle of the alliance, not just for one or two developmental phases.
Second, naming the initial phase as ‘Planning and Formation’, rather than simply Initiation
(as per Wohlstetter et al., 2005) or Alliance Formation and Partner Selection (as per Kale &
Singh, 2009), extends the framework by including pre-alliance planning activities, such as
58

Chapter 2

preparing a business case in advance to justify the alliance, or carrying out due diligence of
potential partners. Similarly, the inclusion of future prospects as a driver of success in the
Post-formation Management & Review phase provides senior executives from partner
organisations the opportunity to review, forecast and decide the future of the alliance upon its
evaluation.
Overall, the conceptual framework provides a sound foundation for investigating the complex
workings of inter-organisational partnerships. By analysing the same factors or drivers of
success across different partnerships, it is possible to make robust comparisons of
performance in terms of why certain factors are more favourable to some partnerships than
others. Furthermore, empirical testing of the framework provides opportunities for refining
and/or extending the framework further.
Section 4: Addressing the secondary research question – building institutional
capability
This section reviews the literature in relation to the secondary research question:
How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance partnership management
and success?
2.9

Capability building for alliance success

The notion of alliance capability for greater alliance success was briefly introduced in
Chapter 1. Alliance capability refers to an organisation’s ability to capture, store and share
knowledge pertaining to alliance management, and to apply the accumulated knowledge in
ongoing and future collaborations (Heimeriks & Duyster, 2007; Kale & Singh, 2007).
Alliance capability essentially promotes a shift in the research focus from the structural and
relational aspects of the alliance, towards learning processes and managerial practices
(Duysters, Saebi, & De Man, 2011). According to Saebi (2011), it is the organisational
approach to learning about alliance management, rather than their traditional dyadic and
relational characteristics (Ziggers & Tjemkes, 2010) that proficiently supports alliances
through their formation, operation and evaluation.
As an important prerequisite for alliance performance, alliance capability can improve an
organisation’s overall ability to manage and raise the performance of its alliances (Feller et
al., 2013; Schreiner et al., 2009). The basis for this argument seems to emanate from three
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drivers of organisation-level alliance capability – greater alliance experience, dedicated
alliance function, and deliberate processes to learn and accumulate alliance know-how. The
contention for the capability approach is that a main cause for alliance success lies in the
individual organisation’s ability to manage its alliances (Duysters, Saebi, & De Man, 2011).
2.9.1 Recent research on alliance capability
By and large, two broad streams of research have emerged in relation to the importance of
alliance capability in determining alliance success (Saebi, 2011; Schreiner, et al., 2009).
The first stream takes the entire alliance portfolio as the unit of analysis. It adopts a social
network approach to explain enhanced alliance performance by emphasising structural
characteristics of the alliance portfolio, and positioning of the organisation within the
network, as factors of competitive advantage. The types of structural characteristics studied
within this stream of research include the portfolio size of alliances (Rothaermel & Deeds,
2006), partner diversity (Stuart, 2000), number of direct and indirect relationships (Ahuja,
2000), and the strength of the relationships (Rowley et al., 2000). In addition to structural
characteristics, some scholars (for example, Dyer, Kale & Singh, 2001; Gulati, Nohria &
Zaheer, 2000) have concluded that the way in which an organisation positions or configures
itself within an alliance network also influences its competitiveness. Such alliance
networking and configuration studies generally involve determining links between multidimensional factors, including how the number, dispersion, redundancy, and linkage intensity
of alliances collectively influence alliance strategy and success (Hoffman, 2007).
The second stream of research takes an organisation-level approach to alliance capability as
the unit of analysis, and emphasises how this capability develops in the organisation. It
focuses on an individual organisation’s ability to acquire and leverage the experience gained
from engaging in numerous alliances, and to translate that knowledge and experience into
accessible lessons through internally developed mechanisms for better alliance outcomes
(Schreiner, et al, 2009; Kale & Singh, 2009). Scholars undertaking research within this
stream suggest that organisations can enhance their alliance management capability to
achieve greater alliance success by one or a combination of the following:


Having previous (including ongoing) experience with managing relationships (Anand
& Khanna, 2000; Draulans et al., 2003; Hoang & Rothaermel, 2005; Zollo, Reuer &
Singh, 2002);
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Having a dedicated function or unit to ensure the smooth management of alliances
(Bamford et al., 2004; deMan, 2005; Doz & Hamel, 1998; Dyer, et al., 2001;
Hoffman, 2007; Sims et al., 2001); and



Undertaking deliberate learning processes (Duysters et al., 2011; Niesten & Jolink,
2015; Sluyts et al., 2010) that involve articulation, codification, sharing, and
internalisation of alliance management know-how (as per Kale & Singh 2007, 2009).

Rather than adopting a ‘trial and error’ approach to alliance management, organisations with
a high level of alliance capability typically have developed institutionalised managerial
processes that guide and support their alliance management decisions (Russo, 2017; Saebi,
2011). For example, a due diligence process that has proven to be successful for the partner
selection process might be standardised to the extent that it caters for heterogeneity, and so be
used as a guide for subsequent partnerships. Such organisations, many of which are
multinational companies with extensive partnering experience and networks, do not enter into
alliances on an ad hoc basis; instead, they follow rigorous, disciplined processes based on
best practices to improve performance and increase alliance success (Kale & Singh, 2009).
While both streams of research are important, attempting to examine constituents of the two
streams is beyond the scope of the present study. For the purpose of this study, therefore,
alliance capability is restricted to the second stream of research, which takes an organisationlevel approach of learning from and leveraging extant alliance experience by developing
internal mechanisms and processes to curate and translate the experience into accessible
lessons. This approach to alliance capability development is preferred for two main reasons:
1. The unit of analysis is the ‘partnership’ rather than the alliance network per se; and
2. The scope of this study is limited to three partnerships, instead of a portfolio of
multiple alliances.
2.9.2 Drivers of alliance capability
Gulati (1998) found that organisations which rely on alliances as a crucial part of their
strategy, and have an organisation-level alliance capability to manage their alliances, are
more likely to have a competitive edge over their peers or rivals without such a capability.
Building on Gulati’s research, Kale and Singh (2009) identify three main drivers of
organisational alliance capability that contribute to greater success, as shown in Figure 2.6.
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They are:
1. Greater alliance experience;
2. A dedicated alliance function; and
3. Processes to learn and accumulate alliance know-how.

Figure 2.6 Drivers of organisation-level alliance capability

Source: Kale and Singh (2009) p. 52

(1)

Greater alliance experience

According to Kale and Singh (2009), greater experience refers to an organisation’s ability to
leverage previous (or repeated) relationships to develop ongoing alliance capability. Several
studies (Anand & Khanna, 2000, Heimeriks & Duysters, 2007; Simonin, 1997) have found
that greater alliance experience helps organisations develop alliance capability and attain
greater overall alliance success. Implicit feedback from prior alliance experience helps build
alliance management skills through tacit learning-by-doing (Sluyts et al., 2011).
Alliance experience is often measured by the number of alliances an organisation forms over
a period of time (Draulans et al., 2003; Sampson, 2005; Heimeriks & Duysters, 2007). Yet
some scholars have analysed the direct effects of greater experience on alliance outcomes and
found the results to be mixed (Sluyts et al., 2011). For example, a study by Shan et al. (1994)
of high-technology ventures reported alliance experience as positively correlated to the
outcomes of patenting, while another study by Rothaermel and Deeds (2006) found
diminishing returns to alliance experience, suggesting that increases in alliance experience do
not automatically continue to improve alliance performance. In contrast, a study by Sluyts et
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al. (2011) of Belgian companies with more than 100 employees, found that the effect of
alliance experience on alliance outcomes was not significant.
Other scholars have found empirical evidence in support of prior experience as a driver for
organisation alliance capability and success. For instance, Anand and Khanna (2000) suggest
that organisations with greater alliance experience are viewed more positively by the stock
market when they form new alliances. Their research suggests that organisations with more
extensive alliance experience are presumed to have greater alliance capability, which in turn
leads to better outcomes with a new alliance. Another study (Kale et al., 2002) indicates that
prior experience not only contributes to greater alliance success, but also improves an
organisation’s ability to achieve its stated goals in future alliances.
(2)

Dedicated alliance function or unit

In addition to the importance of greater experience, having a dedicated alliance function or a
separate entity to coordinate and manage an organisation’s alliance activities also helps build
alliance capability (Borker, De Man & Weeda, 2004; Kale et al., 2002). The use of such a
mechanism is prevalent among multinational corporations and organisations with an
extensive network of alliances (Kale & Singh, 2009).
Scholars who have explored the role of the dedicated alliance function for capability building
have found that it can improve alliance management in several ways (Dyer et al., 2001;
Heimeriks et al., 2009; Kale et al., 2002). First, it serves as a focal point for capturing and
storing alliance management lessons and best practices, and for leveraging that knowledge
throughout the organisation. Second, a dedicated function enhances the awareness and
visibility of an organisation’s alliances among internal and external stakeholders. Third, it
provides legitimacy and support to harness internal resources and coordinate the
organisation’s alliance activities. Fourth, it acts as a mechanism for monitoring alliance
performance by identifying potential trouble spots and taking early remedial action to resolve
potential conflicts.
According to Kale and Singh (2009), organisations with a dedicated alliance function enjoy
much higher alliance success rates (around 70 percent) than those without one (around 40
percent). Empirical studies (Hoang & Rothaermel, 2005; Kale et al., 2002) have not only
shown a positive link between an organisation’s dedicated alliance function and its alliance
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capability for overall success, but also found such a function as being relatively more
important than prior experience for building alliance capability.
(3)

Deliberate learning processes

Building on the knowledge-based perspective of Grant (1996) which suggests that
organisations can improve their task-managing skills by accruing and applying knowledge
relevant to the task, Kale and Singh (2009) posit that organisations can implement deliberate
learning processes to develop alliance capability. They contend that organisations can
implement four deliberate processes – articulation, coding, sharing, and internalisation – to
learn, accumulate, leverage, and apply alliance management knowledge from either their own
experience or that of other alliances.
First, organisations can undertake efforts to help experienced managers articulate their
personally held know-how of alliance management, with a view to capturing and sharing that
knowledge and experience with other managers and relevant staff across the organisation.
Second, organisations can codify the accumulated alliance management knowledge in the
form of useful alliance management guidelines, checklists, and manuals that incorporate best
practices. Such a codification process can facilitate the replication and transfer of alliance
best practices within the organisation and create useful toolkits for managers. Third,
organisations can use knowledge-sharing processes and platforms, such as training programs,
alliance committees, communities of practice, or other forums to exchange alliance
experiences and best practices. Fourth, organisations can target specific initiatives to help
managers internalise and absorb alliance management know-how. One such example is the
‘alliance apprenticeship’ initiative, where new managers work on-the-job with experienced
ones to learn from them. Another example is formal alliance management training conducted
either internally or by experienced outsiders.
Collectively, the learning processes described above can help build and institutionalise an
organisation’s capability through articulating, coding, sharing, and internalising alliance
management know-how and skills to manage its alliances more effectively. Kale and Singh
(2007) equate these learning processes to higher-order dynamic capabilities (as per
Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Heimeriks et al., 2009; Zollo & Winter, 2002), that help
organisations extend, modify and improve their capability to manage alliances. Moreover,
they contend that empirical evidence shows these deliberate learning processes as having a
strong influence on an organisation’s alliance capability and overall alliance success.
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2.9.3 Conditions for effective alliance capability building
Some researchers suggest that the three alliance capability building drivers of greater alliance
experience, dedicated alliance function, and deliberate learning processes, are more effective
under certain specific conditions.
Greater experience, for example is found to be more useful for equity-based alliances such as
joint-ventures rather than non-equity alliances (Anand & Khanna, 2000); the rationale being
that joint-ventures (unlike non-equity alliances) have greater similarities in terms of structure,
design and governance across different situations, thereby facilitating transferability of
learning. Also, the benefits associated with prior experience are time dependent and tend to
depreciate over time (Kale & Singh, 2009). For example, Sampson (2005) found that alliance
management skills are better developed when the prior experience is more recent than older.
Furthermore, prior experience is found to be more effective when subsequent collaborations
are pursued with the same partner, rather than with a different one. The results of research by
Sampson (2005) concur with the findings by Kale and Singh (2009, p. 54) in that although
greater experience is critical for alliance capability building, “its relevance varies by its type,
specificity, and timing”.
As with greater experience, the relevance of the dedicated alliance function also varies with
different conditions. A dedicated function to develop alliance skills is found to be more
effective in larger organisations than in smaller ones (Rothaermel & Boeker, 2008); the
rationale being that given the numerous individuals and diversity of knowledge sources in a
large organisation, collation and dissemination of relevant alliance information can be a
complex task. On the contrary, key individuals tend to interact directly and more frequently
with each other in a small organisation. As pointed out by Kale et al. (2002), use of the
dedicated alliance function also depends on the degree of functional readiness of the different
areas within the organisation and the know-how required for managing them. Furthermore,
even if such a function is established, questions relating to its role, composition, and position
within the organisational structure have to be addressed.
In relation to deliberate learning processes, even though the literature (for example Duysters
et al., 2011; Niesten & Jolink, 2015; Saebi, 2011) observes the efficacy of these processes,
questions remain as to whether continual use of such processes will turn them into ‘rituals’
that are routinely followed rather than with deliberate effort to learn from them (Kale &
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Singh, 2009). Moreover, the costs, effort and resources to create and implement these
processes should be closely examined, so as not to outweigh the benefits.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the three capability building mechanisms – greater alliance
experience, dedicated alliance function, and alliance learning processes – are inter-related, in
that each mechanism acts as a mediator for the other two in explaining alliance capability and
success (Heimeriks & Duysters, 2007). For example, Kale and Singh (2007) found that
organisations with greater alliance experience are likely to have a dedicated function or unit
to manage their alliance. In turn, the dedicated alliance function enhances alliance success
through a learning process that accumulates and shares know-how and best practices about
alliance management across the organisation.
For the purpose of the present study, the approach taken to institutional capability building
for partnership success is based on the alliance capability model suggested by Kale and Singh
(2009), as depicted in Figure 2.6. The purpose is to:


Investigate whether such mechanisms exist within the institution (Holmesglen), and if
so, gauge the extent to which they are being used; and


2.10

Determine their usefulness in contributing to effective partnership management.
Summary

This chapter provides a historical overview of research on inter-organisational collaboration,
including a contextual definition of strategic partnerships and the motivations for their
formation. It reviews a number of commonly cited collaborative models in the literature,
discusses success factors and lifecycles of partnerships, and highlights issues with measuring
partnership performance; the cause-and-effect relationship of success factors is also
deliberated. The chapter reviews literature relevant to addressing the two research questions
and offers a rationale for using two prior collaborative models – by Kale and Singh (2009)
and Wohlstetter et al. (2005) – as the basis for the integrated conceptual framework for this
study. It also considers the challenges associated with working in partnerships as well as the
mechanisms and conditions under which organisations can build their capability to
effectively manage partnerships for better performance and outcomes.
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology

3.1

Introduction

This chapter details the research design and methodology of the study. It provides the basis
for using mixed methods for data collection and analysis, discusses the research setting and
explains the rationale for selecting the participants for the study. The chapter also specifies
the data collection procedures, data analysis techniques, and use of a case study approach for
integrating and reporting the data. Potential data validation risks and mitigating strategies are
discussed, as are the ethical considerations for conducting the research. The chapter
concludes by discussing the limitations and delimitations of the study.
The aim of this study, as outlined in Chapter 1, is to develop and validate a conceptual
framework for establishing and managing partnerships, as well as to build institutional
capability for better outcomes. The study investigates two overarching research questions in
the context of HE partnerships in a TAFE setting:
1. Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
2. How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance partnership
management and success?
3.2

Design and methodology

The research design5 for this study is shown in Figure 3.1. It consists of three sequential and
inter-related phases, namely:
1. Framing the research;
2. Data collection and analysis; and
3. Data integration and reporting.
Phase 1 comprises the problem and purpose statements, and the research questions; these are
in turn informed by the literature review (Chapter 2) and the conceptual framework of the
study (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1).

5

The plan of action and set of procedures for conducting the research; it spans the decisions from broad
assumptions to detailed methods of data collection and analysis, and establishes the logic by which data is
interpreted and reported (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
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Figure 3.1 Research design for the present study
1) Framing the research
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To investigate the research questions, a mixed methods approach (as per Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011) was adopted for data collection and analysis in Phase 2. Primary data from the
quantitative and qualitative strands of the research design was then integrated with secondary
data using a case study approach to present the findings (Phase 3 of the research design).
Mixed methods is both a method and methodology for conducting research (Creswell, 2014).
Mills (2014) distinguishes method as the procedures and techniques (for data collection and
analysis) employed in the study, and methodology as the lens through which the researcher
views and makes decisions about the study. The central premise for mixed methods is that the
use of quantitative and qualitative approaches in combination provides a better understanding
of the research problems than either approach alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Teddlie
& Tashakkori, 2009; Wooley, 2009). Integrating the two datasets also facilitates interpretation
of the quantitative results with qualitative contextualisation. When used in combination, they
complement each other and provide for rich, holistic understanding of the research problems
(Creswell, 2014).
Specifically, this study adopts an explanatory sequential design (as per Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011, p.81) consisting of two distinct, interactive stages. In this design, the quantitative
or numeric data is collected and analysed first (in Stage 1), followed by the qualitative or text
data, which is collected and analysed next (in Stage 2). The qualitative data of Stage 2 helps
with explaining the quantitative results from Stage 1. The rationale for this design, according
to Creswell and Plano Clark, is that the quantitative data and results provide a general picture
of the research problem; more analysis, specifically through qualitative data collection, is
needed to refine, extend or explain the general picture.
Based on the research questions and conceptual framework of the study, quantitative data
from Stage 1 was used to compare participants’ perception of the success factors for the three
phases of partnership lifecycle, namely:
1. Planning and formation;
2. Design & operation
3. Post-formation management & review
Stage 1 data also provided valuable information to purposefully select the “right” candidates
for the interview process in Stage 2 of the study. The qualitative data obtained from the
interviews was then used to interpret and explain the results from Stage 1 (as per the
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explanatory sequential design). Thus, while the quantitative results of Stage 1 provided an
overarching perspective on the research problem, the qualitative data of Stage 2 refined and
explained those results by exploring selected participants’ views in greater depth.
A shortcoming of mixed methods is that it pays little attention to how quantitative and
qualitative results are interpreted and integrated for reporting (Schiazza, 2013, Wooley,
2009). The problem is not only one of there being few exemplars of mixed methods studies
that have engaged in “genuine integration” (Bryman, 2007a; Yin, 2006), but also that too
little has been written about the research process and techniques for integrating the two data
sets (Wooley, 2009). The dearth of literature for this area has prompted some scholars to
advocate for more investigation into ways in which quantitative and qualitative data can be
integrated (Bryman, 2007a; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007, Niglas, 2004), including
using the case-oriented approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p.228).
3.3

Case study approach to data integration

Case study provides a systematic way of examining a phenomenon and reporting the results;
it allows for multiple datasets to be used in tandem so as to build a rich picture of the case
under study (Mills, 2014; Yin, 2009). Case study begins with the researcher’s interest in a
particular set of phenomena and usually draws on the involvement of other participants to
investigate those phenomena (Blichfeldt & Andersen, 2006). With mixed methods,
quantitative and qualitative data components of the case can be considered “integrated” to the
extent that they explicitly relate to each other in a way that is mutually illuminating, thereby
producing findings that are greater than the sum of parts (Wooley, 2009).
For the present study, primary data from Stage 1 and Stage 2 was integrated with responses to
the open-ended questions, as well as secondary data from sources such as institutional
reports, government documents and desktop research of partner organisations, to provide
further insights into the two research questions under study. This process of data mixing and
integration via a case approach is shown in Figure 3.1 of this chapter.
According to Yin (2009), a case study should be considered when: (a) the focus of the study is
to answer how and why questions; (b) when the researcher cannot manipulate the behaviour of
those involved in the study; (c) when contextual conditions relevant to the phenomenon under
study require elaboration; or (d) the boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and
context. The present study fulfils all these conditions: the research questions are of the why
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and how type; the researcher has no control over the behaviour of participants in the study
(this aspect is further discussed in Section 3.9 Researcher as ‘insider’ and ‘research
instrument’ statement); the phenomenon under study is ‘partnership success’, and
contextually the study is restricted to the HE partnerships of one institution (Holmesglen).
Therefore, it seems reasonable to concur with Baxter and Jack (2008, p. 545) that it is almost
impossible to have an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon understudy, without
establishing boundaries and considering the context within which it occurs.
One key aspect of case study method is defining the unit (or sub-units) of analysis; another is
binding the case. Yin (2009) advocates for the unit of analysis to relate directly to the
research question(s). He recommends using sub-units of analyses for complex cases as “subunits can often add significant opportunities for extensive analysis, enhancing the insights
into the single case” (Yin, 2009, p. 52). They also help unravel the multiplicity of factors that
interact to shape the phenomenon under study.
Binding the case helps to frame, focus and manage data collection and analysis (Merriam,
2009). Boundaries establish the breadth and depth of the case; they ensure the study remains
reasonable in scope (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Baxter and Jack (2008) also suggest that a case
can be bound using parameters such as time, place, activity and context, either singularly or
in combination.
For the present study, a single, embedded case study (as per Yin, 2009) was chosen as the
approach to integrate the primary and secondary data sets and report the findings. The unit of
analysis for the case is the ‘partnership’ and the sub-units are the ‘success factors’ as depicted
in the conceptual framework (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1). The study was bound by context,
place, activity and time; the context was institutional partnerships in the HE sector, the place
or setting was Holmesglen Institute, the activity was staff members’ involvement in the
partnerships, and the time was the duration when fieldwork for the study was conducted.
The embedded case design was the preferred choice for this study as it allows different
aspects of the sub-units within the case to be examined. According to Baxter and Jack (2008),
the ability to analyse data at the sub-unit level (whether within, between or across sub-units)
allows engagement in rich analysis, which in turn serves to better illuminate the case.
A challenge associated with the embedded case study design (as per Yin, 2009) is to ensure
that analysis at the sub-unit level relates back to the larger unit of analysis and the case as a
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whole. For the present study, the conceptual framework and unifying nature of the research
questions minimised this risk. The framework and research questions were fundamental in
connecting the sub-units back to the case; the logical connection of the first research question
to the second also helped unite the case with the research questions.
3.4

Research setting and target population

The research setting for this study was Holmesglen Institute, a mixed-sector TAFE institute
in Melbourne delivering both VET and HE courses. The study was designed as a pilot to
investigate Holmesglen’s partnerships in HE only, and the purpose was to explore staff
perceptions of various aspects of the HE partnership(s) that they were most familiar with.
The target population for the study was a purposefully chosen group of Holmesglen staff
from all four of the Institute’s campuses in Melbourne. These individuals were selected for
having first-hand experience of working in HE partnerships. They included participants from
three main groups of staff:
1. Leadership group – consisting of directors, senior executives and deans of faculties;
2. Academic staff – comprising course leaders, subject coordinators, senior educators
and teachers involved in the HE delivery of partner programs; and
3. Non-academic staff – executives and administrators, including heads of departments,
managers and executive from operational departments.
The initial target group was identified from Holmesglen’s staff directory with help from the
Institute’s human resources department; a total of 100 employees were short-listed using this
process. Following a vetting procedure which included cross checks with respective academic
faculties and operational areas, 18 prospective participants were excluded from the initial list;
those excluded were employees who were either not involved in HE partnerships, no longer
with the Institute, or away from work for an extended period (for example, on long service or
maternity leave). The final target group comprised 82 participants, and this constituted the
population for the study (N=82).
As a prerequisite for conducting the research, ethics approval was sought from both the
University of Canberra and Holmesglen Institute prior to the fieldwork for data collection.
This is discussed in greater detail in Section 3.8 Ethical considerations.
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3.5

Data collection methods

The purpose of data collection using mixed methods is to develop answers to the research
questions (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie & Yu, 2007; Wooley, 2009). Data collection procedures
for the explanatory mixed methods design adopted for this study involved collecting
quantitative data in the first instance, analysing the data, and using the results from this stage
to inform the follow-up qualitative data collection (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). As shown
in Figure 3.1, sampling occurs at two points in this design: in the quantitative phase (Stage 1),
and in the qualitative phase (Stage 2). Data collections from both stages are complementary,
with one set building on the other to elaborate on the findings.
Since the explanatory design aims to ‘explain’ the initial quantitative results (Stage 1) with
follow-up qualitative data (Stage 2), individuals chosen for the qualitative data (interviews) in
Stage 2 were purposively selected from the quantitative (survey) population in Stage 1 (as per
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p.186). Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) also recommend that
only a small subset of the sample from Stage 1 be selected for Stage 2, as “the important
consideration lies in collecting enough qualitative information so that meaningful themes can
be developed”.
For the present study, quantitative data for Stage 1 was collected from the population (N=82)
of Holmesglen employees. This was followed up in Stage 2 (qualitative phase) through
interviews with seven employees (comprising 9% of the population), all of whom also
participated in Stage 1 of data collection.
3.5.1 Stage 1 – Quantitative data collection (survey)
Pilot test of survey
A web-based online survey was used as the primary instrument for data collection in Stage 1.
The rationale for using an online survey as opposed to a paper-based one include:


Better reach – all Holmesglen staff have dedicated email addresses which they check
regularly, thereby making it easier to communicate with them;



Cost and ease of administration – an on-line survey is cost effective (no printing or
postage required) and convenient to administer (invitations can be sent via email). Online survey also allows for reminders to be sent to participations (to boost response
rates) and eliminates mistakes associated with data entry (as per Nulty, 2008). It also
does some of the collation and representation of data.
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The web-based survey was developed using SurveyMonkey. To ensure content validity and
legitimation of the process, the survey was randomly pretested with eight Holmesglen staff –
about 10% of the study’s population – from different work areas at the Institute. As a
measure of control and to avoid bias, individuals identified for the pilot test were excluded
from the study; their role was primarily to test and validate the survey instrument.
The purpose of the pilot test was two-fold: (1) to determine clarity in the instructions and
questions of the survey; and (2) to identify in advance associated constraints (including
technical limitations) from an organisational context. Respondents were asked to identify
issues or problems they faced with accessing the survey, deciphering wording for the
questions and terminology, framing and sequencing the survey, length of the questions, and
time taken to complete the online survey.
Apart from some minor typographical errors, respondents to the pilot test indicated no issues
with their understanding of the questions or the time required to complete the survey online.
It took respondents 15 to 20 minutes to complete the survey, the same time as stipulated in
the instructions. Based on feedback from the pilot test, minor changes were made to the
survey prior to its administration.
Survey instrument
All participants in the population (N=82) were invited via email to participate in the online
survey. The email was accompanied with a web-link to the survey and a participation
information form (see Appendix 1) explaining the purpose and importance of the research to
Holmesglen staff. Participants of the survey were asked to select the HE partnership they
were most familiar with, and to complete the survey based on their own perceptions of that
partnership. Those with knowledge of or involvement in more than one partnership, were
requested to submit a fresh survey for each of the partnerships. Participation was voluntary
and participants were assured of confidentiality. Care was also taken to ensure that reports
generated from the survey did not identify any individuals or their circumstances.
The survey instrument comprised 40 items on a Likert-type scale and three open-ended
questions (see Appendix 2) – all of which relate to the success factors postulated in the
conceptual framework. Survey questions were backed by literature (as per Kale & Singh,
2009; and Wohlstetter et al., 2005); they were also vetted for reliability and validity by the
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researcher’s supervisors. The three open-ended questions were designed to obtain
constructive feedback with respect to:


Best aspects of the partnership;



Potential areas for improvement; and



Strategies to enhance HE partnership management and success.

Responses received for these questions were filtered by partnership, checked for
completeness, and then coded. This information was used in conjunction with the qualitative
data from Stage 2 interviews to explain the results from Stage 1. A mapping of the survey
items by success factors and phases of partnership development (as per the conceptual
framework) is shown in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1 Mapping of survey items to the success factors in the conceptual framework
Success factors
Champion

Compatibility

Complementarity

Commitment
Success factors
Leadership

Governance and
decision-making

Accountability
and responsibility

Communication

Success factors

Coordination and
conflict resolution

Review and
feedback

Impact and
outcomes

Future prospects

Phase 1: Planning & Formation
Having a champion to guide the partnership in the formation phase is crucial.
There is good strategic fit between partners.
The partnership is based on compatible goals.
The goal(s) of the partnership are clear.
Partners share common ideologies and interests.
Partners have complementary strengths that are useful to the partnership.
The partnership is based on shared risks and rewards.
The partnership brings added prestige to the 'Holmesglen' brand.
There is shared understanding and commitment to the partnership.
Partners are committed to working together for the good of the partnership.
Phase 2: Design & Operation
Effective leadership is crucial for managing and steering the partnership.
There are formal structures and decision-making processes in place to govern the
partnership.
There are internal structures and processes within Holmesglen to facilitate
proper functioning of the partnership.
Partnership decisions made by leaders are communicated to Holmesglen staff in
a timely manner.
The roles and responsibilities of partners are clearly defined and understood.
There is good understanding of the expectations of the partnership.
There is good cooperation between the partners.
The lines of communication between partners are clearly defined.
There is open communication and sharing of information between leaders of
partner organisations.
There are regular opportunities for informal contact between staff from partner
organisations.
Phase 3: Post-formation Management
Partners try to accommodate each other when making decisions that affect the
partnership.
There is a participatory decision-making system that is accountable, responsive
and inclusive.
Efforts are made to standardise common processes across partner organisations.
There are structures and processes in place to resolve conflicts or disputes.
There is a need to review the partnership on a regular basis.
There are processes in place to review the partnership.
Feedback from the review process is used to refine and improve partnership
processes.
The partnership is managed effectively.
The partnership is meeting its goals.
The partnership has resulted in strategically important outcomes.
Holmesglen has benefited from the partnership.
There are opportunities to further grow the partnership beyond the current level.
There is a clear need to continue with the partnership.
Partners are committed to continue with the partnership.
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Success factors that cut across all three phases of the partnership lifecycle
Partners trust and respect each other.
Trust and goodwill between partners help circumvent opportunistic behaviour.
Trust
Trust and relational capital facilitate the sharing of information and knowledge
among partners.
External
The external environment is an important consideration when forming the
environment
partnership.
Success factors for building internal capability for enhanced partnership management
There are opportunities to learn from each other.
Capability
There are processes in place to accumulate and leverage partnership learning
building
experiences.

Survey response rate
The online survey was administered over a four week period. As with any survey, it is
reasonable to expect some sampling error6 and sample bias7 (Nulty, 2008). In principle, both
the error and bias can be reduced by increasing the sample size and/or response rate. Given
that the sample size for the study could not be increased (since the survey was administered
to all 82 staff members in the population), it was therefore imperative to have a good
response rate (of at least 50% based on good practice)8 for the survey, to reduce the
likelihood of sampling error and sample bias.
Responses to the survey were monitored on a daily basis to track progress. Given the low
number of responses (26 responses) after two weeks of its administration, a reminder e-mail
was sent out to the population encouraging their participation. This worked out well as the
number of responses jumped within a week of sending the reminder. When the survey was
closed, a total of 45 valid responses were received, giving an effective response rate of 54.9%
(based on N=82). Since every person in the population was surveyed but not all responded,
the respondents represent a non-random sample of the population (Nulty, 2008).
Characteristics of the partnerships
Responses to the survey were primarily focused on three institutional partnerships, herein
referred to as Partner A, Partner B and Partner C, to protect their identities. Partner A is an
interstate university with whom Holmesglen has had a long standing relationship to deliver
6

Sampling error is the extent to which any statistical measure applied to the sample (such as the mean) gives a
result that deviates from the mean of the population as a result of random variation in the membership of the
sample.
7
Sample bias is where a statistical measure applied to the sample deviates from the population measure because
of systematic bias in the membership of the sample.
8
Richardson (as cited in Nulty, 2008, p.306) states that 50% is regarded as an acceptable response rate for social
research surveys.
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pathway programs and HE degrees. Partner B is another interstate university, but with whom
Holmesglen entered into a broad based relationship several years ago to deliver a number of
jointly developed degree programs. Partner C is an interstate TAFE institute, through which
Holmesglen delivered its own degree programs. When fieldwork for the study was carried
out, Holmesglen’s relationship with Partner A and Partner B was ongoing; however, the
relationship with Partner C was in the process of being dissolved. This had an impact on the
results for Partner C as some participants felt they did not have to respond because the
partnership was going to be terminated. Results and findings from the survey are discussed in
depth in Chapter 4.
Profile of survey respondents
Of the participants who responded to the survey, 27% were from the leadership group, 33%
were academic staff, 31% were non-academic staff, and 9% were classified as other9 (see
Table 3.2). The respondent profile was thus quite evenly distributed across the three main
groups of employees – leadership group, academic staff, and non-academic staff. This is
important from a validity perspective as a ‘balanced input’ moderates the bias associated with
the dominance of one respondent group over another.
Table 3.2 Profile of respondents

Number of
valid responses
Percentage of
total

Leadership
Group

Academic
staff

Nonacademic
staff

Others

Total

12

15

14

4

45

27%

33%

31%

9%

100%

When segregated by partnership, most of the survey responses (69%) were for Partner B,
followed by Partner A (16%) and Partner C (11%). This was not surprising given that
Holmesglen’s relationship with Partner B at the time of data collection was the most far
reaching of the three partnerships, involving two academic faculties and HE staff members
from different areas of the Institute. In contrast, the relationships with Partner A and Partner
C were concerned with the delivery of a small number of HE courses by a handful of
Holmesglen staff; hence, the lower number of responses. The low number of responses for

Survey respondents who selected ‘other’ were likely casual staff who were not represented by the three main
employee groups.
9
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Partner A (n=7) and Partner C (n=5) was a limitation of the study, and is discussed in Section
3.10 Limitations and delimitations. A breakdown of the survey responses by partnerships and
employee groups is shown in Table 3.3.
Table 3.3 Responses by partnerships and employee groups
Leadership Group
Academic staff
Non-academic staff
Others
Total
Percentage of total

Partner A
2
2
1
2
7
16%

Partner B
8
10
12
1
31
69%

Partner C
2
2
0
1
5
11%

Others
0
1
1
0
2
4%

Total
12
15
14
4
45
100%

Note: For purposes of de-identification, the partnerships are referred to in the table as Partner A, Partner B and Partner C

3.5.2 Stage 2 – Qualitative data collection (interviews)
Purposeful sample for interviews
Following up from the quantitative data in Stage 1, qualitative data for Stage 2 of the
fieldwork was collected by interviewing a subset of purposefully selected individuals from
the initial survey population (N=82). The objective of conducting interviews for Stage 2 was
to help explain the survey results obtained in Stage 1 and to provide insights into emerging
themes and issues for the different partnerships and their phases of development. Consistent
with the explanatory design, data collected for Stage 2 was guided by the research questions
and driven by the results from Stage 1.
Seven semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted for the fieldwork in Stage 2,
each averaging just over an hour. The criterion for selecting the participants was their
knowledge and first-hand experience with at least one HE partnerships (although those with
familiarity with two or all three partnerships were preferred). Specifically, participants with
extensive managerial experience, along with those involved in the day-to-day teaching and
operations of the partnership, were targeted.
Another important consideration relates to the roles and responsibilities of participants. For
the qualitative data to be representative, participants from the three main employee groups
identified in Stage 1 – leadership group, academic staff and non-academic staff – were shortlisted for interviews. To provide a good balance among the employee groups, the seven
participants selected comprised two members from the leadership group, three academic
staff, and two non-academic staff (one of whom had recently retired). Codes were assigned to
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participants to de-identify them. A breakdown of interview participants by employee group
(and codes) and the partnerships they are most familiar with is shown in Table 3.4.
Table 3.4 Interview participants by employee group and familiarity with partnership
Interview

Employee Group

Code

Participant 1

Leadership

Participant 2

Familiarity with partnership
Partner A

Partner B

Partner C

L1

Yes

Yes

Yes

Leadership

L2

Yes

Yes

Yes

Participant 3

Academic

A1

Yes

Yes

No

Participant 4

Academic

A2

No

Yes

Yes

Participant 5

Academic

A3

Yes

Yes

No

Participant 6

Non-academic

NA1

Yes

Yes

Yes

Participant 7

Non-academic

NA2

Yes

Yes

Yes

Participants were contacted for their consent and each was provided with a list of the
interview questions (see Appendix 3) at least one week prior to the interview, to put them at
ease with the process and prepare them in advance for what to expect. It also gave them
sufficient time to reflect on the questions and prepare for the interviews. As with the Stage 1
survey, participation in Stage 2 interviews was voluntary, and participants were informed that
they would not be identified by name or designation in any reports for reasons of
confidentiality. Instead, they would only be referred to in generic terms by their employee
grouping or by the codes assigned to them.
Interview protocol
To guide the data collection process for Stage 2, an interview protocol was developed. The
protocol comprised a set of questions and a procedural guide for conducting the interviews
(as per Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). Prompts in relation to participants’ background, including
their current position, how long they have been working at Holmesglen, and their role in
partnership arrangements were included in the protocol. The purpose for doing this was to:
(a) help ‘break the ice’ and get the participant to be more comfortable before starting the
interview; and (b) gain insight into each participant’s involvement and level of decisionmaking in the partnership(s).
A template of the interview questions was included in the protocol to guide the process.
Whilst most questions in the template were the same for all participants, some were changed
or modified depending on the role and decision-making authority of the individual. For
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instance, participants from the leadership group were asked more strategic type questions,
while those involved in day-to-day partnership activities like teaching or administration, were
asked more operational type questions pertaining to their roles. The language used for the
interview questions was kept simple to promote common understanding and to enhance the
quality of responses.
Individual face-to-face interviews were conducted with the participants in a conducive,
uninterrupted setting, at a time and place convenient to them. Participants were given an
overview of the research project at the start of the interview; this was followed by a summary
of the quantitative results from Stage 1 for discussion. Participants involved with more than
one partnership were encouraged to share and compare their experiences of the partnerships.
The semi-structured format of questioning was also useful as it allowed participants to speak
freely within the contextual guidance of a given issue. Prompts were included in the protocol
(as a reminder for the researcher) for certain tasks: to obtain a written consent from the
participant at the outset of the interview, test the audio recorder to ensure it was working
well, keep check of the time, make certain all questions in the interview template have been
answered, and to present a token of appreciation to the participant at the conclusion of the
interview.
Interview data collection
Each interview was audio recorded with the participant’s consent and transcribed verbatim
(as per Creswell, 2012). The interviews were initially transcribed using Dragon Speech
Recognition, but the software did not work as well as expected. Consequently, all interviews
were transcribed manually using Microsoft Word. Where there was doubt with certain words
and phrases in the transcription, the respective participant was contacted for clarification.
This technique of cross-checking with the participant helped improve the accuracy and
credibility of the qualitative data. Finalised interview transcripts were reviewed for
completeness and summarised to facilitate coding and data analysis.
3.6

Data analysis and integration

Data analysis in mixed methods involves analysing separately the quantitative and qualitative
datasets, and using techniques that “mix” both sets of data to respond to the research
questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The procedure for data analysis involves several
steps: preparing the data; exploring the data; analysing the data; representing the data; and
81

Chapter 3

interpreting the results. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) argue that following the procedure
closely allows for better representation and interpretation of the data and results. For the
present study, data from Stage 1 and Stage 2 was analysed separately, but the findings and
results from both stages were integrated and reported together in a single, embedded case
study, as depicted in the research design in Figure 3.1.
3.6.1 Stage 1 – Quantitative data analysis
A five-point Likert-type scale with choices of strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor
disagree, agree, and strongly agree was used to quantify the survey data. The choices were
allocated scores of 1 to 5 respectively and all questions were given equal weightage. Survey
responses were collated in the first instance using SurveyMonkey. The data was then filtered
for completeness and cross-tabulated for comparison across the three different partnerships.
Once validated, the data was exported into a spreadsheet for further analysis using Microsoft
Excel. To facilitate comparison across partnerships, percentage agreement (PA)10 rather than
weighted average (WA)11 was used as the scoring measure. PA was deemed a better measure
than WA for comparing scores, as it is a number that can range from 0 to 100. Being a large
number makes it easy to distinguish and code. In contrast, WA is typically a small number
with decimal points. For the present study, the WA has a range from 1.0 to 5.0 only. This
minute variation in WA scores makes coding and analysis difficult.
The PA scores for each of the 40 items in the survey were tabulated and coded categorically
as low, medium or high, to signify the level of ‘agreement’ for each item. They were also
colour coded to facilitate identification of patterns and trends in the data: red for low; amber
for medium; and green for high PA scores. Items with a PA of 0-49% were classified low,
those with a PA of 50-74% were medium, while items with a PA of 75-100% were classified
high based on good practice. Survey results by PA values and colour codes are presented in
tabular form in Chapter 4: Results and Findings.
3.6.2 Stage 2 – Qualitative data analysis
A core feature of qualitative data analysis is the coding process; it involves grouping
evidence and labelling ideas to reflect increasingly broader perspectives (Creswell & Plano

Percentage agreement (PA) for an item is defined as the count of “agree” and “strongly agree” responses as a
proportion of the total responses for that item.
11
Weighted average (WA) is the mean value of an item based on the relative weight assigned to it.
10
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Clark, 2011, p. 208). For this study, qualitative data from the interviews in Stage 2 was
transcribed and a content analysis conducted. Interview transcripts served as the primary
source of data for content analysis, the goal of which was to uncover patterns, themes and
categories from the interviews. Since interview questions were guided by the conceptual
framework and research questions, the coding categories for Stage 2 were the same as in
Stage 1 (see Table 3.1). The rationale for using the same categories for both stages is that it
promotes consistency and validity in the coding process.
A pilot coding of the qualitative data was tested using a sample text from the first interview.
The text was divided into small chunks and assigned labels; the labels were then grouped into
broader themes and accorded coding categories. Coding for the pilot was checked for clarity
and consistency against the list of coding categories (as per Table 3.1). As coding for the rest
of the text proceeded, other sub-categories emerged. These were contextually reviewed, and
subsumed into the categories identified in Table 3.1. The coding process was repeated several
times until sufficient consistency was achieved.
The semi-structured format of the interviews also aided the coding process since the
questions asked of participants were guided by the conceptual framework and related to the
success factors. Once consistency and reliability was established with the coding, the process
was extended to all seven interviews and open-ended responses from the survey. The coded
data together with quotations from participants was used to draw inferences for the study.
3.6.3 Data integration
Consistent with the explanatory design approach, primary data from both datasets was
‘mixed’ and integrated with secondary data (from published reports and desktop research) to
identify patterns and potential inconsistencies when elaborating the results, and to triangulate
the findings. Results for all three partnerships were presented side-by-side to facilitate
comparison (see Chapter 4). Congruent and discrepant findings between the two data sets
were examined and discussed as part of the data integration process.
3.7

Data validation issues and mitigation strategies

Good practice in research emphasises the importance of using procedures to validate data, the
results, and their interpretation. Whilst the concept of ‘validity’ differs in quantitative and
qualitative research, in both approaches it serves the purpose of checking quality of the data,
the results, and their interpretation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 210). Since mixed
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methods involve both quantitative and qualitative strands of data, there is a need to address
specific types of validity checks for both strands. Although terms such as validity, reliability
and legitimacy are referenced contextually in the methodology literature, Creswell and Plano
Clark (2011, p.239) recommend using the term ‘validity’ for mixed methods because of its
acceptance by both quantitative and qualitative researchers, and since it presents “a common
language understandable to many researchers”. The authors define validity in mixed methods
as employing strategies to address potential issues in relation to the key areas of data
collection, data analysis, and data interpretation that might compromise the merging or
connecting of quantitative and qualitative strands of the study, and the conclusions drawn
from their combination.
According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), potential issues that might compromise data
collection include: selection of the sample, the sample size, instrument design, inadequate
procedures for following up on results, and the manner in which data is recorded and used to
facilitate comparison whilst minimising bias. Issues that may compromise data analysis
include: inadequate representation of the data, inconsistencies with coding, and unclear or
inappropriate analysis of the findings. With interpretation, compromises may occur when
results relating to the research questions are not stated, contradictions are left unattended, or
when data from the quantitative and qualitative strands is not fully utilised to provide rich and
meaningful interpretation of the results.
For the present study, care and diligence has been exercised to ensure that the collection,
analysis and interpretation of data was carried out in accordance with recommended practices
in the literature. However, it is possible that not all validation issues have been adequately
addressed. The next section discusses validation risks in relation to the three specific areas of
data collection, data analysis and data interpretation, and the strategies employed to minimise
them (as per Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
(1) Data collection
A potential validation risk with data collection relates to the sampling process (that is,
selecting inappropriate individuals for the quantitative and qualitative stages); another is
using inadequate or inappropriate sample sizes for the two data strands. For the present study,
the survey used to gather quantitative data (in Stage 1) was administered to the entire
population (rather than to a sample) of Holmesglen staff with HE partnership experience.
Since the target population was relatively small (N=82), it was reasonable to administer the
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survey to the entire population. To ensure accuracy of information, an updated staff list of the
population was obtained from the Institute’s human resource department, and verified by
respective faculties and departments.
Data collection for the qualitative strand (Stage 2) was based on a purposeful (non-random)
sample of individuals from the population in Stage 1. The explanatory design emphasises a
sequential approach to data collection and recommends using only a small sample in Stage 2
to “explain and add insight into the quantitative results” from Stage 1. In this regard, it can be
argued that the seven individuals selected for interviews in Stage 2 constituted an appropriate
sample since they made up 9% of the population in Stage 1. As with the respondents to the
survey, interview participants were quite evenly distributed across the three employee groups
– two were from the leadership group, three were academics, and the other two were nonacademics. This balance in employee grouping coupled with the high response rate to the
survey (54.9%) helped mitigate any concerns about sampling error and sample bias.
Another risk that can arise from data collection pertains to the instrument itself; for example,
not designing an instrument with sound psychometric properties. To minimise this risk for the
quantitative strand, a five-point Likert scale was used for the survey results in Stage 1. The
data was then aggregated by percentage agreement, which is a measure of the ‘level’ rather
than ‘degree’ of agreement of the variables (success factors) investigated. The survey was
also pilot tested for content validity and legitimacy of the process prior to its administration.
For the qualitative stand, an interview protocol was developed to guide the interview process
in Stage 2. Participants were provided with the interview questions in advance and briefed on
the interview process. They were also requested to sign a form declaring their participation
was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the process at any time, without
consequence. Participants were further assured of confidentiality in the process and advised
that they would remain anonymous in all reporting of the study.
(2) Data analysis
Potential risks associated with data analysis include: choosing weak quantitative results (from
Stage 1) to follow up qualitatively (in Stage 2); and incorporating qualitative data without
clear intent of its use (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 242). Strategies advocated by
Creswell and Plano Clark to minimise the risk for the former involve weighing the available
options for follow-up, and choosing those results that need further explanation to be followed
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up. Mitigating strategies for the latter involve specifying how the qualitative data is coded
and used in the study.
For the present study, quantitative (survey) results from Stage 1 were analysed in the first
instance, and then summarised in tabular form. The results were reviewed and those that
lacked clarity or required further explanation were followed up in the Stage 2 interviews.
This was done as per the explanatory sequential design of mixed methods adopted. The
interviews produced rich discussions, and valuable insights into the results were obtained;
they also helped validate the findings through triangulation.
In order to mitigate the risk associated with a lack of clarity in using qualitative data, coding
and analysis was guided by the conceptual framework and research questions. Specifically,
the coding categories for both stands of data were based on the success factors identified in
the framework. This was purposefully done for two reasons: (a) to achieve consistency in the
coding process; and (b) to ensure the results and analysis relate to the aims and expectations
of the study. To ensure clarity and consistency in coding, a sample text from first transcribed
interview was code-tested. This procedure was repeated several times until sufficient
consistency was achieved in the coding process. Quantitative data from Stage 1 was then
used in conjunction with the qualitative data (from the open-ended survey questions and
semi-structured interviews in Stage 2) to draw inferences for the study.
(3) Data interpretation
Potential risks arising from data interpretation include: comparing the two data sets when
they are intended to build rather than merge; interpreting the two datasets in reverse
sequence; and not relating the different stages of the study to each other (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011, p. 242).
To mitigate these concerns, several strategies were deployed. First, care was taken to ensure
that both datasets were distinct; each was collected and analysed separately, with the
qualitative dataset (Stage 2) building on the results of the quantitative dataset (Stage 1).
Keeping the datasets distinct also allowed for comparisons of success factors along the
partnership lifecycle and across the three partnerships investigated.
Second, any possibility of interpreting the two strands of data in the reverse order was
remote, as the explanatory sequential design approach specifically prescribes that quantitative
data be collected and analysed first, followed by the qualitative data. This approach was
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diligently observed throughout, including to explain the results and present the findings of the
case study. Furthermore, as the research design for the study was driven by the research
questions, which in turn were informed by the conceptual framework, it was possible to link
different stages of the study together to provide a holistic and meaningful picture in
explaining the case.
Based on the discussion above, it seems reasonable to claim that adequate measures have
been put in place to address potential risks arising from data collection, analysis and
interpretation. A summary of potential data validity issues, and the strategies employed to
minimise them, is shown in Table 3.5.
Table 3.5 Potential validity issues and strategies for minimising them
Phase

Validity issues

Strategies for minimising the issues

Data
Collection

Selecting inappropriate
individuals for quantitative (Stage
1) and qualitative (Stage 2) data
collection.







Using inadequate and/or
inappropriate sample sizes for
Stage 1 and Stage 2 data
collection.





Not designing an instrument with
sound psychometric (i.e. validity
and reliability) properties.
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The population for the study (for Stage 1)
was HE staff with partnership experience.
Participants were identified with assistance
of the HR department, and verified by the
faculties and departments.
The sample for Stage 2 (interviews) was a
subset of the population from Stage 1.
The survey in Stage 1 was administered to
the entire population (N=82), rather than to
a sample.
The seven individuals selected for Stage 2
interviews made up 9% of the population;
they were from the three main employee
groups;
The high response rate for the survey
(54.9%) and distribution of responses by
employee groups helped mitigate sampling
error and sample bias.
The 5-point Likert-type scale of the survey
provided sufficient variation to calibrate the
quantitative data.
Survey results were aggregated by
percentage agreement, a measure of the
‘level’ rather than ‘degree’ of agreement.
The survey was pilot tested for content
validity and process legitimation.
An interview protocol was used to guide the
interview process for Stage 2.
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Data Analysis

Choosing weak quantitative
results (from Stage 1) to followup qualitatively (in Stage 2).





Including qualitative data without
clear intent of its use.






Data
Interpretation

Comparing the two datasets when
they are intended to build rather
than merge.
Interpreting the two datasets in
reverse order.






Not relating the different stages
of the study to each other.





Stage 1 results that lacked clarity or
required further explanation were followed
up in Stage 2.
Stage 2 interviews provided valuable
insights into the Stage 1 results and helped
triangulate the findings.
Coding and analysis was guided by the
study’s conceptual framework and research
questions.
For consistency, the same coding categories
were used for Stage 1 and Stage 2 data.
Sample text from the interview was coded
as a pilot for clarity and consistency.
Data from both data strands was used to
draw inferences for the study.
Datasets for the quantitative (Stage 1) and
qualitative (Stage 2) strands were distinct;
each was collected and analysed separately.
The explanatory mixed methods design
used for the study advocates a sequential
order for data collection, with quantitative
data first (Stage 1), followed by qualitative
data (Stage 2).
A similar approach was used to explain the
results and present the findings.
Stage 1 and Stage 2 results are inter-related.
Both datasets were integrated using the case
study approach.
The study’s conceptual framework and
research questions were pivotal for linking
the different stages of the study.

Source: Adapted from Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011 p.242

3.8

Ethical considerations

Resnik (2015) defines ‘ethics’ as “norms for conduct that distinguish between acceptable and
unacceptable behaviour”. Ethical considerations are important in academic research as the
process may involve direct contact with humans (Roth, 2004), and potentially with
commercially sensitive information (White, 2000). Where the contact is with vulnerable
groups of people (for example, children and young people, specific ethnic groups, individuals
highly dependent on medical care, and people with a cognitive impairment), specific
consideration may have to be accorded to the design, conduct and ethical review of research
(NHMRC, 2007).
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In appreciation of such ethical considerations, the present study adhered to the values and
principles for ethical conduct set out in the National Statement on Ethics Conduct in Human
Research (NHMRC, 2007). There was no foreseeable risk envisaged for participants of the
study as no vulnerable groups of people (or students) were targeted. Furthermore, since the
aim of the National Statement is to promote ethically good practice, fulfilment of this purpose
meant that participants were accorded due respect and protection throughout the study.
Prior to conducting fieldwork, ethics approval was sought from the Human Research Ethics
Committee at the University of Canberra (Ref: HREC 15-53) and the Ethics Committee at
Holmesglen (Ref: 015/2015). The process was rigorous, and fieldwork for the study only
began when all concerns of both committees were addressed and approval was granted.
Participation in the study was completely voluntary, and the privacy and confidentiality of
participants’ were protected throughout. Participant consent was obtained prior to the
fieldwork, and all participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any
point without consequence or impunity.
Participants for the survey (in Stage 1) were informed in writing about the aims and benefits
of the study. They were also assured that results from the survey would only be used in an
aggregated manner, without identifying any individual. The same was done for Stage 2
interviews. Participants were requested to sign a consent form for the interview, and advised
of their rights in relation to identity protection. All participants were de-identified.
To protect participant information, data collected from the fieldwork was stored in a secured
location throughout the duration of the study. Softcopies were stored on the Institute network
drive and backed up on two separate portable drives as a precautionary measure. Unwanted
hardcopies of the data were shredded and disposed. Research data for the present study will
continue to be stored for the required five-year period, after which it will be destroyed
according to University of Canberra protocols.
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3.9

Researcher as ‘insider’ and ‘research instrument’ statement

A potential challenge with conducting quantitative research in particular relates to the role of
the researcher as ‘insider’ and ‘research instrument’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Simon, 2011).
For both roles, it is possible that the researcher’s own beliefs, values, attitudes and
relationship with research participants could (intentionally or unintentionally) influence the
research process and, hence, interpretation and efficacy of the results (Simon, 2011).
As an insider, the influence can occur from the researcher’s familiarity with the participants
or from his/her direct participation in the phenomenon being investigated; as a research
instrument, the influence can happen from the data collection, analysis and interpretation
process, since the researcher is the primary person who gathers the data, translates it, and
interprets the results into meaningful information (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Simon, 2011).
As the sole researcher for the present study, I made every effort possible to ensure that all
aspects of data collection, analysis, and interpretation were carried out objectively, and in a
balanced, unbiased manner. Aspects of my role as research instrument have been discussed
in Section 3.7 Data validation issues and mitigating strategies.
In relation to my role as insider, it is reasonable to argue that even though I am employee of
Holmesglen, I was not a participant in the study, and hence, not an insider. Participants
selected for the interviews were fellow employees, and my acquaintance with them is largely
due to my work as research officer at the Institute. My relationship with the participants was
open and friendly, but professional. ‘Openness’ as an attribute is suited to qualitative research
as it contributes to positive relationships among researchers and participants (McGinn, 2005).
Being open and friendly facilitated the interview process, as it helped build trust and establish
a comfortable setting for the participants. This approach also proved effective in eliciting
detailed narratives from respondents; it benefited rather than detracted from the goals of the
qualitative inquiry.
Relational issues between researcher and research participants are an important part of
research ethics; they were deliberated at length in the ethics approval process for the present
study. As discussed in Section 3.8 Ethical considerations, the present study also adhered to
the values and principles outlined in the National Statement on Ethics Conduct in Human
Research (NHMRC, 2007). Together, these measures have helped alleviate concerns about
relational issues.
90

Chapter 3

3.10

Limitations and delimitations

While this study was designed with care, it may not have been without limitations and
delimitations that could restrict the control and outcomes of the study. According to Simon
and Goes (2013), limitations are constraints that are largely out of the researcher’s control,
but could affect the study outcome; they restrict extensity of the study, and can potentially
affect the conclusions drawn from it. Limitations often flow from choices in the study’s
design and methodology; they can relate, among other things, to the survey instrument,
validity issues with qualitative research, and generality of the findings from a case study.
Delimitations are those characteristics that arise from limitations in the scope and boundaries
of the study; they are conscious exclusionary and inclusionary decisions made about the
study (Simon & Goes, 2013). Delimitations are usually within the researcher’s control as they
result from specific choices made by the researcher about the study. Among these are the
choice of phenomenon studied, variables of interest, theoretical framework and methodology
adopted for the study, the research setting, and choice of participants.
For the present study, limitations and delimitations relate to the following areas:


Scope of the study: This study was confined to HE partnerships at Holmesglen, a
TAFE Institute based in Melbourne. It involved participants from only that institute
and does not include those from partner institutions. Since the scope of the study was
restricted to the HE sector in a single institution, it is possible that the study’s
outcomes have limited generalisations to other sectors (for example, VET) and
institutions (for example, universities and private HE providers).



Survey instrument: The online survey for the study was administered over four weeks.
Even though the response rate for the survey was high, it is possible that some
participants (especially those who were busy or travelling during that period) did not
respond due to time constraints. The Likert scale used for the survey could also have
‘forced’ respondents into choosing particular response categories, thereby limiting the
range of responses. Furthermore, it is reasonable to expect some degree of bias in the
survey results as respondents may tend to differ from non-respondents in their attitudes
and behaviour (Nulty, 2008).
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Survey responses: The survey generated 45 valid responses. Overall, the responses
were fairly well distributed across the employee groups; however, they varied quite
significantly by the partnerships investigated – Partner A (16%), Partner B (69%) and
Partner C (11%). The small numbers of responses for Partner A (n=7) and Partner C
(n=5), in particular, limited comparison across partnerships since the results could not
be statistically validated. This limitation was mitigated to some extent with
triangulating the survey results with qualitative data from the interviews.



Qualitative validity: Even though validity risks and mitigating strategies in relation to
data collection, data analysis and data interpretation have been discussed in detail in
Section 3.7, it is possible that not all risks (especially those associated with qualitative
data) were addressed. For instance, determining correlation among success factors
(variables) may not be as straightforward, since it is possible that variables can be
associated without there being a causal relationship between them. Similarly, there
could be limitations with the generality of findings from a case study because
alternative explanations cannot be ruled out for causal inferences.



Conceptual framework: Although the integrated model used for this study is robust in
that it is based on extant research on partnerships, it is possible that not all factors that
influence partnership success have been included in the framework. Thus, while the
model is consistent with extant theory, it may not be entirely comprehensive with
respect to the generality of the findings. Depending on the context and sector being
studied in any subsequent research, addition factors may have to be included, or some
factors changed.



Timeframe for the study: Institutional partnerships can take many years to develop.
Since this study had to be completed within a given timeframe, a longitudinal
comparison of results was not possible. Instead, the study represents a ‘snapshot’ of
participants’ perceptions at a point in time, and the opinions they expressed could be
somewhat biased or weighed down by certain issues or events affecting the
partnership(s). It is also possible that the views expressed may change over time. In
this regard, a longitudinal study could have provided for a better examination of the
issues investigated.
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3.10

Summary

This chapter has detailed the research design and methodology for the study. It provided an
overview of the research setting and explained how participants were selected for the
quantitative strand (Stage 1) and qualitative strand (Stage 2) of the study. Mixed methods as a
technique for data collection, data analysis and data interpretation was discussed, as was the
case study approach to mix, integrate and report the results. Potential issues relating to data
validity and the strategies adopted to mitigate them were elucidated. Ethical considerations,
along with the role of the researcher as ‘insider’ and ‘research instrument’ were canvased.
The chapter concluded with a discussion on the limitations and delimitations of the study.
The next chapter details the results and findings of the study.
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Chapter 4: Results and Findings

4.1

Introduction

This chapter reports key findings from the fieldwork that was conducted, namely the online
survey (Stage 1) and face-to-face interviews (Stage 2). These activities were conducted in a
staged fashion with a targeted group of Holmesglen employees with HE partnership
experience. The online survey was conducted first (N=82), followed by face-to-face
interviews with seven key personnel (n=7). In line with the mixed methods approach,
numerical data from the survey was integrated with narrative data from the interviews in a
case study to help interpret the results and provide further insights into the findings.
The study investigated three HE partnerships. Partner institutions have been de-identified for
privacy and confidentiality; they are instead referred to as Partner A, Partner B and Partner C:


Partner A is a regional interstate university with whom Holmesglen has a longstanding
relationship (more than 15 years). Initially, the collaboration with Partner A was aimed at
providing Holmesglen students (in particular, international VET students from China)
with a pathway to pursue degree courses in Australia via credit transfer. The partnership
was eventually expanded from the one-year pathway program to full delivery by
Holmesglen staff of selected Partner A’s degree programs at its Melbourne campus.



Like Partner A, Partner B is also an interstate university. Holmesglen’s relationship with
Partner B was established less than three years ago; it is broad-based in scope, offering
more than 10 degree programs (some of which are jointly developed) for delivery by
Holmesglen staff at its Melbourne campus. The partnership was born primarily out of
financial considerations for both partners in a competitive market environment.



Partnership C was developed two years ago, and Partner C is similar to Holmesglen in
that it is a TAFE institute. Partner C aspires to build capability for HE delivery by
providing its VET students a pathway to pursue Holmesglen degrees at its own campus.
Partner C is keen to learn from Holmesglen experience in HE delivery, and Holmesglen
in turn, views the collaboration as a potential source of revenue and unique opportunity to
mentor a TAFE institute from another state to be a NUHEP.
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Results from the fieldwork are organised by the three partnerships for comparison. They are
also presented according to the three phases of partnership development in the conceptual
framework, namely: Phase 1: Planning and formation; Phase 2: Design and operation; and
Phase 3: Post-formation management and review.
Additionally, primary (quantitative and qualitative) data is used in tandem with secondary
data (institutional reports, desktop research of partner organisations, partnership contract
documents, etc.) to add texture and richness to the results, reinforcing the contextual and
theoretical underpinnings of the framework upon which the study is built to answer the two
research questions:
Primary question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
Secondary question: How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance
partnership management and success?
The chapter begins by considering Holmesglen’s motivations for entering into HE
partnerships. Next, the conceptual framework is used to examine and compare results of the
success factors across all three phases of partnership development. The results for each phase
are tabulated using percentage agreement (PA) levels (as discussed in Chapter 3) to facilitate
comparison between partnerships. The rationale for comparing results is to gain insights into
the primary research question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
One key success factor, trust, is deemed necessary throughout the lifecycle of the partnership;
it is depicted in the conceptual framework as cutting across all three phases of partnership
development. This factor is discussed later in the chapter, along with the role of the external
environment. Like trust, the external environment is a cross-cutting factor, since it can impact
the partnership at any stage of its lifecycle.
Finally, responses from participants to the prospect of capability building are presented and
discussed. Interview findings are used in conjunction with survey results to provide answers
to the secondary research question: How can organisations build institutional capability to
enhance partnership management and success? Interview participants are de-identified
throughout, and referred to by their employee groups or assigned staff codes as per Table 3.4
in Chapter 3; for example, L1 for leader 1, NA2 for non-academic 2, and A3 for academic 3.
The chapter concludes with a summary of the study’s key results and findings.
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4.2

Motivations for entering into partnerships

Motivations are antecedents for the decision to partner. Findings from the study suggest that
all three HE partnerships at Holmesglen were initiated to meet changing needs of the
organisation and challenges in the external environment. The main reasons identified for
partnering were: provision of pathways for VET students into HE; opportunities for staff
development and capacity building in HE; overcoming barriers in policy that restricted
NUHEPs from delivering HE; and to generate additional revenue for the institute. Leader
[L1] said that Holmesglen’s motivation for partnering can be grouped into three broad areas –
students, staff and strategic intent.
Students: As a provider of tertiary education, students are at the core of Holmesglen’s
business model (Holmesglen, 2014). To a large extent, student demand and industry needs
drive the nature and type of courses offered at the institute. When Holmesglen first entered
into HE partnerships some 20 years ago, it was mainly to provide its international students
with pathways into degree programs at partner universities. Since the HE legislation at that
time prevented TAFE institutes from delivering their own HE programs, the pathway
opportunity from VET into university was seen by international students as an important
factor in their choice to study at Holmesglen. This was articulated by non-academic [NA2]
who said:
Going back to those days, partnerships were the only way Holmesglen could deliver degree
programs as we could not develop our own degrees. These university partnerships were
pathways for international students into higher education. [NA2]

The pathway arrangement which Holmesglen had with two Melbourne-based universities at
that time worked well initially for all parties: from Holmesglen’s perspective, students could
start their HE studies at the Institute before moving on to complete their degrees at these
universities; from the universities’ perspective, these pathways provided an additional
pipeline for international students and served as an attractive source of revenue. As [NA2]
noted, pathway arrangements for international students were mutually beneficial.
It worked both ways. We could promote the university pathways to attract international
students to come and study at Holmesglen. At the same time, the universities viewed
Holmesglen as a very strong VET provider and a good source for their second year students.
It was a useful proposition for all parties. [NA2]
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A downside to these pathway arrangements was that the universities frequently changed their
course entry requirements for students. This created uncertainty and frustration for
Holmesglen as the Institute wanted a clear and streamlined path for its students to move from
VET into HE. The situation led to Holmesglen becoming more determined to venture into HE
by delivering not just the one-year pathway program for partner institutions, but deliver full
degree courses, and that was a key factor in the decision to establish the relationship with
Partner A. Starting with a one-year pathway program, the franchise agreement for Partnership
A was subsequently expanded to allow Holmesglen to deliver all three years of Partner A’s
selected degree programs at its Melbourne campus. This arrangement was significantly
different from that with the other two Melbourne-based universities, where articulation
involved completing just one year of study at Holmesglen. The model of collaboration for
Partnership A was described by leader [L1] as “innovative and entrepreneurial” as it was the
first of its kind that involved full delivery of a university’s degree by a TAFE institute.
Staff: Apart from providing opportunities to students to pursue HE through pathway
arrangements, collaboration with universities has presented Holmesglen staff members with
the chance to develop expertise in HE delivery, as well as to advance their own professional
development. As part of this initiative, the Institute retrained and transitioned suitably
qualified VET teachers on the basis of expectations and demands for HE delivery and
scholarship, and recruited new academic staff with relevant experience to teach in degree
programs. Holmesglen also supports professional development and scholarly activity through
funding and time release for staff. An example of such an initiative is the collaboration with
Partner B to enhance leadership and management capacity through a professional program
that is underpinned by strong research.
Apart from staff development, collaborations with universities have been instrumental in
helping Holmesglen build internal capability to develop and deliver its own degree courses.
The delivery of Partner A’s entire degree programs at Holmesglen, for example, contributed
immensely to the development of human capital for HE. As observed by leader [L1], “The
relationship with [Partner A] was a great one going back 10 years in helping develop a lot of
our staff for higher education delivery, in particular those in the business faculty”. Nonacademic [NA2] noted that the franchise model adopted with Partner A “provided us the
capacity to build staff strength in terms of HE delivery and pedagogy, and that gave us the
early initiation to launch our own degrees.” [NA2] also said:
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We had to put in a lot of marketing effort to get international students and markets to take up
a [Partner A] degree because the university was relatively unknown internationally. We had
to say it is an Australian degree and we helped [Partner A] obtain the relevant professional
accreditation. We in fact wrote the course for them and it was a really good experience for our
staff as well.

Strategic intent: The third motivating factor for Holmesglen pursuing HE partnerships is to
do with strategic intent and long-term sustainability of the Institute. In an increasingly
competitive environment, the shared risk and reward model of partnering provides the
opportunity to grow in a way that would not have been possible for either party to do alone.
According to non-academic [NA1], a key underlying driver to grow the Institute was through
partnerships and internationalisation. By partnering with universities, Holmesglen
strengthened its attractiveness in the international market place and built capacity to become
a HE provider in its own right. [NA1] also said:
Holmesglen has been pushing for a change in the national protocols for a teaching-led
university model for some years now. Such a model is highly successful in Canada and there
is no reason why Australia cannot have teaching-led universities alongside research-led ones.

When the Higher Education Support Act (HESA, 2003) was changed to allow NUHEPs to
develop and deliver their own degrees, Holmesglen was among the first TAFE institutes in
Victoria to do so. The Institute leveraged the experience from its partnerships with
universities to establish a foothold in HE delivery by launching a number of its own degree
programs starting from 2006. As noted by leader [L1], the move to establish its own degree
programs was seen as a natural progression in its evolution as a tertiary education provider:
We believe that it’s been a good strategy over the years that each of our partnerships has
helped us move further in our vision of becoming a different type of tertiary provider for the
future. [L1]

Holmesglen’s collaboration with Partner C was another ‘first of its kind’ initiative, where two
TAFE institutes cooperated to deliver degree programs. From a strategic intent perspective,
the venture allowed Holmesglen access to a new market and potentially new revenue stream
by delivering its own degree programs at Partner C’s location interstate. From Partner C’s
perspective the collaboration was seen as an opportunity to move into HE delivery, thereby
providing pathways to degree courses for its VET students. It was also an opportunity to learn
about the requirements and processes associated with HE delivery from an experienced
TAFE institute, rather than a university.
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Primary Research Question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
4.3

Key drivers of success

Having established the motivations for partnering, the next step is to examine the key drivers
of success for the three phases of partnership development identified in the conceptual
framework (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1), as follows:


Phase 1: Planning and formation;



Phase 2: Design and operation; and



Phase 3: Post-formation management and review.

Each of the three phases of partnership development is characterised by several key drivers of
success that impact partnership performance and outcomes. For example, the key drivers for
Phase 1 are the role of the champion, and partner attributes of compatibility, complementarity
and commitment. Those for Phase 2 include leadership, governance and decision-making
mechanisms, accountability and responsibility, and communication. The key success drivers
for Phase 3 are coordination and conflict resolution mechanisms, review and feedback
processes for improvement, impact and outcomes of the partnership, as well as future
prospects for continuing the collaboration.
One other key driver of success – trust is not limited to any one phase of the partnership; it is
required throughout the lifespan of the partnership and is included as a separate block that
spans the all three phases of the conceptual framework. Findings for trust and the influential
role of the external environment in shaping the HE partnerships at Holmesglen are discussed
in Section 4.7 of this chapter.
4.4

Phase 1: Planning and formation

This phase is concerned with the perceived need to form the partnership, and selecting a
suitable partner. It looks at the role of the champion and partner attributes of compatibility,
complementarity and commitment. Findings from interviews in relation to the partner
selection criteria and due diligence are also considered.
Overall results for this phase of the partnership were highly in favour of Partner A. They
were less favourable for Partner C and least favourable for Partner B (see Table 4.1).

100

Chapter 4
Table 4.1 Phase 1: Planning and formation – survey results by percentage agreement
Key drivers
of success
Champion
Compatibility

Complementarity

Commitment

Phase 1 items

Partner A
(n=6)
%

Partner B
(n=29)
%

Partner C
(n=4)
%

100

86

75

100
83
100

29
45
34

50
75
50

67

14

50

100

55

25

100

25

25

67

41

0

100

17

50

67

21

25

Having a champion to guide the partnership in
the formation phase is crucial.
There is good strategic fit between partners.
The partnership is based on compatible goals.
The goal(s) of the partnership are clear.
Partners share common ideologies and
interests.
Partners have complementary strengths that
are useful to the partnership.
The partnership is based on shared risks and
rewards.
The partnership brings added prestige to the
'Holmesglen' brand.
There is shared understanding and
commitment to the partnership.
Partners are committed to working together
for the good of the partnership.

Percentage agreement (PA): Low

(0-49%); Medium

(50-74%); High

(75-100%)

Of the 10 items identified in this phase, Partner A had seven items with high PA i.e. 75-100%
(green) and the other three with medium PA i.e. 50-74% (orange). In contrast, Partner B had
only one item each with high and medium PA. The other eight items had low PA levels i.e. 049% (red). By comparison, Partner C fared better than Partner B, as it had two items with
high PA, four with medium PA and four with low PA. Findings for each of the key drivers of
success in relation to the three partnerships are discussed next.
4.4.1 Champion
There was strong agreement among respondents of the crucial role a champion plays in
guiding the partnership at the planning and formation phase. With all three partnerships, the
champion from Holmesglen was either the Chief Executive or a member of the leadership
group. Information from the interviews suggests that these individuals were instrumental in
identifying the ‘right’ partner and initiating the partnerships. They were often visionaries who
thought ‘outside the box’, pushed for policy changes with their innovative ideas, were
steadfast in their beliefs and persistent with their views. They also took responsibility for
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their decisions and ‘sold’ their ideas to key stakeholders (including the leadership group and
Institute Board) by convincingly communicating the rationale and benefits of partnering.
Two former Holmesglen leaders were instrumental for initiating Partnerships A and B. The
champion responsible for establishing pathway programs with two Melbourne-based
universities and with Partner A was the then Executive Director of the International Centre.
The rationale for these partnerships was mainly to provide streamlined articulation for
international students studying VET courses at Holmesglen to pursue degree courses at these
partner universities. It was also targeted at helping the Institute build capacity in HE delivery.
According to non-academic [NA2], pathways programs were initiated because there was
“thirst and hunger” on the part of some VET students to pursue HE.
In order to build that capacity, our first step was to commence partnerships with universities,
where we pathwayed (sic) students from our VET programs to degrees. It was about
preparing students for higher education, so we initiated those pathway programs with
universities. [NA2]

With Partner B, the former Chief Executive of the Institute was credited for championing the
relationship. The partnership was driven by financial imperatives such as funding cuts to
TAFEs by the state government, and a key motivating factor for the collaboration was access
to Commonwealth Supported Places (CSPs) for domestic students. Elaborating on the
partnership, leader [L1] said that drastic change in funding in the past five years meant that
the Institute had to look at other sources of revenue in an increasingly competitive demanddriven environment:
The relationship with [Partner B] was driven by funding issues... and access to CSPs was seen
as really important. Whilst it met the criteria of students, staff and strategic intent, it was
driven in many respects in trying to find another way of increasing revenue and maintaining
higher education delivery at the institute. [L1]

The champion from Holmesglen for Partnership C was the Chief Executive of the Institute.
Being a TAFE institute that aspired to deliver HE, Partner C was in some ways similar to
what Holmesglen was when it first embarked on its journey into the HE space more than a
decade ago. Leader [L1] pointed out that the motivation to collaborate with Partner C was
mutually beneficial to both parties:
From the perspective of [Partner C], they needed to provide opportunities for their students
and staff, and for Holmesglen, it was about being seen as a leader in higher education and
being able to deliver this partnership. [L1]
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4.4.2 Compatibility
Partner compatibility refers to the alignment or fit between partners’ strategic goals and
interests (as per Kale & Singh, 2009). Based on the mean PA score12 of the four items for this
area, the results were high for Partner A (88%), medium for Partner C (57%) and low for
Partner B (31%) (see Table 4.1). Furthermore, Partner A was deemed to have the best
strategic fit (100%), followed by Partner C (50%). Only 29% of survey respondents agreed
that there was a good strategic fit with Partner B. Similar results were obtained for
compatibility in partner goals, clarity of goals, and sharing of common ideologies and
interests. In all cases, Partner A was deemed the most compatible partner, followed by
Partner C. In relative terms, Partner B was the least compatible of the three.
Partnership A was initiated with the common goal of providing affordable degrees to
international students through pathway programs. As a regional university, Partner A faced
difficulty with attracting international students to study at its campus. To make it attractive
for the students, Partner A collaborated with providers in Australian capital cities, such as
Holmesglen in Melbourne, to deliver its degree programs. Non-academic [NA2] explained
that international students generally do not like going to a rural location to study, and so
“having a metropolitan campus for students in Melbourne and providing a pathway for them
from TAFE to higher education made sense to both parties”. Holmesglen was among the first
non-university providers to deliver Partner A’s full degree program at its Melbourne campus.
Based on a franchise agreement, the collaboration was a compatible one, and as noted by
leader [L1]: “The partnership was driven by both organisations wanting to show
entrepreneurial spirit, and it worked well”.
Partnership C was compatible in that it involved two TAFE institutes from non-competing
jurisdictions cooperating together in the delivery of HE. The initiative was the first of its kind
in Australia where two interstate TAFE institutes worked together in a credit transfer
arrangement from VET to HE. It was also the first example of cross-jurisdictional
cooperation in HE in the non-university sector. Through the partnership, Holmesglen degrees
in such areas as business accounting and early childhood education were delivered at Partner
C’s campus interstate. Leader [L1] described the partnership as “historic” and one that
offered students the opportunity to study for a degree course in a TAFE environment.
12

Since all items that make up the key driver of success are weighted equally, the mean percentage agreement
(mean PA) is simply the average PA value of these items.
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“[Partner C] in particular is targeting students in lower socio-economic areas, so this
arrangement opens up a world of new study opportunities for them”, said the leader.
In contrast to Partnership A and C, Partnership B was deemed by respondents as the least
compatible of the three. Partnership B was born primarily out of financial considerations for
both partners in a competitive market environment. It was initially targeted at attracting
domestic students through the provision of CSPs, and delivering degree programs at
Holmesglen’s Melbourne campus. While the proposition seemed an exciting one in terms of
intention, it fell short on merit according to non-academic [NA2]. “Why would domestic
students in Melbourne want to sign up for CSPs with [Partner B] when they can do so with
other more established universities here and still have CSP access?” said [NA2], adding that
Partner B did not bring much value to Holmesglen as it lacked reputation and did not have a
presence in Melbourne:
I think the choice of [Partner B] wasn’t strategic. We fell for the CSPs but didn’t do enough
of our own research to find out why domestic students here [in Melbourne] would pick
[Partner B]. [NA2]

Leader [L2] elucidated a mismatch in the strategy of both organisations as the reason for
incompatibility with Partner B:
Our main purpose was to access CSPs and have the ‘university’ brand to increase our VET
enrolments and pathways into the degrees. But that wasn’t working for us through [Partner B]
as they did not have a presence and brand in Melbourne. Universities here also take students
and enter them into pathway arrangements. With the uncapping of places, domestic students
can go to these universities in Melbourne and access CSPs. [L2]

4.4.3 Complementarity
Partner complementarity refers to the extent to which a partner contributes non-overlapping
resources or capabilities to the relationship (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Harrigan, 1998; Mowery, et
al., 1996). As shown in Table 4.1, the results for this area were highly in favour of Partner A;
they were less favourable for Partner B and least favourable for Partner C. Based on the mean
PA score of the three items for this area, the results were high for Partner A (89%), and low
for Partner B (40%) and Partner C (17%).
There was consensus (100% agreement) among respondents that Partnership A has useful
complementary strengths and is based on shared risks and rewards. Respondents also felt
that Partner A (67%) added more prestige to the Holmesglen brand, compared to Partner B
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(41%) and Partner C (0%). The result for Partner C in particular is not surprising as
organisations tend to partner with well-established entities to enhance their own image and
reputation (as per Oliver, 1990; Saxton, 1997; Waide, 1999). As such, Holmesglen’s
collaboration with universities (Partner A and Partner B) was seen as adding more value to its
brand name than partnering with another TAFE.
One survey respondent said the alliance with universities has helped Holmesglen's external
reputation, particularly in attracting international students. Another said that partnering with
universities offered Holmesglen students the opportunity to get a university degree while
studying under ‘local’ conditions. In contrast, partnering with another TAFE (Partner C) was
not seen as adding prestige to the Holmesglen brand. A survey respondent said that whilst the
partnership has helped broaden Holmesglen’s horizons, it “lacks distinction as we have
similar competitive markets and culture”. Another respondent added that collaboration with
Partner C “may be a disaster to the Holmesglen HE brand if there are more conflicts than
there is cooperation in the relationship”.
Among Partner A’s strengths that were deemed complementary were the pathway
arrangements for Holmesglen VET students into HE, its vast knowledge and experience of
delivering though partnerships, and its willingness to cooperate for mutual benefit. One
survey respondent commended Partner A for its “open and honest communication” and
“willingness to resolve any issues quickly and efficiently”. Another respondent said the
relationship with Partner A “has given us time to grow in the HE sector”. Other aspects
highlighted about Partner A were its “transparency, academic integrity and mutual benefits”.
With Partner B, complementary strengths helped increase the number and diversity of HE
programs delivered at Holmesglen, and provided domestic students with access to CSPs so
they could gain a university qualification at a competitive cost. The collaboration also
provided opportunities for teaching staff from Holmesglen to work with university academics
and subject matter experts from Partner B with a view to improving their own practice. As
one staff member pointed out: “There are opportunities for mentorship, benchmarking of
practices, academic development and access to research for the academic profession”.
Partner C was seen as having complementary strengths by only 25% of respondents. While
the partnership was important from a TAFE-to-TAFE perspective in that it contributed to
Holmesglen’s development and expansion interstate, it was not overly positive from the
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‘numbers’ perspective to be economically viable or sustainable. The partnership was also
thought to favour Partner C more than it did Holmesglen, as noted by leader [L1]:
With [Partner C], people were happy with it at the outset. What happened though was it just
didn’t live up to expectations of the student numbers they [Partner C] thought they would get
and hence, it became a lot of work for not much revenue. That is a case where [Partner C]
probably gained more than Holmesglen did in some ways.

4.4.4 Commitment
Commitment includes the willingness of a partner to make resource contributions and shortterm sacrifices to realise the desired longer-term benefits of partnering (Das & Teng, 2003;
Gundlach, et al., 1995; Spralls, et al., 2011). To succeed, partnerships normally require
commitment from all levels of leadership in their respective organisations (Kale & Singh,
2009). Based on the mean PA, results for this area were high for Partner A (84%) but low for
both Partner C (38%) and Partner B (19%) (see Table 4.1).
There was unanimous agreement among respondents (100%) that Partnership A demonstrated
shared understanding and commitment. In contrast, the PA for this item was 50% for Partner
C and a low 17% for Partner B. Likewise, when it came to commitment shown by partners in
working together for the good of the partnership, Partner A was again seen by respondents as
the most committed (67%) of the three. The commitment levels of Partner B and Partner C
were somewhat similar at 25% and 21%, but low compared to Partner A.
Commitment to work together is more often than not forged through a cyclical process of
negotiating, interacting and bargaining between leaders of partner organisations (Eddy &
Amey, 2014). The commitment for cooperation and contribution that each partner makes to
the partnership is then stipulated in a binding legal agreement. The agreement includes,
among other things, provisions for financial and resource commitments, nature and standard
of service provision, marketing and promotional activities, and intellectual property
protection. Operational plans are then created from the provisions in the agreement to
implement the partnership. The operational plans are either prepared jointly by both parties
or, if they are prepared by one party, they have to be agreed upon and endorsed by the other
party prior to implementation.
With Partnership A, extension of the initial franchise agreement from a one-year pathway
arrangement to full three-year delivery of Partner A courses at Holmesglen was seen by
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survey respondents as a clear demonstration of Partner A’s commitment and confidence in
Holmesglen’s ability. Respondents credited Partner A for having clear policies and
procedures, good implementation manuals for project administration and course operation, as
well as a relationship manager who is “responsive and well respected by the academics”.
Partner A also offered to train Holmesglen staff on regulatory and procedural requirements
for HE delivery so as to effectively administer and manage their courses. They were also seen
to have clear policies on staff entitlements and workload for working with partners. Together,
these measures reinforced commitment to the partnership.
With Partnerships B, the commitment level was much lower than Partnership A, and a key
reason identified was the lack of buy-in by staff at both organisations. Leader [L1]
commented that Partnership B was not fully embraced by staff because it was “ill thought out
and signed too quickly”.
Staff couldn’t understand it [Partnership B]; they couldn’t see the strategic intent and as a
result, buy-in was sporadic on both sides....It is a good example of a partnership that had great
intentions but wasn’t sold sufficiently to both organisations. [L1]

Commenting on the partnership, leader [L2] said that the agreement for Partnership B
contained broad statements which lacked clarity, thereby making it difficult to implement:
There was no academic point of contact at [Partner B] to refer to for clarification and they did
not have the expertise in all of the areas we had transferred our courses to under their badge.
There was no operations manual for at least the first 12 months of the partnership, so you
were making things up and working things out as you went along. [L2]

Further, being new to the partnership ‘game’, Partner B lacked the policies and processes of
Partner A. Some interviewees even felt that Holmesglen had better policies and processes for
HE management than Partner B.
With Partnership C, there was strong commitment at the leadership level at both institutes,
but like Partnership B, the ‘marriage’ happened very quickly, leaving little time for
‘courtship’ and to prepare adequately for the union. Leader [L2] pointed out that while it
made a lot of sense for two TAFE institutes to work together, Partner C neither had the
experience nor the teaching staff to deliver HE, and that affected commitment:
There was quite a lot of angst internally with their staffing. There was debate around
employment conditions and scholarship when VET staff were put in to deliver HE. Moreover,
[Partner C] struggled to find suitably qualified staff in HE and had to hire from outside. That
created all sorts of problems as well. [L2]
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Adding to this complexity with staffing, Partner C also underwent a restructuring process
initiated by the state government to rationalise and streamline the TAFE sector. Morale
among Partner C staff was low as the process created uncertainty about their employment
prospects; it was also disruptive from a decision-making perspective, which affected
commitment to the partnership.
4.4.5 Partner selection criteria
Building on the findings from the partner attributes of compatibility, complementarity and
commitment, interview participants were posed questions of the process undertaken for
selecting the ‘right’ partner. In particular, they were asked about the partner selection criteria
and due diligence process. Significantly, it was found that no systematic process was
deployed to identify potential partners. Instead, partner selection for all three partnerships
was more ‘opportunistic’ than it was well planned. Champions from Holmesglen generally
identified potential partners from their professional and social networking with others,
through introductions by third parties, or from personal connections. As such, assessment of
risk factors and cost-benefit analysis of opportunities, including examining the feasibility and
reliability of business plans, were not carried out in detail for these partnerships.
Leader [L1] said that partners were chosen based on perceived alignment of strategic
imperatives and potential synergies with the Institute, rather than any elaborate due diligence
process. Regarding the latter, not much emphasis was placed on undertaking a thorough due
diligence as the partners were public entities – two are public universities and the other, a
public TAFE institute.
From a point of view of whether these organisations were financially sound and all the things
you undertake in due diligence, then no, it wasn’t done. But from a strategic intent
perspective, yes it was done. [L1]

The leader added that all three partnerships met the criteria for students, staff and strategic
intent when they were initiated.
4.5

Phase 2: Design and operation

This phase of partnership development is primarily concerned with governance and decisionmaking mechanisms to facilitate proper functioning of the partnership. It takes cognisance of
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the delineation of partner roles for accountability, and how decisions and information are
communicated between and within partner organisations.
Based on the conceptual framework shown in Figure 1.1 of Chapter 1, the key drivers of
success for Phase 2 of partnership development are: leadership; governance and decisionmaking; accountability and responsibility; and communication.
As with Phase 1, the survey results for this phase of partnership development were highly
favourable of Partner A, but mostly low for Partner B and Partner C (see Table 4.2).
Table 4.2 Phase 2: Design and operation – survey results by percentage agreement
Key drivers
of success
Leadership
Governance &
decision-making

Accountability &
responsibility

Communication

Phase 2 items

Partner A
(n=6)
%

Partner B
(n=29)
%

Partner C
(n=4)
%

100

100

100

100

39

0

83

61

50

83

3

0

83

21

25

83

29

0

67

10

0

100

14

25

83

24

25

83

34

50

Effective leadership is crucial for managing and
steering the partnership.
There are formal structures and decision-making
processes in place to govern the partnership.
There are internal structures and processes within
Holmesglen to facilitate proper functioning of the
partnership.
Partnership decisions made by leaders are
communicated to Holmesglen staff in a timely
manner.
The roles and responsibilities of partners are
clearly defined and understood.
There is good understanding of the expectations
of the partnership.
There is good cooperation between the partners.
The lines of communication between partners are
clearly defined.
There is open communication and sharing of
information between leaders of partner
organisations.
There are regular opportunities for informal
contact between staff from partner organisations.

Percentage agreement (PA): Low

(0-49%); Medium

(50-74%); High

(75-100%)

Of the 10 items identified in this phase, Partner A had nine items with high PA scores (green)
and one item with medium PA (orange). In contrast, the results for Partner B and Partner C
were far less favourable with only one item with high PA. The other nine items had PA
values below 75% (red or orange). Not surprisingly, the one item with 100% PA for all three
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partnerships was the need for effective leadership. Results for each of the key drivers of
success in relation to the three partnerships are discussed next.
4.5.1 Leadership
There was unanimous agreement among survey respondents (100% PA) that effective
leadership is crucial for managing and steering the partnership during the operational phase
(see Table 4.2). However, findings from the interviews reveal that it is not always the
champion from the planning and formation phase who also leads the partnership during the
design and operational phase. In the case of Holmesglen, it was found that the responsibility
to operationalise HE partnership was shared by the executive team and deans of faculties.
Specifically, the role of Executive Director for Teaching and Learning (ED-T&L) is
responsible for all aspects of education development and design at Holmesglen. The ED-T&L
is assisted by the deans of faculties and the Dean of Higher Education and Strategic
Partnerships (Dean-HESP), a position created in early 2014 as HE partnerships gained
prominence. The Dean-HESP works closely with faculty deans to identify new opportunities
for HE delivery and provides oversight to the quality and curricula of all HE programs,
including those delivered through partnerships arrangements.
Within each academic faculty, the dean provides leadership to the heads of departments
(HoDs), course leaders (CLs) and senior educators. The dean also acts as the bridge for
decision-making and communication flows between the executive team and the faculty.
4.5.2 Governance and decision-making
In terms of partnership type, all three partnerships in this study are non-equity based as they
do not involve any one partner taking up an equity stake in the other, or the creation of a
separate, independent entity such as a joint-venture wherein both partners take a stake.
Instead, each organisation in the partnership retains its own identity, and the relationship is
governed through contractual provisions stipulated in a binding partnership agreement that is
based on shared risks and rewards.
In relation to governance and decision-making, survey respondents rated Partnership A
highly (100% PA) for having formal governance structures and processes in place for
decision-making (see Table 4.2). In contrast, similar mechanisms were less evident in
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Partnership B (39%) and perceived as absent in Partnership C. The findings for Partnership B
were quite unexpected, considering there are provisions in the agreement to operationalise the
partnership and monitor its progress, including having senior representatives from both
partner organisations working together to develop information sharing protocols and to
prepare an annual plan for the type and standard of services. In addition, there is provision in
the agreement for strategic oversight and decision-making through the establishment of a
joint management committee comprising senior members from both organisations.
Although the need for a joint management committee is not stipulated in the agreements of
Partnership A and Partnership C, there are, however, provisions for individuals holding
senior management positions from both parties to meet at least once every three months to
monitor and review operations of the partnership. Governance arrangements for Partnerships
A and C are relatively straightforward because they are based on the ‘franchisor-franchisee’
model of delivery, rather than the ‘joint-delivery’ model of Partnership B where both partners
assume joint responsibility for dual-badged courses. The governance arrangement for
Partnership B is also more complex as it is broader in scope than the other two partnerships,
involving multiple courses and faculties.
Reflecting on the early days of Partnership B, leader [L2], who was actively involved in the
operational aspects of the partnership at that time, said that Partner B's quality and
administrative processes were not as robust as Partner A’s, or even as well developed as
Holmesglen’s, suggesting a lack of experience on Partner B’s part in managing partnerships:
[Partnership B] happened very quickly and the challenge was in getting it to go live and to
deliver classes in a very short time. They [Partner B] didn’t appear to have a lot of experience
delivering partnerships and their processes and material weren’t developed for delivering
through partnerships. They therefore had to make a lot of cultural and process changes for the
partnership. They also expanded across Australia quickly and were playing catch-up with
their policies and procedures. It has improved since, but is still difficult. [L2]

On the question of governance structures and processes within Holmesglen to facilitate
functioning of partnerships, respondents rated Holmesglen favourably (83%) for having
internal structures and processes to facilitate functioning of the partnerships (see Table 4.2).
Specifically for HE, there are two main academic governing bodies at Holmesglen – the
Higher Education Academic Committee (HEAC), and the Higher Education Executive
Committee (HEEC). Both bodies act as the conduit for ‘two-way’ flow of communication
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and information from the board down to the faculties and vice versa. The HEAC is the peak
governing body responsible for all academic aspects of HE, including partnerships programs.
As an Institute Board committee, it is chaired by a director of the board. The HEEC, on the
other hand, is an operational committee that assists the HEAC in carrying out its duties. The
HEEC is chaired by the ED-T&L and its members consist of all the deans. Through the
deans, the HEEC acts as a conduit between the HEAC and the academic faculties.
4.5.3 Accountability and responsibility
Arising from the governance and decision-making mechanisms is the accountability plan; it
establishes the role of each partner and assigns responsibility to individuals in partner
organisations. Overall results for this area (based on mean PA score of the three items) were
high for Partnership A (78%); they were, however, low for both Partnership B (20%) and
Partnership C (8%) (see Table 4.2). Survey respondents felt that roles and responsibilities of
partners were well defined in Partnership A (83%), as were expectations of the partnership
(83%). There was also good cooperation between both partners (67%). On the contrary, these
aspects were deficient in the other two partnerships.
Commenting on Partnership A, academic [A1] said it was “well managed” and that Partner A
had “really good relationship management”. The roles of individuals were also clear and key
representatives from both partner organisations met regularly to discuss expectations and
monitor progress. “They [Partner A] also put in a lot of resources into managing the
relationship and never gave us the impression that they were superior”, added academic [A1].
Another staff member, academic [A3], said that Partnership A was a “healthy relationship”
with clear expectations, but it did face challenges in the beginning from Partner A academics
who were unhappy with a TAFE institute delivering their programs. “But we made it work,
partly because [Partner A] allocated appropriate people through a separate area to develop
and manage the partnership”, the staff member said, adding that Partner A also has good
policies and learning materials for delivering through partnerships.
With Partnerships B and C, issues with accountability and responsibility arose partly from the
fact that both relationships were established quickly, leaving little time to have the right
people in place for the right jobs. Contentious issues with Partnership B (especially at the
early stage of its operation) include not having an ‘operations manual’ to guide partnership
activities, and the absence of “an academic point of contact” at Partner B for Holmesglen
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staff to refer to for advice and guidance. According to academic [A2], Partner B lacked
managerial and discipline expertise for some courses; these were managed by ‘reluctant’
interim coordinators who were placed in those positions until suitable candidates were found.
Another point of contention with Partnership B relates to the placement of several Partner B
managerial and administrative staff at Holmesglen. Instead of enhancing the relationship
through co-location, leader [L2] said the situation created confusion because their roles,
authority and responsibilities were unclear, leading to an atmosphere of mistrust.
Putting their people on our campus was difficult for us to accept. That [Partnership B] was the
only partnership where a university had physically located itself and had its own staff on our
campus. The communication and coordination around that was very difficult in terms of who
had responsibility for what and who do you go to for this or for that. Also, how much do you
want them to know about our operations? There was a perception that they wanted to control
and dominate [the relationship]. [L2]

With Partnership C, while the roles and responsibilities of both partners were clearly
stipulated in the partnership agreement, the perception of interview participants was that
expectations of the cooperation were not conveyed as well to, or embraced by, Partner C
staff. For example, academic [A2] said that teaching staff at Partner C were not fully aware of
the scholarship and qualifications expected of academics to teach in degree courses. Initially,
Partner C deployed several VET teachers to deliver HE, and as academic [A2] noted, “they
thought of our degrees as just a bit more VET, not higher level thinking”. There was also
anger and frustration when teachers at Partner C were told that TEQSA’s requirement for
teaching staff at the bachelor level is for them to have attained at least a master’s degree in
the same discipline. Since Partner C did not have suitably qualified teachers for HE delivery,
they were forced to recruit academics from outside the institute. This was not well received
by their VET teachers, who felt they were unjustly sidelined in favour of ‘external elitists’.
4.5.4 Communication
For decision-making to be effective, information has to be shared and communicated in a
timely manner to relevant stakeholders between and within partner organisations (Eddy &
Amey, 2014; Kanter, 1994). As shown in Table 4.2, the survey results for communication
(based on mean PA of the three items for this area) were highly favourable of Partnership A
(89%), but far less favourable for Partner C (33%) and Partner B (24%).
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Respondents were very positive about all aspects of communication in relation to Partnership
A, including for having clear lines of communication between partners (100%); open
communication and sharing of information (83%); and opportunities for regular contact
between staff of partner organisations (83%). Respondents attributed the optimism with
Partner A to clear structures and processes to facilitate communication, dedicated and
committed individuals with well-defined roles and responsibilities, and a culture of sharing
information in a “frank and honest way”. Other reasons cited were the strong professional
and personal bonds established between staff from both organisations over a period of time,
and the narrower scope of Partnership A (in comparison with the other two partnerships),
which made it somewhat easier to manage.
With Partnerships B and C, communication and sharing of information between partners was
not seen as going well, especially at the operational level, although this was prevalent in
some areas more than others. Areas that were particularly affected were those without
dedicated course coordinators, and those staffed by inexperienced or inappropriately qualified
individuals. In the case of Partnership B for example, academic [A2] said that senior
management at Holmesglen communicated well with operational and teaching staff, and “we
all knew what the expectations were”, but the same was not the case with the teaching staff at
Partner B. Citing one area of study in particular, the academic said:
They didn’t know who we were, and some didn’t even know they had students in Melbourne.
That was particularly difficult for our staff members here who were waiting for learning
materials but never got them [from Partner B]. [A2]

Another cause for the breakdown in communication in some operational areas was attributed
to a lack of buy-in as Partnership B was not ‘sold’ well to Holmesglen staff in the first
instance. Commenting on this issue, leader [L1] said:
There are always issues raised by staff and it’s hard in some respects to discern what are valid
and what are not. It’s about how you sort out the real issues from the trivial ones, because in a
lot of cases, it is about passive resistance and staff not wanting change.

While leaders from both sides of Partnership B did try to involve staff members from the two
organisations to get together, it was a case of ‘too little too late’. This was acknowledged by
leader [L1] who said:
That was probably a real failing as it wasn’t done at the outset ...There were still people at
[Partner B] who didn’t know what they were meant to be doing in their roles with
Holmesglen.
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In terms of opportunities for staff members from partner organisations to interact, leader [L2]
said that geographical dispersion of partners presented a challenge for frequent face-to-face
interaction. With Partnerships B and C, the leader said there were dinners and mutual visits
by key staff early in the relationship to get to know each other but these were subsequently
replaced with telephone conversations and video conferencing. With Partnership A, leader
[L2] said there used to be monthly face-to-face meetings in the past but as the relationship
matured and trust developed, communication took place by phone or email. Whilst the use of
communication technology helped overcome geographical dispersion, it also limited face-toface interaction of staff members from partner institutions.
4.6

Phase 3: Post-formation Management and Review

This phase of partnership development is concerned with managing the partnership
effectively on an ongoing basis to realise the goals and outcomes of collaboration. Key
drivers of success for Phase 3 include coordination and conflict resolution mechanisms,
review and feedback processes, assessment of impact and outcomes, and future prospects.
In relative terms, the results for this phase of partnership development were the least
favourable of all three phases. However, they still favoured Partner A, although the PA scores
were generally lower for more items (see Table 4.3).
Two common threads emerged from the results for this phase: the first relates to review and
feedback and the second to future prospects. In the case of review and feedback, respondents
expressed a strong need to review the partnerships on a regular basis (as shown by the green
bar for all three partnerships to that item). In relation to future prospects, the results suggest
that most respondents are unconvinced about partners’ commitment to continue with the
relationship (refer to the red bar to that item for all three partnerships). Results for the key
drivers of success in relation to this phase of the partnership are discussed next.
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Table 4.3 Phase 3: Post-formation management – survey results by percentage agreement
Key drivers
of success
Coordination &
conflict resolution

Review &
feedback

Impact &
outcomes

Future prospects

Phase 3 items

Partner A
(n=6)
%

Partner B
(n=27)
%

Partner C
(n=4)
%

83

19

25

67

4

0

83

30

25

100

21

0

83

89

100

50

30

25

50

19

25

50
50

11
7

0
0

67

7

0

83

11

0

50

26

0

67

7

0

17

4

0

Partners try to accommodate each other when
making decisions that affect the partnership.
There is a participatory decision-making system
that is accountable, responsive and inclusive.
Efforts are made to standardise common
processes across partner organisations.
There are structures and processes in place to
resolve conflicts or disputes.
There is a need to review the partnership on a
regular basis.
There are processes in place to review the
partnership.
Feedback from the review process is used to
refine and improve partnership processes.
The partnership is managed effectively.
The partnership is meeting its goals.
The partnership has resulted in strategically
important outcomes.
Holmesglen has benefited from the partnership.
There are opportunities to further grow the
partnership beyond the current level.
There is a clear need to continue with the
partnership.
Partners are committed to continue with the
partnership.

Percentage agreement (PA): Low

(0-49%); Medium

(50-74%); High

(75-100%)

4.6.1 Coordination and conflict resolution
Once a partnership is up and running, partner organisations have to proactively manage and
coordinate activities within and across organisations to realise the benefits of their symbiotic
relationship (Eddy & Amey, 2014; Kale & Singh, 2009). Problems with coordination can
arise from many areas, including how resources are allocated, delays in making decisions,
confusion in roles and responsibilities, and how information is handled and communicated.
To prevent such problems from escalating and impacting negatively on the partnership, any
conflict that arises should ideally be addressed and resolved promptly, using either formal or
informal mechanisms.
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Based on the survey results for this area (as shown in Table 4.3), Partner A was seen as the
most accommodative of the three partners (83%) when it came to making decisions about the
partnership. In particular, Partner A’s style of decision making was seen as being a lot more
participatory and inclusive (67%) compared to Partner B (4%) and Partner C (0%). Overall,
Holmesglen staff involved with Partnership A did not face any significant coordination
issues, and this was attributed to a number of factors.
Firstly, decision making with Partnership A was a lot easier as the partnership was confined
to one faculty at Holmesglen, delivering two courses through a small number of Institute staff
(fewer than 12). Both courses were coordinated by the same course leader, who had a good
working relationship with the coordinator at Partner A. All operational matters were dealt
with at this level, and if there were any issues that could not be resolved, the dean of the
faculty (at Holmesglen) was consulted for advice. Roles (of partners and individuals) were
well defined and there was accountability. There was no ambiguity or confusion with course
management and delivery as those involved with the partnership knew who exactly to contact
and for what purpose.
Secondly, the relationship with Partner A was a mature one, having developed over many
years. Evidence from the survey and interviews suggests there is a good deal of trust and
goodwill among partners; Holmesglen staff also felt that they were treated as equals by their
university counterparts. In addition, Partner A was credited for having good academic quality
processes and learning materials, as well as structures and processes to manage and resolve
potential conflict or disputes. Many of these processes and procedures were ‘standardised’ for
delivery through multiple partners in multiple locations – a testament of Partner A’s vast
experience of delivering HE through franchise arrangements.
Comments like “experienced delivering through partnerships”, “willingness to cooperate for
mutual benefit and resolve issues quickly and efficiently”, “transparency, academic integrity
and mutual academic exchange”, “we listen and respect each other and if there are disputes,
we compromise”, encapsulated the perception of respondents about Partner A.
With Partner B and Partner C, however, it was a different story. These partnerships were
established over a short timeframe of several months, leaving little time to properly plan and
prepare for their implementation. They were also broader in scope, involving a lot more
Holmesglen staff compared to Partnership A. Both partnerships materialised in less than a
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year of each other, and involved the delivery of multiple degree programs. The model for
Partnership B necessitated some HE programs to be combined and dual-badged (to avoid
duplication), while that for Partnership C was expanded from the initial dual organisation
model to a tripartite arrangement between Holmesglen, Partner B and Partner C. Together,
these issues added to the complexity and confusion with coordination. The tripartite
arrangement with Partnership C, in particular, was challenging to manage and coordinate.
Academic [A2], who was involved with the partnership, said that due to the geographical
dispersion of partners, joint course committee meetings had to be conducted using conference
calls, which posed a challenge with coordination:
It [Partnership C] was very difficult because we were in three different cities and we’d have
these conference calls where we’d all dial in but can’t see each other. My degrees are
delivered on two different campuses [at Holmesglen], so we [three senior educators] would
go to one campus...write notes to each other and discuss…before we communicated with the
other groups. It was really difficult; almost impossible…I don't ever want to be in that
position again. [A2]

There were also issues with having to streamline policies and processes to accommodate new
partnerships arrangements, including those relating to student admissions, use of technology
for compatibility in learning management systems (for example, standardising to Moodle as
the common learning management system), staffing, student support, timetabling, library
resources, etc. In addition, some key positions at the partner institutions were either left
vacant or staffed by less than enthused individuals, some with inappropriate expertise and
qualifications for their roles. This led course leader [A1] to say:
I got the impression that they [course coordinators at partner institutions] don’t want to work
with us, which is why I have to work with unit conveners that have no knowledge or
experience in the unit’s subject matter.

To facilitate partnership coordination, a new leadership position of Dean-HESP was created
at Holmesglen soon after the Institute began collaboration with Partner B and Partner C. A
prime purpose of this role is to foster and manage institutional partnerships and have
oversight of the quality of content and delivery of all HE programs provided by partner
organisations. The role is also responsible for streamlining processes and procedures across
faculties at Holmesglen, and to act as a ‘boundary spanner’ between Holmesglen and its
partners. It is also meant to provide an additional avenue (apart from the faculty dean) for
staff members involved with operational aspects of partnership management to go to for
advice, and to escalate any concerns they might have with coordinating such activities.
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4.6.2 Review and feedback
Because all three phases of partnership development are closely linked, feedback from one
phase can frequently affect activities in the other phase. It is thus not uncommon for feedback
from the review process in Phase 3, for example, to result in changes to governance and
decision-making mechanisms in Phase 2. Likewise, a lack of communication between leaders
from partner organisations during Phase 2 can have ramifications on coordinating partnership
activities in Phase 3. This ‘back and forth’ aspect of how feedback from one phase of
partnership development can be used to improve processes and activities for another phase is
depicted in the conceptual framework by the feedback arrows.
Results for the review and feedback area of Phase 3 examined whether there are review
processes in place to evaluate partnerships and if so, how feedback from the reviews are used
to improve partnership activities. The results for this area (based on mean PA of the three
items) favoured Partner A (61%) more than they did Partner B (46%) and Partner C (50%)
(see Table 4.3). Notably, the discrepancy for review and feedback among the partnerships
was not as great as with some of the other success factors.
Partnership review processes
All three partnerships have provisions in their contracts for regular monitoring and annual
reviews of partnership operations. A stated purpose of the review process, among others, is to
monitor progress against predetermined goals or targets, and to identify potential areas for
improvement. Survey results for review and feedback show a high PA (83-100%) for the
need to review partnerships on a regular basis. Yet despite this high level of agreement,
respondents were generally not convinced that appropriate processes for conducting reviews
were available, or that feedback from the review process was in fact used to refine and/or
improve partnership operations.
Overall survey results for this area favoured Partner A, as did the interview findings. Staff
members involved with Partnership A said that it was reviewed on an ongoing basis through
informal and formal channels. “At the operation level, we do it all the time…and reflect on
our practices to improve teaching and learning”, said course leader [A1] who holds regular
meetings with the course coordinator at Partner A to discuss issues related to student
enrolments and academic performance, including identifying and supporting ‘students at
risk’. “Sometimes, these meetings are short and done by phone,” the course leader added.
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In addition to regular operational reviews, annual reviews of Partnership A are held to discuss
progress and viability of the programs being taught, as well as student management issues
and concerns. Results and feedback from the annual reviews are used to improve curriculum
and pedagogy, as well as to inform planning of strategies and resources for the following
year, including in marketing and student recruitment.
With Partnerships B and C, findings from the interviews indicated little evidence of any
formal reviews being carried out jointly by the partners. A lot of time and effort was instead
taken up with getting these partnerships off the ground and attending to operational issues.
Leader [L2] noted:
Whilst there are provisions in place for reviews in the contracts, you really do need to ensure
that the partnerships are reviewed regularly for what works well and what doesn’t.

Senior educator [A2] said that when the relationships with Partners B and C were first
initiated, there were fortnightly meetings where Holmesglen course leaders would debrief
each other on what was happening with their partnerships:
Those meetings were good as they brought up issues like reviewing what we were doing, how
to moderate, evaluate, etc.… [But] we knew things were not going well [with the
partnerships] because we all had so much of trouble with them. [A2]

Another senior educator [A1] involved with Partnership B commented that review of
operational activities was done on an ad-hoc rather than regular basis:
We deal with issues as they came up. If things are going smooth then we don’t hear from each
other for months. Email contacts are frequent at the beginning and at the end of each
semester, but nothing happens in between. [A1]

As for the annual review process, the first review for Partnership B was conducted by an
employee of Partner B who was based at Holmesglen at that time. The review was carried out
on behalf of Partner B with no involvement of Holmesglen staff. Commenting on the review
process, leader [L2] said: “The review occurred without Holmesglen having any input into it.
We don’t know what that person based it on and we didn’t get a report on it.” A subsequent
annual review did, however, obtain input from Holmesglen; but according to the leader, the
input was mainly around support services for students like counselling, academic skills and
language support rather than on academic matters.
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With Partner C, no formal annual reviews were undertaken, due in part to the significant
amount of time and effort that was invested to prepare Partner C for HE delivery, and other
factors which included the uncertainty surrounding the restructuring of the TAFE sector in
the state. Leader [L1] said that while there was good potential for the partnership overall, the
union happened very quickly and Partner C “underestimated the change process in getting
people [its staff] across the line for higher education”. As a result, a lot of time was spent on
issues such as: mentoring staff members and dealing with low staff morale; putting in place
the necessary policies, processes and procedures; and dealing with issues “on the run” rather
than on the monitoring and review aspects of the partnership.
Feedback from review processes
By and large, findings from the fieldwork suggest that feedback obtained from the review
processes – whether at the strategic or operational level – was used to inform decision
making, streamline academic and student management processes and procedures, as well as
improve teaching and learning practices. One example of how feedback from the annual
review process led to a shift in strategic decision relates to Partnership A. The joint review
undertaken by both partners found that due to a number of reasons, it was no longer feasible
for Holmesglen to continue delivering Partner A’s degree programs which the Institute had
delivered for many years.
However, instead of simply discontinuing the programs and terminating the partnership, both
parties worked together to identify a different area for cooperation. As a consequence,
Partnership A has continued at the institutional level, but the cooperation has shifted from
one faculty in Holmesglen to another, due to the introduction of a new degree program in a
different area of study.
At the operational level, reviews have led to, among other things, policy and process
improvements for student recruitment and admission, introduction of a new student
management system, compatibility in learning management system, consistency in marking
and grading, as well as better targeted and more effective student support mechanisms, such
as those for students ‘at risk’ of failing. Review processes have also led to improvements in
curriculum and delivery of teaching and learning, as well as in the sharing of knowledge and
experiences among staff of what works well and what does not.
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However, not all review processes resulted in positive feedback or improvements. Course
leader [NA2] made the following observation about the review process for Partnership B:
The review process was not positive; they always felt it was our responsibility to make things
work when it should be a shared responsibility, and that was disappointing.

4.6.3 Impact and outcomes
Findings from the impact and outcomes area of the survey clearly favoured Partner A over
the other two partners (see Table 4.3). The mean PA score for the four items in this area was
63% for Partner A, 9% for Partner B and 0% for Partner C. In relation to Partnership A, there
was 83% agreement that the relationship benefitted Holmesglen and 67% agreement that it
resulted in strategically important outcomes. PA levels were at 50% for two other items: the
partnership is managed effectively (50%); and the partnership is meeting its goals (50%). By
contrast, respondents viewed the impact and outcomes of Partnership B as minimal, and those
of Partnership C as non-existent.
A key measure used by senior management at Holmesglen to determine the impact of
partnerships at the strategic level is economic viability, the criteria for which include student
numbers and revenue. At the program level, student outcomes in relation to progression,
retention, attrition and completion are considered. Also factored into the mix are external
factors, such as market conditions and regulatory changes within the HE sector, as these can
have significant bearing on the performance of a partnership.
A former faculty dean [NA1] who managed partnerships at Holmesglen said:
Evaluation is primarily based on dollars and numbers. Numbers can help get rid of
challenges, and once you have the critical mass, everyone is happy – everyone makes money,
and the effort is rewarded.

He also remarked that Partnership A was successful for “80% of the time” as it met the goals
of student numbers, smooth operation, quality, governance and academic requirements. He
said that Partnership B has the potential to do well, but it needs more time and commitment.
“You can’t do it for one to two years and expect results; it doesn’t happen like that”.
Similar sentiments were echoed by course leader [A1] who said that Partnership A was
financially profitable, especially earlier in the relationship when the market was buoyant and
student demand for Partner A courses was high:
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The partnership was at the peak then and we had large student numbers; there were no issues
with demand. But it still took us a while to build the courses and get the numbers; it didn’t
happen overnight. [A1]

In relation to Partner B, the course leader said:
We have learned a lot from [Partner B] even if we didn’t make much on the dollar. There is
no quick money to be made in the education sector, and partners have to take a longer term
approach of three to five years to see if the returns are worthwhile. [Partner B] was a bit
impatient as they pulled out programs that were not profitable too soon. [A1]

Leader [L2], however, expressed a different view about the future of Partnership B, adding
that student numbers will only rise if policy changes are made to the funding model:
Even if the partnership was extended for another two to three years, I don’t think student
numbers would increase dramatically. [Partner B] lacks the reputation and presence in
Melbourne...With the uncapping of places and level of competition here, universities with
better reputation and those offering the same programs are getting the students…To increase
student numbers, you have to cap places in universities. That way, students can opt for
pathway programs, get the assistance and support they need, and then filter into the right
[higher education] programs. [L2]

Despite the subdued impact and outcomes of Partnerships B and C, several interviewees felt
there are valuable lessons that Holmesglen could learn from the “experiences and mistakes”
of those partnerships. One interviewee had this to say:
We need to look at the reasons why the partnerships [with Partner B and Partner C] were not
sustainable. From there, you’ll get the answers [for] what not to do the next time. It’s
important to not be too hasty in jumping into partnerships without paying attention to the
detail. We need to evaluate the purpose of the partnerships, why some did not succeed while
others sustained for so long. What were the key factors? We also need to go back to the basics
of trust, and having similar values…the dollars will flow if we do the right thing. [NA2]

Leader [L1], whilst admitting that partnerships are important and have benefitted
Holmesglen, acknowledged there have been challenges with some partnerships and that “in
hindsight, we should have been better off not jumping into those partnerships”. Reflecting on
plausible reasons for why some partnerships do not work as well as others, the leader said:
The problem with some partnerships is that they are based on relationships between one or
two people… Poor partnerships based on just that relationship will not endure because it takes
more than just two people shaking hands and saying we have a great partnership. It is how the
two organisations fit, and the example of [Partner B] is one where they just didn’t fit, and we
should have seen that from the start but we didn’t. [L1]
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4.6.4 Future prospects
Overall, participants (from the survey and interviews) were not overly optimistic about the
future of all three partnerships, although they saw better potential with Partner A than they
did with the other two partners. The survey results (as shown in Table 4.3) are not surprising,
considering Partner A was consistently rated higher compared to the other two partners for all
areas and phases of partnership development.
What is interesting though, is that whilst participants see the need to continue collaboration
with Partner A (67%), they appear less confident about the commitment of both partners
(Holmesglen and Partner A) to continue with the relationship (17%). A plausible explanation
for this is when the survey was administered, there already were rumours going around the
Institute that some partnerships may be discontinued. Furthermore, it is likely that some of
the respondents to the survey were from the faculty delivering Partner A programs.
In the case of Partner B, about one in four participants (26% PA) felt there were opportunities
to further grow the partnership. However, they identified several key areas as pre-requisites
for this can happen: the need for more trust, commitment and respect in the relationship; for
decisions to be made in a more consultative manner; open communication and genuine
collaboration; better administrative and quality processes. Those participants not in favour of
Partnership B generally felt that it would be difficult to expect the relationship to become a
positive one. As noted by a survey respondent: “Very little trust and respect exists in the eyes
of either partner and it is in the best interest of both to gently exit the partnership.”
With Partner C, the result was a foregone conclusion given the partnership was in the process
of being discontinued at the time when the survey was in the field. Recruitment of new
students was frozen and ongoing Partnership C courses were in ‘teach-out’ mode.
When interview participants were asked about the future prospects of partnerships as a
strategy to advance HE at Holmesglen, the responses were mixed – with some favouring
partnerships albeit with some caveats, and some others not in favour, preferring the Institute
to move forward on its own. Participants in favour of partnerships made comments such as:
Partnerships are important and I don’t think we should be put off from entering into them just
because of a bad experience here and there. Each one of them needs to be looked at from their
own merits.
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Yes, there are advantages of working with partners. They bring you expertise, knowledge and
products that you may not have or are unable to acquire on your own. It’s a matter of working
out what and where the partnership is, and to focus on that – whether you work with a
university in Victoria, elsewhere in Australia, or even internationally.
Partnerships in higher education have been important in our journey of growth in this space.
We still need partnerships, but we’ve got to look at what our needs are. They are different
now from what they were. We have grown as a higher education provider and we need to
make sure that we don’t cannibalise what we have developed on our own.

Participants not in favour of relying on partnerships as a way forward for the Institute made
the following comments:
I think we are better off ourselves. The time and energy expended on trying to make these
partnerships work would have been better expended on further developing Holmesglen
degrees…. We ended up waiting for a year and a half [and] that has done immeasurable
damage because we couldn’t have our brand in the market place. If Holmesglen wants to have
a higher education culture and wishes to promote the degrees that we have, then I think it is
better served by doing it ourselves.
You don’t want a competing product from a university… We have to be mindful moving
forward about not splitting our markets and working out which product we want to focus
on… By having to go back and re-brand our degrees that were returned to us, we have lost
one to two years in terms of branding and market share…. It will take us a good twelve
months to get them to where they were before we moved.

Demand-driven funding
In addition to having differing views on the role of HE partnerships in the future, some
participants also felt that unless policy changes are made to level the playing field for funding
in the HE demand-driven system, Australian universities would not see much benefit in
partnering with TAFE institutes to grow their student enrolments. Under the demand-driven
system, universities no longer have a cap on the number of student funded places, and they
can freely recruit students without any restrictions (as per Kemp & Norton, 2014). However,
the same privilege does not currently extend to NUHEPs. Leader [L1] made the following
comment in relation to the discrepancy in the funding model:
I think universities now because of demand-driven, don’t need us [TAFE institutes]. Why
would they want their courses run by Holmesglen? So if you look at [partnering with] local
universities, there’s probably no future in some ways. I think our future in partnering is with
overseas universities, such as those in India and China. They are the big ones and that’s what
we will pursue. Partnering with local universities is more or less dead in the water.
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International partnerships
On the prospect of establishing HE partnerships internationally, course leader [A1] said:
The Australian market is small by comparison to say, in Asia. I support having partnerships in
different countries... That’s the way to go. We are operating in a limited and small market
here, and if we don’t go anywhere, we’ll get even smaller.

However, leader [L2] who also supported the idea of international partnerships, was more
cautious about the regulatory requirements for such ventures, saying:
Yes, we are open to exploring international opportunities. The problem with how they [the
partnerships] will operate as far as the regulators in Australia are concerned is unclear
because we haven’t done it before. Would you look at delivering an international qualification
fully on campus here [in Holmesglen]? If so, there would be the need for some form of
registration of that through TEQSA [the HE regulator], as well as willingness and scrutiny by
the university to go through the registration process here.

4.7

Cross-cutting themes – ‘trust’ and the ‘external environment’

Trust and external environment are identified in the conceptual framework as significant
success factors throughout the partnership lifecycle. As with most of the other drivers of
success in the conceptual framework, trust is ‘intrinsic’ to the partnership, and as such, is
somewhat within the partners’ control (Kale & Singh, 2009). The external environment, on
the other hand, is not within the control of the partnership per se. It is based on ‘extrinsic’
factors that impinge on the partnership and can impact it either positively or negatively
(Wohlstetter et al., 2005). Both of these factors are discussed next, in turn.
4.7.1 Trust
Trust is identified in the conceptual framework as a driver of success that cuts across all three
phases on partnership development. As much as it is needed to facilitate start-up of the
partnership, trust is not limited to the planning and formation phase alone; it is required
throughout the entire lifecycle. A partnership that lacks trust at any stage of its lifecycle
rarely performs well (Eddy & Amey, 2014; Kale & Singh, 2009).
Mean PA results for all three items on trust favoured Partnership A (61%). Results for
Partnership B (20%) and Partnership C (17%) were much lower although somewhat similar
to each other, suggesting significant issues regarding trust with these two partnerships (see
Table 4.4).
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Table 4.4 Trust - Survey results by percentage agreement
Key drivers
of success
Trust

Items
Partners trust and respect each other.
Trust and goodwill between partners help
circumvent opportunistic behaviour.
Trust and relational capital facilitate the
sharing of information and knowledge among
partners.

Percentage agreement (PA): Low

(0-49%); Medium

Partner A
(n=6)
%
67

Partner B
(n=29)
%
17

Partner C
(n=4)
%
0

67

31

50

50

11

0

(50-74%); High

(75-100%)

With Partner A, respondents’ comments about trust centred on the long standing
collaboration and personal relationships established by staff members from both
organisations. A leader noted that it took several years to build trust with Partner A; once that
trust was established, things started going smoothly with the partnership. Similarly, a former
dean of faculty [NA1] with extensive partnership management experience said that mutual
trust with Partner A was a key success factor for the sustained relationship:
There is a great deal of trust with [Partner A] and they wouldn’t do a wrong thing by us.
[Partner A] learnt a lot and invested substantial resources into managing the relationship; they
also provided good support and never gave the impression that they were superior. [NA1]

Another staff member [A1] who deals with the delivery of Partner A courses at Holmesglen
had this to say about the partnership:
A lot of trust, transparency, space and flexibility is given to us to make decisions in relation to
academic matters like assessments and student standards even though they are their degrees
and qualifications. [Partner A] also has the experience of being in partnerships with other
institutions and that experience has certainly helped with relationship building.

Other factors identified by respondents that helped build trust include “open and honest
communication over a period of time” and “a willingness to cooperate for mutual benefits
and ability to resolve issues quickly and efficiently.” Partner A’s quality processes,
procedures and learning materials, coupled with their experience in delivering through
partnership arrangements and treatment of Holmesglen as an equal partner, were also
considered critical factors for building trust and mutual respect in the relationship.
In relation to Partner B, there was general consensus that deficiency of trust was a significant
issue. This lack of trust was cited by individuals in both leadership and operational positions,
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and their concerns related to such areas as decision-making, commitment, communication,
respect and fairness, as well as responsibility and accountability. They gave examples of
situations with Partnership B where strategic decisions affecting the relationship were made
unilaterally by Partner B, with minimal or no consultation; provisions in the partnership
contract that were unfair and favoured one partner over the other; lack of reciprocity and
enthusiasm for active engagement by counterparts at Partner B; delays in responding to
urgent queries; and not being treated as ‘equal’ by academics from the partner organisation.
From an operational perspective, lack of timely communication, and uncertainty associated
with not knowing key personnel at Partner B or who to go to for advice and decisions, were
also issues that impinged on trust. As course leader [A1] noted:
When we started delivery, the initial communication was slow and we didn’t know our
counterparts there [at Partner B]….we felt unimportant. They probably were figuring things
out on their side, like what impact the partnership would have on their workload and
compensation. Now, as staff members from both sides get to know each other, things are
better as long as you deal with the same people. But there have been changes in personnel at
[Partner B] and that makes things difficult.

There was also acknowledgement that reasonable timelines are needed to sufficiently prepare
for partnerships, and that rushing their implementation when policies, procedures, roles and
processes are not yet adequately developed can significantly impinge on the trust building
process, thereby impeding the relationship. As leader [L2] expounded:
When trust is not yet established and the partnership is put under pressure, it becomes really
difficult to recover from that. A relationship needs to be as positive as it can be in the early
days.

Another major cause of discontent in the relationship with Partnership B concerned a
provision in the partnership agreement aimed at circumventing opportunistic behaviour of
partners. The provision was deemed “unfair” as it restricted Holmesglen (but not Partner B)
from establishing HE partnerships in Melbourne. Commenting on the issue, leader [L2] said:
It’s really difficult when a partner wants to restrict you to just working with them; that’s a
way of saying they are in control and are the dominant partner. I don’t believe a clause like
that should be imposed. At some point, a partner may strategically have to work with
someone else provided it doesn’t jeopardise the existing partnership. It’s a restraint to trade,
particularly if it is applicable one way only. It tells you that a partner wants to take you over
and that it is a dominant relationship.
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The leader further explained that even though similar concerns of opportunistic behaviour
existed when Partnership A was first established, no conditions for third-party relationships
were imposed on either partner in the agreement. Instead, both parties could work with other
entities, provided those arrangements did not jeopardise their existing partnership. Leader
[L2] had this to say:
Going back to the early days of [Partnership A] there was that element [of opportunistic
behaviour] as well. But [Partner A] was better placed in terms of how they structured their
partnership division to liaise internally and externally so as to overcome those barriers. I don’t
think [Partner B] had in place the right structure to do that.

Reflecting on the importance of trust, leader [L1] said the lack of communication and a
change in Partner B’s strategic intent in relation to their activities in Melbourne were among
the main reasons for the erosion of trust with Partnership B:
The issue of trust is an important one and [Partnership B] is an example where trust was gone
in the end for a number of reasons, [including] lack of communication and change in their
[Partner B’s] strategic intent in relation to what they were doing in Melbourne. Once you lose
that trust, it is very hard to maintain a relationship. Once the trust was gone, that was the end
of the relationship in many respects. [L1]

With Partnership C, interview respondents attributed the lack of trust to a combination of
internal and external factors. Internally, Partner C underestimated the change needed (from a
regulatory and scholarly viewpoint) to move from VET to HE delivery. There was a lack of
understanding of the requirements and academic rigour needed for HE delivery, staff morale
was low, and there was a shortage of qualified staff to teach in degree programs. To make up
for the shortfall, Partner C had to recruit and employ academics from outside the institution;
this was viewed negatively by some teaching staff at Partner C who felt they were bypassed
in the process. Leader [L2] summarised the situation at Partner C as follows:
[Partner C] didn’t have any experience whatsoever in delivering higher education. They
didn’t have the resources to put in [the partnership] and there was quite a lot of angst
internally with their staffing. Vocational teachers were deployed to deliver higher education
and there was a debate around their employment conditions and scholarship. They [Partner C]
struggled to find suitably qualified staff in higher education and had to hire from outside. That
created all sorts of problems as well.

Senior educator [A2] who is responsible for the delivery of Holmesglen degrees at Partner
C’s location said that in spite of mentoring the teaching staff there for HE delivery and
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providing them with all the learning material, the teachers at Partner C “delivered what they
wanted to deliver and it was not up to scratch; they thought of our degrees as just a bit more
than VET, not ones with higher level of thinking.” According to the senior educator, there
were “huge trust issues” at Partner C, particularly with the teaching staff:
When [Partner C] started delivering our degrees, we insisted that they have people with the
right qualifications, which they didn’t…They also didn’t have a culture of higher education
and a lot of their staff thought our degrees were going to replace their advanced diplomas in
VET. So they felt very threatened by that. [A2]

Externally, Partner C was trying to cope with reforms initiated by the state government to
streamline the TAFE sector and make the delivery of tertiary education within the sector
more competitive, responsive and flexible. Driven by policy changes in the operating
environment, Partner C underwent a major re-structuring exercise soon after the partnership
was established. All this affected staff morale, and had a flow-on effect onto other areas such
as decision making and operations of the partnership. Even though neither partner could be
faulted for the situation, it was frustrating for both parties as the restructuring affected timely
decision-making, which in turn adversely affected the trust building process.
The lacklustre findings for trust in the relationship with Partner C may have also been
affected by the partnership’s imminent dissolution at the time when the survey for the study
was administered. Student intake for Partnership C had ceased and ongoing programs were in
‘teach-out’ mode. It is possible that respondents felt the open-ended question about how the
partnership could be improved was redundant. This was exemplified by several comments,
two of which are as follows: “The partnership is being terminated and cooperation ending”;
and “…the final program delivered there [at Partner B] is in teach-out…the partnership
should conclude by end 2015”.
4.7.2 External environment
As depicted in the conceptual framework, partnerships do not operate in a vacuum; they are
influenced by factors in their operating environment, including regulatory requirements and
changes in government policy. Successful organisations constantly monitor developments in
the external environment for changes that could influence their decision to collaborate. If an
organisation is already in a relationship, then external changes might affect how the
partnership evolves or develops (Wohlstetter et al., 2005).
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Organisations also monitor external changes for purposes of planning; this is normally done
through strategic plans that span over 3-5 years. It was not surprising, therefore, to learn that
almost all respondents to the survey agreed that the external environment is an important
factor to consider when initiating partnerships (see Table 4.5).
Table 4.5 External environment - Survey results by percentage agreement
Key drivers
of success

Items

External
environment

The external environment is an important
consideration when forming the partnership.

Percentage agreement (PA): Low

(0-49%); Medium

Partner A
(n=6)
%

Partner B
(n=29)
%

Partner C
(n=4)
%

100

90

100

(50-74%); High

(75-100%)

Interestingly, all three partnerships investigated in this study were born out of innovative and
entrepreneurial responses to impediments in the external environment. In the case of
Partnership A, it was restrictions in government policy that prevented NUHEPs like
Holmesglen from having and delivering their own bachelor degree programs. In the case of
Partnership B and C, funding cuts to the TAFE sector by the state government were a major
trigger for initiating those relationships. Another factor that motivated cooperation with
Partner B in particular was access to CSPs, as there were restrictions imposed on NUHEPs
like Holmesglen to access Commonwealth support for their students.
Despite the challenges imposed by external factors, a leader noted that Holmesglen always
tries to make the best of the situation by mitigating the risks and taking advantage of
opportunities presented by the external environment. For example, the Institute was one of
the first TAFE providers to partner with a university to deliver full degree programs
(Partnership A), and subsequently with another university for access to CSPs (Partnership B).
It was also a forerunner among NUHEPs to offer its own bachelor courses, and a pioneer in
the TAFE sector to partner with another interstate TAFE institute to deliver its own degree
programs (Partnership C).
Moreover, leader [L1] said that as in the past, the external environment will continue to be a
major driver of change in the future:
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Going back 10 to 12 years, what we did with [Partner A] was seen as being quite innovative
at that time. Unfortunately, a reduction in government funding coupled with the uncapping of
university places in recent years meant that Holmesglen was forced to seek other sources of
revenue. So a relationship with [Partner B] was established and that partnership was driven
primarily by funding issues to find another way of increasing revenue and maintaining higher
education delivery at the Institute. [L1]

A key motivating factor for the alliance with Partner B was student access to CSPs, but that
motivation was diluted with subsequent developments in government policy for HE
providers. Commenting on how changes in the external environment affected the original
intention for partnership, leader [L1] said:
Access to CSPs was seen as really, really important [then]. Whether it is so important now,
I’m not so convinced. I think funding is a side issue and the ‘university’ nomenclature is far
more important to students than the funding [per se] because you can sort of match the
funding with FEE-HELP and in other ways.

With Partner C, changes in the external environment had a significant bearing on the
partnership. The restructuring exercise of the TAFE sector undertaken by the state
government in Partner C’s operating environment created an atmosphere of uncertainty as to
the direction of the partnership. It was disruptive from a governance and coordination
perspective, and decisions could not be made in a definitive and timely fashion due to factors
outside the control of the partners.
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Secondary Research Question: How can organisations build institutional capability to
enhance partnerships management and success?
Findings from this section of the chapter are aimed at answering the second research question
for the study: How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance partnership
management and success? Survey and interview respondents were asked questions in relation
to the opportunities for learning through collaboration, and the availability of processes and
mechanisms to support capability building.
4.8

Building institutional capability to enhance partnership success

In relation to the prospect of building institutional capability through partnering, survey
participants were generally more positive of the learning opportunities from working together
with Partner B (74%) and Partner A (67%) than they were with Partner C (25%). The results
were not surprising as participants seem to view partnering with universities (Partners A and
B) instead of with a TAFE institute (Partner C) as providing better opportunities for
institutional capability building (see Table 4.6).
Table 4.6 Capability building - Survey results by percentage agreement
Key drivers
of success
Capability
building

Items
There are opportunities to learn from each other.
There are processes in place to accumulate and
leverage partnership learning experiences.

Partner A
(n=6)
%
67

Partner B
(n=29)
%
74

Partner C
(n=4)
%
25

67

30

0

Percentage agreement (PA): Low: 0-49% (Red); Medium: 50-74% (Orange); High: 75-100% (Green)

Comments such as “more value addition to higher education programs and academic
integrity”, “opportunities to learn and develop skills and knowledge in the higher education
space”, “the cache the Partner B brand can bring to Holmesglen”, “opportunity to benchmark
practices with universities” and “alliances with university have helped Holmesglen's external
reputation, particularly in attracting international students”, suggest that participants see more
value in teaming up with universities as compared to another TAFE or NUHEP.
In terms of the processes to accumulate and leverage partnership learning experiences,
survey participants found Partner A (67%) as being in a better position compared to Partner B
(30%) and Partner C (0%). These findings were again not surprising and are consistent with
the comments made by participants about Partner A including: Partner A’s vast experience
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with delivering HE programs through partnerships; excellent relationship management skills;
quality processes, procedures and learning materials that Partner A has in place; and Partner
A’s willingness to cooperate for mutual benefit and to resolve issues quickly and efficiently.
With Partner B, participants’ generally felt there was potential for learning and knowledge
sharing, however, that these opportunities either had not materialised or were not fully
leveraged. Among the areas identified by Holmesglen staff as potential learning opportunities
with Partner B were academic and professional development, mentorship, collaboration to
further pedagogical practices in HE, and working on joint research projects.
Compared to Partner A, Partner B was also seen as falling short in terms of good HE
practices and policies, systems and engagement with Holmesglen staff. This was
substantiated through the open-ended responses and comments made during interviews,
which included the following:
[Partner B's] administrative and quality processes are not as developed or robust as
Holmesglen’s … there needs to be true collaboration for best practices from each institution
to be evaluated and then implemented.

In relation to Partnership C, respondents did not view the relationship as being beneficial to
Holmesglen from a ‘learning’ perspective. They generally felt there were more opportunities
for Partner C to learn from Holmesglen than the other way around. With years of experience
in HE delivery through partnership arrangements and having its own suite of degree
programs, Holmesglen has accumulated a wealth of knowledge and experience in the HE
space. Partner C’s intention for collaborating with Holmesglen was to learn and leverage that
knowledge from another TAFE institute (rather than from a university).
4.8.1 Capability building mechanisms
As part of the interview process, participants were asked questions in relation to institutional
capability building mechanisms for advancing partnership management and success. In
particular, three capability building mechanisms (as per Kale & Singh, 2009) were discussed:


Greater (prior and extant) partnership experience;



A dedicated partnership function (or unit); and



Deliberate processes to learn, accumulate and share partnership know-how.
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Greater experience
Overall, interview participants were in agreement that greater experience does contribute to
better partnership outcomes. They made reference to Partner A’s extensive partnership
portfolio and its ability to leverage lessons from its network of partners to provide quality
service to Holmesglen. In particular, participants credited Partner A for having good systems
and processes in place to support and coordinate the partnership, an ‘inclusive culture’ that
fosters close working relations, and responsiveness with resolving issues promptly and
efficiently. Some participants also acknowledged the knowledge and experience they gained
from working with Partner A as useful in their dealings with other partnerships, such as with
Partner B and Partner C. They were also of the opinion that Partner B and Partner C lacked
the ‘learning by doing’ experience of Partner A, with some even suggesting that Holmesglen
has much better systems, policies and processes in place for governance and management of
HE compared to them.
Dedicated partnership function
Participants’ views were mixed on the need for a dedicated partnership function (or unit) to
manage and coordinate partnership activities within and between organisations. Differences
in views ranged from the role and responsibilities of such a function, to its structure and
position within the organisation, through to the fundamental question of whether there is a
need to have a separate, dedicated function or unit to manage HE partnerships at Holmesglen.
Proponents of a dedicated unit argued that such a function would not only help with
coordinating HE partnerships, but also provide stability and continuity with nurturing existing
relationships in changing circumstances, such as when there is a change in leadership or key
personnel at Holmesglen or partner organisations. A dedicated unit could also serve as a focal
point to draw together internal stakeholders involved in a partnership, thereby providing
clarity of roles and responsibilities. As interviewee [NA2] said:
At the moment there is no such unit in Holmesglen and partnerships can reside anywhere, just
like who manages them can sit anywhere. If partnerships are going to be of significant
importance to us in the future, we need to look at having a dedicated partnership unit, its
purpose, what is looks like…. If you don’t have a centralised structure that can pull the levers,
no one is going to know their respective roles.

Some participants, though generally in agreement with the idea of a dedicated partnership
unit, were concerned with the nature of activities and level for centralisation of the unit. They
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identified two separate areas of activities – the first relating to governance, management and
operations; and the second, to academic and scholarship aspects of the partnership – and
suggested that there is merit in centralising activities of the first area, rather than the second.
This was elaborated by leader [L2] who said:
You can have a dedicated partnership function that looks after key contacts, resolving issues
with administration, ensuring support services are coordinated, making sure operation
manuals are in place and updated, managing the contract and invoicing side of things. These
things make sense to be centralised and can be adequately resourced. But the academic and
scholarship side of it is quite different. Managing communication between academics,
managing a moderation system, resulting, updating of material and its delivery takes place
within faculties. And the knowledge for that is with the academics. You can have oversight
through regular course advisory meetings and governance meetings, and put in place a
governance structure to follow. You can coordinate and assist with all that but at the end,
quality conversations about how assessments operate and what should be in assessment,
should take place between the collaborating academics.

Another leader [L1] questioned the need for having a dedicated partnership function/unit for
HE in the first place, given that Holmesglen has only a few HE partnerships as compared to
the number of different partnerships it has for VET:
From the vocational perspective, we have centralised a lot of the third party arrangements and
there’s been a lot of learning from that...I’m not convinced about centralising the managing of
partners for higher education. It’s an interesting idea but I don’t think we have enough
partners. I know universities have such arrangements… I just don’t know if we are that big in
order to do that at this stage. [L1]

Deliberate learning processes
In addition to a dedicated partnership function, interview participants were asked about
opportunities – formal and informal – available to Holmesglen staff for sharing experiences
and know-how, as well as the effectiveness of such measures.
In general, participants mentioned that whilst such opportunities did exist, they were not
widespread. Furthermore, most of the opportunities were informal and based on personal
relationships. They felt the Institute could do more in terms of staff networking to encourage
the exchange of knowledge and sharing of experiences, including through cross-faculty
practices, to identify what works well and what doesn’t. In particular, those participants
involved with the day-to-day management of partnerships were keen for more formal avenues
to network with their peers from other faculties and operational areas. Interviewee [A2] even
suggested re-establishing the Communities of Practice (CoPs) program which had once
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served as a platform for knowledge sharing and bringing course leaders together but was
discontinued, saying:
We used to have those [CoPs] once a month but…we don’t do that anymore. It was an
opportunity to learn and network with others. Even though higher education delivery [at
Holmesglen] is small, there is a lot of energy going into doing it and many staff members are
involved in it. But there is no formal collaborative joining together across the campuses. [A2]

There were also suggestions for partnerships to be given more prominence in Holmesglen’s
annual HE conference, with speakers from partner organisations invited to present in plenary
sessions and/or participate in moderated sessions on HE partnerships.
In relation to the use of codified tools for capturing and sharing partnership management
know-how, participant [A1] with many years of experience with HE partnerships stressed the
need for an “operations manual” so that:
…there is clarity around policies, processes, procedures and roles in relation to such activities
as enrolling students, setting and marking exams, grading and moderation, as well as
associated timelines.

On the issue of documenting HE partnership experiences through case studies as lessons for
relationship managers and staff members at the Institute, leader [L1] expressed reservations
about such an initiative, feeling that the effort may outweigh the rewards:
I don’t know whether documenting things is going to help in the future because there will be
different people around. They might go back and have a look [at the documents], or they may
have different thoughts. I actually doubt it because everyone will think well we won’t do that
as historically things were different. So, I’m not convinced about it.

Instead, the leader saw more value in seeking legal advice and engaging external expertise in
relation to how partnerships could work.
4.9

Summary

This chapter has presented results and findings from the research in the context of the
conceptual framework for the study. A summary of the aggregated survey results for all three
phases of partnership development is shown in Table 4.7. Results in the table are based on the
mean percentage agreement (PA) values of items for each key driver of success. The purpose
of presenting the results in this format and with colour coding is to facilitate comparison
between the three partners, namely Partner A, Partner B and Partner C.
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Table 4.7 Summary of aggregated results by mean percentage agreement
Key drivers of success

Partner A
%

Partner B
%

Partner C
%

Champion

100

86

75

Compatibility

88

31

57

Complementarity

89

40

17

Commitment

84

19

38

Leadership

100

100

100

Governance & decision-making

89

34

17

Accountability & responsibility

78

20

8

Communication

89

24

33

Coordination & conflict resolution

83

74

13

Review & feedback

61

46

50

Impact & outcomes

63

9

0

Future prospects

45

12

0

Trust

61

20

17

External environment

100

90

100

67

52

13

Phase 1: Planning & formation

Phase 2: Design & operation

Phase 3: Post-formation & management review

Cross-cutting factors

Internal capability building
Capability building

Mean PA: Low: 0-49% (Red); Medium: 50-74% (Orange); High: 75-100% (Green)

Overall, results from all three phases of partnership development favoured Partner A. The
results for Partner B and Partner C were far less favourable in comparison.
Other key findings from the chapter are as follows:


Motivations – the primary motives for Holmesglen’s entry into HE partnerships can be
grouped into three broad areas i.e. students, staff and strategic intent.



Champion and leadership – respondents view the role of champion and the need for
effective leadership as crucial for steering and managing partnerships.



Partner attributes of compatibility, complementarity and commitment were rated as most
favourable for Partner A, as were governance and decision making, accountability and
responsibility, communication, and mechanism for coordination and conflict resolution.
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Respondents expressed a strong need to review partnerships on a regular basis and to use
feedback from the review process to improve related structures and procedures.



In relation to future prospects, respondents seemed unconvinced about all three partners’
commitment to continue with the relationships.



Trust was seen as significant in sustaining the long-term relationship with Partner A; but
it was a cause for concern with Partnerships B and C.



External environment was a key determinant for partnership formation; it will continue to
be a major influence in shaping organisational strategy and the decision to partner.



In terms of capability building, respondents were more positive about the prospect of
building institutional capability by collaborating with universities (Partners A and B) than
with another NUHEP or TAFE institute (Partner C).

The next chapter discusses key themes from these findings and considers their implications.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions
5.1

Introduction

This chapter aims to provide responses into the two research questions investigated in the
context of the present study:
Primary research question: Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
Secondary research question: How can organisations build institutional capability to
enhance partnership management and success?
It draws on the results from Chapter 4 and discusses the findings in light of the study’s
research questions, conceptual framework and literature review. Key aspects of the
discussion are identifying patterns and themes from the findings and comparing them with
the literature in Chapter 2, and explaining any apparent inconsistencies and ambiguities.
Overall, the chapter provides the opportunity to reflect on the study’s empirical findings, and
consider whether they support, qualify, extend or contradict the literature.
Theoretical implications from the findings provide the basis for endorsing the conceptual
framework, but also extending it in a number of areas. The rationale for these extensions is
discussed, and a revised framework presented. The three partnerships investigated are then
reviewed through the revised framework. Practical implications offer lessons to manage
partnerships for better outcomes. These are, however, not intended as a guarantee for success,
but rather intended to promote good practices by alerting managers to the complexities and
challenges associated with cross-institutional collaboration.
The chapter begins with a discussion about the different models and phases of partnership
development. It then delves into the research questions, using the conceptual framework of
the study as the basis for discussion. Empirical findings from the study and their implications
thereof, establish the basis for extending the conceptual framework in a number of areas. The
revised conceptual framework is presented, and key differences in relation to the original
framework (Figure 1.1) are discussed. Following this, the three partnerships investigated in
the study are reviewed through the lens of the revised framework and presented as ‘cases’.
The chapter then delineates the limitations of the study and provides suggestions for future
research. It concludes with a summary of the study’s key findings.
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5.2

Models and phases of partnership development

As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the conceptual framework for the present study is based on
findings from extant research that partnerships move through several discernible phases as
they develop and evolve (for example, Child & Faulkner, 1998; Sari, 2003; Segil, 2005;
Spekman et al., 1998; Waddock, 1989). Although there are variations to the collaborative
models13 proposed by these researchers in terms of the number of evolutionary phases, key
activities within each phase, and the terminology used, such variations are relatively minor.
In fact, the description of the evolutionary phases of partnership development is largely
similar across models and consistent with the literature, confirming the notion that interorganisational partnerships move through several phases in their lifecycle as they develop.
Another interesting feature of the collaborative models reviewed in the literature on alliances
(including the framework used for the present study), is the depiction of the development
phases as being ‘distinct and sequential’. In practice, however, it seems that the stages of
partnership development are not necessarily distinct; rather they are blurred, because there
are overlaps in activities between the different phases. For example, it was observed with
Partnership A that the role of the champion was not limited to Phase 1 alone, rather it
extended into Phase 2. Likewise, for Partnerships B and C, not all governance mechanisms
and positions of accountability were established during Phase 2; some of these only came into
being in Phase 3, once the partnerships were already up and running.
Furthermore, it was found that information flows both ways between phases, suggesting that
the partnership development process is dynamic and iterative, rather than passive and
unidirectional. This was observed in at least two partnerships, where issues with coordination
(in Phase 3) arose from a lack of communication (in Phase 2). Feedback pertaining to these
issues was channelled back from Phase 3 to Phase 2, and improvements in communication
were made as a result, suggesting that partners may need to frequently revisit and refine
mechanisms and processes between phases as the partnership develops and evolves. This
‘back-and-forth’ flow of information is depicted by ‘two-way’ feedback arrows in both the
original and revised conceptual frameworks for this study.

13

For instance, Sari (2003) identifies three phases of alliance development: formation; operational; evaluation.
The alliance lifecycle model by Segil (2005) has five phases: start-up; growth; professional; mature; sustaining.
The model by Waddock has three phases: initiation; operations; evaluation.
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5.3

Primary Research Question

5.3.1 Partnership performance
Performance measurement was found to be a contentious issue in the literature, since
partnerships often have multiple objectives (Brockhoff & Teichert, 1995; Christoffersen et
al., 2008), and because success can be measured at the project, relationship, or organisational
level (Keil, 2000; Osborn & Hagedoorn, 1997). For the present study, the original conceptual
framework served as a useful tool to analyse, compare and interpret success measures across
different partnerships. Empirical results for the study confirm initial anecdotal findings that
some partnerships work better than others. More importantly, the results provide a good
understanding of the underlying reasons for the varying performance of partnerships, thereby
affording insight to the primary research question: Why are some partnerships more
successful than others?
Analysis of the key drivers of success offered insight into the performance of partnerships.
Whilst it can be tempting to explain differences in performance using one-to-one, cause-andeffect relationships of the key drivers, results from this study show that causality is multidimensional and complex. For instance, it would be too simplistic to single out ‘lack of trust’
(the ‘cause’) alone as a factor for the poor performance of a partnership (the ‘effect’). The
reality as suggested by the empirical findings is that the erosion of trust culminates from a
host of other underlying factors that interact with each other over a period of time, including
ineffective governance mechanisms, lack of communication, not sharing important
information in a timely manner, unmotivated personnel, absence of accountability, and even
change in a partner’s strategic intent.
Findings from the present study therefore support the notion of ‘critical realism’ (as per
Patomaki & Wright, 2000), which suggests that causality of interconnected factors in an
integrated system should be viewed holistically and not in isolation. Central to this accord is
the complexity and multi-dimensional relationship associated with partnership workings,
which make causal effects seldom, if at all, deterministic or probabilistic. Rather, it is far
more likely that causes interact with each other, often in complex ways, to produce a variety
of effects in different circumstances or contextual settings (as per Patomaki & Wright, 2000).
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5.3.1 Motivations to establish partnerships
Motivations provide the basis for establishing partnerships, and findings from the present
study corroborate the literature (Eddy & Amey, 2014; HEFCE, 2012) in that organisations
engage in collaborations for a variety of reasons. In the case of Holmesglen, HE partnerships
were initiated primarily to meet changing needs of the Institute and challenges in the external
environment. The former involved growing HE through shared risks and rewards (Shaw &
Holmes, 2005); the latter involved circumventing competition and regulatory barriers to HE
provision (Brown, 2001; Lang, 2002; Oliver, 1990; Rodan, 2016). Without going into
partnerships, Holmesglen would have found it difficult to achieve its goals on its own – a
finding consistent with the ‘win-win’ ideal of collaboration perceived by Wagstaff (2013).
Holmesglen’s motives for partnering – as grouped by students, staff and strategic intent –
seem to align with the taxonomies of policy mandate, cost argument, access to resources,
learning opportunities, strategic positioning, and coopetition (as per Kogut, 1988; Oliver,
1990; Russo & Cesarani, 2017; Todeva, 2007). For example, Holmesglen’s delivery of
Partner A’s courses led to lower operating costs and student fees associated with attaining a
‘university’ qualification. It also provided Holmesglen with learning opportunities for HE
delivery. Partner B’s co-location at Holmesglen’s Melbourne campus potentially provided
efficiencies in resource utilisation through co-promotion and jointly developed programs,
whilst offering learning and professional development opportunities for the institute’s
teaching staff. Holmesglen’s relationship with Partner C, on the other hand, provided access
to new markets and students, thereby improving the Institute’s strategic positioning, and
giving it a competitive advantage (as per Porter, 1985; Wang, 2014) over other Melbournebased TAFE providers.
There were also instances where Holmesglen was in ‘coopetition’ with its partners (as per
Bengtsson & Kock, 2003; Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996; Czakon & Mucha-Kus, 2014),
but the paradoxical situation of simultaneously cooperating and competing was more
prevalent with some partnerships than others. For example, with Partnership B, whilst both
institutions cooperated to jointly develop and deliver dual-badged courses, there were some
HE courses that were similar at both institutions, so the partners competed with each other to
recruit and enrol students into these courses.
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5.3.2 Phase 1: Planning and Formation
Champion
Findings from the present study confirm the crucial role of the champion in establishing and
guiding a partnership (as per Eddy & Amey, 2014), and that champions tend to be senior
executives (including chief executives) from their respective organisations (as per
Wohlstetter, et al., 2005). However, empirical evidence from the present study found that one
person or even a few leaders from an organisation cannot guarantee a partnership’s success.
Instead, for a partnership to succeed, there needs to be buy-in and ownership at various
levels. The buy-in process is important as it not only garners support for the project, but also
helps alleviate any fears that employees might have in relation to working collaboratively.
In this regard, it is important not to lose sight of those who would be most affected by the
partnership. Disgruntled and insecure employees who may fear losing their jobs (Partnership
C), or individuals who see the partnership as creating additional work for them (Partnership
B), may not lend their support to the project. There needs to be recognition that what
motivates an organisation to partner in the first instance may differ from what motivates an
employee; yet both sources contribute to the formation and success of partnerships (Eddy &
Amey, 2014). Thus, while going into a partnership may limit the risk of “doing it alone”, it
can also create new risks from “doing it together” (Briggs, et al., 2007; Wagstaff, 2013).
Partner selection criteria
One of the surprising findings from the study was the lack of due diligence undertaken in
relation to partner selection. Due diligence should be considered an essential part of any
collaboration, regardless of whether the partnership is an opportunistic or well-planned one,
or whether the prospective partner is a public entity. Being in partnership requires significant
investment in funds, time, energy and resources (Wagstaff, 2013), and a well-undertaken due
diligence process can help identify potential issues in advance for further negotiation or
mitigation, before they ‘snowball’ into bigger problems later on, as was the case with
Partnerships B and C.
Furthermore, the due diligence process should not be limited to financial and legal aspects
alone; it should also consider crucial features in relation to the partner attributes of
compatibility, complementarity and commitment, as identified in the conceptual framework.
Shared values, reputation, organisational culture and prior experience of working in
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partnerships are all important, as they form the foundation for the relationship (Elmuti et al.,
2012). Equally important is the value each partner brings to the partnership. If this value is
underestimated, it can result in a loss of bargaining power and imbalance when negotiating
the partnership deal (Gerringer, 1991; Simonin, 1997). However, if the value is
overestimated, it can lead to a situation of mistrust which, in turn, can jeopardise the union.
Notwithstanding the importance of due diligence, the process can be time-consuming and
expensive to conduct (HEFCE, 2012). It is thus important to achieve a balance between the
time taken for due diligence and the extent of information necessary to make informed and
timely decisions, so as not to miss out on any market-related or other opportunities. The
process could also be hampered by the lack of readily available information in the public
domain about the partner, and to overcome this hurdle, organisations might sometimes
engage third parties, such as external consultants, to carry out the due diligence.
Partner attributes
Of the three partnerships investigated in this study, the partner attributes of compatibility,
complementarity and commitment were found to be most favourable for Partner A. The
partnership was well embraced by Holmesglen staff. Partner A was credited with having
established systems and processes for delivering through partnerships, and for being prompt
with addressing any issues and concerns that were raised. Teaching staff at Holmesglen also
felt they were treated as equals by the academics at Partner A.
In contrast, Partnerships B and C lacked buy-in, and fell short in the areas of policies and
procedures – due largely to their rushed implementation. Some degree of “academic
snobbery” was apparent with Partner B, and the lack of qualified staff to teach at Partner C
were also factors that affected both partnerships.
While all three attributes are important for partnership success, there was no evidence from
the present study to support the assertion from emerging research that any one attribute is
more critical than the other. For example, it was not possible to establish from the empirical
findings that partner complementarity had a greater impact on alliance success when one
partner was younger or not as experienced as the other (Rothaermel & Boeker, 2008), or that
commitment was particularly important to the relationship when partners were aware of the
benefits they stood to gain, but lacked clarity in the processes necessary to achieve them
(Kale & Singh, 2009).
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5.3.3 Phase 2: Design and operation
Leadership
Several scholars (Bryman, 2007a; Fielden, 2011; Wohlstetter et al., 2005) suggest that
effective leadership is necessary to manage a partnership’s operations and to determine its
direction; this contention was strongly supported by the empirical findings. Furthermore, it
was found that while leadership during Phases 1 and 2 of the partnership lifecycle largely
focused on a few individuals (the champion, chief executive or a few senior executives), there
was a shift towards shared or distributed leadership (as per Bolden et al., 2015) once the
partnership was fully operationalised (Phase 3). In the case of Holmesglen, it was found that
once a partnership was in operation, decision-making was increasingly devolved to the
respective faculty deans, HoDs and CLs.
This shift in the ‘locus and focus’ of leadership (Wagstaff, 2013, p.5) seemed to place more
emphasis on institutional systems, practices and relations, than on the formal leadership
positions. It was found that shared leadership had the effect of placing the focus on the
“process” of leadership, rather than on the “authority” of leaders (Bolden et al., 2015).
Overall, the leadership roles at Holmesglen mirror those of architect, information broker and
boundary spanner (as per Wohlstetter et al., 2005). For example, the deans of faculties act as
architects – they design the structures, deal with the day-to-day management of partnerships,
and facilitate the work of other stakeholders. The HoDs and CLs are the information brokers
– they monitor the information flow from the partner, create ways to distribute the
information and ensure that only relevant and the right amount of information is conveyed to
the appropriate work teams or individuals. The Dean-HESP and ED-T&L are akin to
boundary spanners – they monitor the environment for challenges and opportunity, deal with
uncertainty and risks, and buffer the partnership from external ‘noise’ and distractions.
Governance and decision making
Governance structures and processes are necessary to oversee and manage the partnership
process (Kanter, 1994; Segil, 2005; Waddock, 1989). They are often established early in
Phase 2 of the partnership lifecycle to facilitate decision-making, provide clarity for
implementation, and to resolve disputes as they arise (Kale & Singh, 2009). In general,
governance arrangements are determined by the type of partnership and scope of the
147

Chapter 5

collaboration. The ultimate purpose is to reach agreement on the vision and strategic intent
for collaboration, establish reporting mechanisms back to the governing body (or Board) of
the respective institutions, and ensure all parties do their part in delivering the partnership.
Of the three partnerships studied, Partnership A rated highly for having governance structures
and processes. One reason for this might be that the partnership is largely based on selfenforcing or relational governance (as per Gulati, 1998; Uzzi, 1997), which relies on trust and
goodwill among partners. Self-enforcing governance can reduce the need for complex and
expensive contracts because partners trust each other to behave fairly, and are more flexible
in their approach to unforeseen situations (Granovetter, 1985; Gulati, 1998; Moroney &
Boeck, 2012; Uzzi, 1997). This was particularly pertinent with Partnership A, where initial
fears expressed by some academics concerning the capability of a TAFE institute like
Holmesglen to deliver university programs were alleviated by the mutual recognition that
while TAFE providers may do things differently from universities (given their industry
emphasis and student cohort), what they do is equally valuable in their own terms.
Another reason why Partnership A was rated highly for governance relates to its narrow
scope; the involvement of a small number of individuals from one faculty helped facilitate
coordination for the partnership, thereby enhancing the likelihood of its success.
In contrast to Partnership A, Partnerships B and C are more complex, involving several
faculties and staff from different parts of the organisation. Both partners also faced HE policy
and process challenges, as they lacked the experience of delivering through partnerships.
Although partnership contracts can serve as effective mechanisms for governance by
establishing mutual rights and obligations of partners (as per Mayer & Argyres, 2004; Poppo
& Zenger, 2002; Reuer & Arino, 2007), this was not the case with Partnerships B and C. It
would appear that with both partnerships, dependence on formal governance somewhat
hindered the development of trust and relational governance (as per Ghoshal & Morgan,
1996). Instead, with Partnership A, the relational aspects of the partnership outweighed the
formal agreement, suggesting that building trust and nurturing the relationship does pay
dividends (as per Moroney & Boeck, 2012). These findings support those by Gulati (1995,
1998) and Kanter (1994) in that when faced with problems, the relationship and trust
developed by partners matter more than the legal contract in determining whether or not a
partnership is successful.
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Accountability and responsibility
According to some scholars (for example, Das & Teng, 1998; Gulati & Nickerson, 2008), an
accountability plan with clearly defined roles and responsibilities of partners to deliver on
mutually agreed goals, can significantly enhance partnership operations and success. Such a
plan can also reduce conflict and the likelihood of opportunism among partners.
Results of the present study for this key driver found that the roles and responsibilities for
Partnership A were well defined, as were the expectations of the goals and cooperation
between partners. Accountability and responsibility was lacking in Partnerships B and C, and
this was attributed, in part, to the fact that both relationships were established too quickly,
leaving little time to garner staff buy-in, and to assign the right people to key positions. As a
consequence, some HE courses were either managed by reluctant coordinators, or not
managed at all for a period of time. In the case of Partnership B, staff expectations and
cooperation were adversely affected by a lack of accountability; the situation was further
exacerbated by the lack of an operations manual to guide the partnership activities. In
addition, the co-location of several Partner B staff at Holmesglen created an atmosphere of
mistrust, as there was confusion about their roles, responsibilities and authority.
The findings reinforce the necessity for sufficient time to adequately prepare for and resource
partnership operations. Obtaining the buy-in of key staff members is essential, and when the
individuals with specialist knowledge or managerial experience are not available from within
the organisation, they have to be sourced externally. Furthermore, having an accountability
plan that clearly stipulates the roles and responsibilities of those involved in the collaboration,
along with an implementation plan that sets out key milestones and timelines, can minimise
confusion and potential conflict, thereby increasing the chance of partnership success.
Communication
Some scholars (for example, Eddy & Amey, 2014; Kanter, 1994) see open communication as
an essential success factor for the operational phase of the partnership. According to them,
inter- and intra-organisational sharing and flow of timely and appropriate information among
the relevant stakeholders helps with effective decision-making. Yet Wohlstetter et al. (2005)
contend that establishing communication processes can be challenging, especially for
complex alliances. They assert that to improve the flow of information, leaders need to
promote dialogue with stakeholders throughout the lifespan of the partnership.
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Findings of the present study in relation to communication characterised Partner A as having
clear structures and processes to facilitate communication, dedicated and committed
individuals with well-defined roles and responsibilities, a culture of sharing information
openly, and strong professional and personal bonds established by staff from both
organisations.
In contrast, both Partnerships B and C were perceived as experiencing issues with
communication and information sharing, especially at the operational level. Areas that were
particularly affected were those where key positions were left vacant, or those that were
staffed by inadequately experienced or qualified individuals. In some other cases, changes in
key personnel, differing expectations and a lack of buy-in also affected communication. In
addition, the geographical dispersion of partners presented challenges with communication,
especially impeding regular face-to-face meetings.
Rushing the implementation of Partnerships B and C left little time for key operational staff
from partner organisations to get to know their counterparts well. Although leaders from the
respective organisations did organise several formal and informal get-together sessions as
opportunities for these individuals to interact, the gatherings were described as “too little, too
late”, and did not produce the desired results.
Within Holmesglen, the general perception was that the Institute’s governance structure was
effective in channelling decision-making and information flow throughout the organisation,
and that it promoted communication internally.
5.3.4 Phase 3: Post-formation Management and Review
Coordination and conflict resolution
Establishing a partnership requires coordinating the efforts of diverse groups of people, both
within and between organisations. Coordination problems can arise from the lack of
sufficient knowledge about how one partner’s actions affect the other, how resources are
allocated, or how information is handled and communicated (Gulati et al., 2005; Gulati &
Singh, 1998; Schreiner et al., 2009). Problems with coordination can also arise from delays in
making decisions, lack in clarity of roles and responsibilities, as well as the absence of clear
guidelines on what specific tasks should be carried out by each partner (Kale & Singh, 2009).
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As with communication, the results for coordination and conflict resolution as success factors
favoured Partner A far more than they did the other two partnerships. The results were
attributed to several reasons: decision making by Partner A was seen as a lot more
participatory and inclusive; there was accountability with the partnership, and the roles of key
individuals were well defined; the relationship was a mature one, and there was a great deal
of trust and goodwill among individuals from both partner organisations; and Partner A was
credited for having effective structures and processes in place to deliver through the
partnership arrangement, as well as to manage and resolve potential conflict or disputes. The
small scope of Partnership A – limited to two courses in one faculty, and involving a small
number of staff – also made it easier to coordinate.
With Partnerships B and C, the issues were many and varied. Both partnerships were
established over a short timeframe and their scope of cooperation was also much larger than
Partnership A – involving multiple courses and a large number of Holmesglen staff from
different faculties. This added to the complexity and confusion with coordination. There were
also issues pertaining to preparedness with implementation, such as: having appropriate staff
in key positions; structures and processes for governance and decision-making; resources and
manuals to facilitate partnership operations. Consequentially, unanticipated problems arose
when expectations and conflict between partners escalated.
With Partnership B, contentious issues included:


offering competing products – which led to ‘coopetition’ for several programs;



co-location of staff at Holmesglen – which resulted in confusion of roles and mistrust
among staff of both institutions; and



change in Partner B’s strategic intent – which eventually led to the dissolution of the
partnership

Given such issues, it is not surprising that any decision or action taken unilaterally and
without consulting the other partner can adversely affect the relationship. Any suspicion that
partners may have different agendas, are not open with each other, or not acting in the best
interest of the partnership is likely to have repercussions, potentially creating confusion, angst
and distrust, which might ultimately lead to a collapse of the partnership.
Contrary to the challenges posed by the geographical dispersion of partners, co-location of
collaborative activities and staff members from partner organisations tends to promote
coordination and enhance operational efficiency (HEFCE, 2012). However, the experience
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with Partnership B suggests otherwise. The presence of several Partner B staff at a
Holmesglen campus created confusion and mistrust among Holmesglen staff, mainly due to
the lack of clarity in the roles and responsibilities of Partner B staff. There were doubts
among Holmesglen staff as to the intentions of Partner B staff; whether they were acting in
the best interest of the partnership, or that of their own organisation.
With Partnership C, a “clash of cultures” led to a situation where VET teaching staff at
Partner C could not understand why they could not teach in HE even though they had many
years of teaching experience in the VET sector. Whilst the ability to articulate and work with
cultural diversity is important, such differences can undermine the partnership. Getting crosssectoral groups of people from VET and HE to appreciate what each does, or bringing them
together to work cooperatively, could increase the partnership’s chances of success.
Review and feedback
The aim of a partnership review process is to monitor the partnership and determine the
extent to which it achieves predetermined goals or desired outcomes (Lunnan & Haugland,
2008; Russo & Cesarani, 2017; Segil, 2005). Review of outcomes against goals is also
important since partners need to know how the venture is progressing, given that partnerships
often operate in uncertain and risky situations (Wohlstetter et al., 2005). In addition, the
review process provides partners with the opportunity to identify areas for improvement
(Wohlstetter et al., 2005). Feedback from the review process can also be used to refine or
modify governance structures or processes, or redefine partnership goals (Waddock, 1989).
The results from the present study for this success factor reveal strong agreement for the need
to review partnerships on a regular basis. From a governance perspective, all three
partnerships investigated have provisions in their contracts for regular monitoring and annual
review of their operations. Despite this, the findings suggest that appropriate processes to
conduct reviews were either lacking or not available. Feedback from the review process was
also not always actually used to refine and improve partner operations.
Results for this area again favoured Partnership A, as it was reviewed on an ongoing basis
through both formal and informal channels. Annual reviews were conducted by staff from
both partner organisations, to discuss progress and potential issues. Feedback from the review
process was used to improve curriculum and pedagogy, enhance progression by supporting
students ‘at risk’, and streamline marketing and recruitment strategies.
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In contrast to Partnership A, there was little evidence to indicate that Partnerships B and C
were reviewed formally and regularly. Instead, it seems that Partnership B was reviewed only
on an ad-hoc basis for operational activities, whilst Partnership C was not formally reviewed
at all. Findings suggest that a lot of time and effort was spent getting these partnerships off
the ground and attending to operational matters, leaving little time for the review process.
When an annual review for Partnership B did take place, it was conducted by Partner B alone,
without involving Holmesglen. In the case of Partnership C, instead of formal annual review,
a lot of time was spent on mentoring Partner C staff and dealing with low staff morale, and
on establishing policies and procedures to streamline operations.
Impact and outcomes
Consequential to the review process are the impacts and outcomes of the partnership. While
these may be positive or negative, the impacts and outcomes can also be intended or
unintended (Rosneau, 2000; Rossi et al., 2004). Often, impacts and outcomes are recognised
and articulated only when an evaluation of the partnership is conducted (Waddock, 1989).
At Holmesglen, a key measure used by management to determine the impact of a partnership
is its economic viability – the criteria for which are revenue generation and student
enrolments. Other factors such as market conditions and regulatory changes are also
considered, as they can impact the partnership positively or negatively. A partnership is
deemed to have a positive impact when student numbers for a program are stable or rising,
and when the revenue stream is growing.
In terms of impact, Partnership A was seen as having the best outcomes of the three
partnerships. It was financially profitable, especially in the earlier years when the
international student market was buoyant and demand for its course was high. However, a
change in market conditions, coupled with competing course offerings from Holmesglen and
another partnership, lead to a situation of ‘coopetition’ which in turn resulted in the
discontinuance of Partner A’s courses.
While the decision to discontinue delivery of Partner A’s courses at Holmesglen was a
pragmatic one for both partners, it led to an unintended but positive outcome. Instead of
terminating their long-standing relationship, both partners decided to offer a new course, and
deliver it through a different faculty. Hence, Partnership A was renewed and is continuing;
the only difference being that its “focus and locus” has changed.
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Compared to Partnership A, the impact of Partnership B was somewhat subdued, while that
of Partnership C was perceived as non-existent. There were mixed views about Partnership B;
one group of respondents felt that given more time and commitment from both partners, the
partnership had the potential to do well. The group shared the opinion that despite not
generating much revenue, Holmesglen has learnt a great deal from the partnership. Another
group of respondents was of the opinion that student numbers and revenue would not increase
dramatically, even if the partnership was continued for a longer duration. Their remarks were
based on the observations that Partner B lacked reputation and presence in Melbourne, and
that unless government policy changes were made to the funding model to cap student
numbers, the competition for students would favour Melbourne-based universities with better
reputation, and which offer similar programs to Partner B.
In the case of Partnership C, continuing the partnership became unsustainable given the
shortfall in actual student enrolments compared with those initially projected. Moreover, a
restructuring of the TAFE sector by the state government also created uncertainty in the
operating environment for the partnership. Given such a scenario, and considering how much
time, effort and resources Holmesglen committed to the partnership, participants felt that
Partner C had benefitted more from the relationship than did Holmesglen.
Future prospects
Once the impact and outcomes of a partnership are realised, prospects for its future can be
determined. Overall, the findings for this area were not encouraging, and participants were
not overly optimistic about the future of all three partnerships. Although the results for
Partnership A were better than the other two, respondents were less confident about the
commitment of partners in Partnership A to continue with the relationship. For example,
there was already talk that Partnership A’s courses could be discontinued. What was unclear
at the time, however, was that both partners were also engaged in discussions to sustain their
relationship by continuing to cooperate in a different academic area.
With Partnership B, the general perception was that for the relationship to continue, it would
require a lot more trust, commitment and mutual respect from both partners. Participants also
felt that the partnership would benefit substantially if there was open communication, better
administrative and quality processes, and if decisions by Partner B were made in a more
consultative manner. Otherwise, it would be better for both partners to simply part company.
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In the case of Partnership C, courses delivered through the relationship were already in
‘teach-out mode’ as the partnership was in the process of being wound up when fieldwork for
the study was undertaken.
As a consequence of these developments, there was a shift in the mood of Holmesglen staff,
from one of euphoria and optimism in the early stage of these partnerships, to one of
uncertainty, even scepticism as the partnerships were scaled back or terminated. The
transaction cost argument of ‘make versus buy’ (Williamson, 1998) was re-ignited in relation
to the future of HE at Holmesglen – whether the Institute should grow by investing in its own
programs, or continue along the partnership path, moving forward.
Proponents of the ‘make’ option thought that Holmesglen had lost valuable time and
opportunity to brand and build market share for its own degrees while the Institute was in a
relationship with Partner B and Partner C. They pointed out that the time and energy
expended on trying to make these partnerships work could have been better spent on further
developing the Institute’s own degree programs. Those of the ‘buy’ option, instead, opined
that HE partnerships remain important as they provide access to expertise, knowledge and
resources, which the Institute was unable to acquire on its own. They suggested that
Holmesglen should consider developing partnerships internationally, as unless policy changes
are made to the existing demand-driven system of funding, Australian universities would not
see much benefit to partner with TAFE institutes in order to grow their student enrolments.
5.3.5 Cross-cutting themes
Trust
Trust between partners is deemed critical for partnership success because it helps partners
work more cooperatively (Kale & Singh, 2009). A partnership based on trust tends to rely on
relational or self-enforcing governance more than it does on formal governance mechanisms
(Bradach & Eccles, 1989; Gulati, 1995, 1998). Trust also facilitates information sharing
between partners (Dyer & Chu, 2003; Gulati & Nickerson, 2008; Zajac & Olsen, 1993),
lowers opportunistic behaviour by assuming that partners will behave fairly (Filatotchev et
al., 2008), and promotes the willingness to adapt to evolving contingencies (Doz, 1996).
Without trust and the willingness to work together, a partnership is unlikely to fulfil its goals
(Schreiner et al., 2009) or be sustainable for the long term (Jap & Anderson, 2003).
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Given its importance, trust is depicted in the conceptual framework for this study (see Figure
1.1 in Chapter 1) as a separate block that stretches across all three phases of partnership
development, indicating that trust is needed throughout the lifespan of the partnership and not
just for one or two phases of its development.
Empirical findings for the present study show a great deal of trust between Holmesglen and
Partner A, but significant issues with the other two partners. A key reason why Partnership A
has sustained for such a long time (almost 20 years) is because of trust in the relationship.
Trust in Partnership A can be attributed to a number of factors, including established
governance processes, open and honest communication, clear accountability, and willingness
to share information. The trust for Partnership A was built gradually, over many years (as per
Vangen & Huxham, 2003b). Trust strengthened as individuals from both organisations
interacted and formed interpersonal bonds, reinforcing the norms of reciprocity and fairness
(Vangen & Huxham, 2003b; Zaheer et al., 1998). At the institutional level, building trust
demonstrated confidence in the partnership’s reliability and integrity (Madhok, 1995), and
acted as a deterrent to opportunistic behaviour during trying times (Filatotchev et al., 2008).
This was highlighted, for example, when market conditions changed and Partnership A was
under threat of dissolution. Despite uncertainty in the external environment, both partners
continued their commitment to collaborate by exploring new avenues for working together.
With Partnerships B and C, a lack of trust was apparent in both relationships. This was
exemplified by poor communication, delays in decision-making, and unclear roles and
responsibilities of individuals at partner organisations. Differences in organisational culture,
and changes in strategic intent of the partners were among the factors that hindered the
building of trust. Many of these issues were a consequence of rushing the implementation of
the partnerships, leaving little time to properly plan and prepare for their operation, and for
staff from partner organisations to interact, develop social bonds, and understand each other’s
nuances and preferences in terms of working styles. Furthermore, both these partnerships
were broader in scope and reach than Partnership A (which was confined to two courses in
one faculty), supporting the proposition that trust should be built incrementally through a
cyclical process, starting with ‘small wins’ as per the trust-building loop mooted by Vangen
and Huxham (2003b).
If trust-building is indeed a gradual and staged process, then a ‘pilot’ approach to cooperation
may be a productive way to build and sustain trust, thereby increasing the chance for
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partnership success. For example, a pilot project undertaken within one faculty, if deemed
successful, can be replicated in other faculties or even rolled out across the whole institute.
The learning and experience of working collaboratively on a small project can provide
valuable lessons when bigger and more costly ones are subsequently implemented.
However, it is not always that partnerships have the luxury of time in which to build trust
incrementally; they are often pressured by external and internal factors, such as market
opportunities and leadership decisions, to perform and deliver within tight timelines. In
situations like this – as was the case with Partnerships B and C – when trust is yet to develop
and the partnerships are put under pressure, they could be at high risk of failure.
The notion of trust-building as a means to mitigate opportunistic behaviour was also explored
in the study, and it was found that, to some extent, this can be achieved through contractual
provisions in a partnership agreement (as per Reuer & Arino, 2007). For example, provisions
in the partnership agreement specifying how each partner can interact with third parties, or
those relating to intellectual property (IP) protection and enforcement, can act as effective
governance mechanisms to manage opportunistic behaviour, as they establish the mutual
rights and obligations of partners, set out processes by which exchanges of IP and other
sensitive information could occur, and how disputes between partners might be resolved.
External environment
According to Wohlstetter et al. (2005), partnership development does not occur in a vacuum;
its progress is influenced by internal factors and the external environment. This contention
was confirmed by the empirical findings since along with internal factors, the external
environment was considered to be an important factor when forming partnerships.
Unlike internal factors, which are somewhat within the control of partners, external factors
are generally not; partners generally have to anticipate and respond to them. The policy and
regulatory environment is a good example. At a time when government policy on HE
prevented NUHEPs from delivering degree courses (HESA, 2003), Holmesglen was among
the first of such providers to circumvent the restriction by entering into a collaborative
arrangement with Partner A to deliver HE. Subsequently, as the policy for student funding
changed with the uncapping of student places, and universities were seen to have an unfair
advantage over NUHEPs, Holmesglen collaborated with Partner B to access CSPs.
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Partnership C was also among the first of its kind where two interstate TAFE institutes
collaborated to deliver HE degree programs.
The external environment will continue to be a driver of change into the future, presenting
both challenges and opportunities to organisations and their partnerships. How organisations
work together to overcome barriers and mitigate risks, as well as benefit from the
opportunities, would almost certainly influence the performance of their partnerships.
5.4

Secondary Research Question

The salient corollary question to why some partnerships are more successful than others is:
How can organisations build institution capability to enhance partnership management and
success?
The notion of institutional capability building in the context of partnership management
refers to an organisation’s ability to capture, store and share knowledge pertaining to the
partnership, and to apply that accumulated knowledge in ongoing and future collaborations
(Heimeriks & Duysters, 2007; Kale & Singh, 2007).
Gulati (1998) found that organisations which develop institutional capability to manage
partnerships are more likely to have a competitive edge over those without such a capability.
Some other scholars (Duysters et al., 2011; Saebi, 2011; Schreiner et al., 2009) suggest that
organisations with a high level of partnership management capability are also more likely to
have institutionalised managerial processes to guide and support alliance management
decisions for greater success.
The literature on alliance capability identifies three mechanisms conducive to institutional
capability building:


Greater (prior) experience;



Dedicated alliance function; and



Deliberate learning processes.

5.4.1 Greater (prior) experience
Of the three partnerships studied, empirical findings establish that Partner A has the most
extensive collaborative network for HE delivery and experience with managing relationships.
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In that respect, the findings for Partner A corroborate the literature in that organisations with
greater partnership experience are better positioned to leverage and translate their knowledge
and experience into accessible institutional learning, compared to those without such
experience (Anand & Khanna, 2000, Heimeriks & Duysters, 2007; Simonin, 1997; Sluyts et
al., 2011). Partner A’s ability to leverage its network of partnerships and share that
knowledge and experience with other partners (including Holmesglen) is a significant reason
for that partnership succeeding. The knowledge and ‘learning by doing’ experience that
Holmesglen gained from Partner A was also seen as an important impetus for developing
systems, policies and processes for HE delivery. However, similar benefits were deficient
with Partners B and C, because they lacked prior experience with managing partnerships.
Yet despite the acknowledged importance of greater experience, there was little in the
findings to suggest that the lessons Holmesglen learnt from its successful relationship with
Partner A were applied in an effective way to inform strategic decision-making or to improve
practices of subsequent partnerships, such as with Partner B and C. Indications are that the
transfer of knowledge from Partnership A did not take place in a conscious or systematic way
at the institutional level, even though some experience-sharing did occur on an ad-hoc basis.
For example, several individuals acknowledged the ‘learning by doing’ experience they
gained from Partnership A was useful in their dealing with other partnerships; however, these
individuals were limited to one faculty, so the knowledge transfer and flow-on benefits from
sharing experiences tended to be confined to that particular faculty rather than spread across
the whole institute. These findings suggest that for systemic sharing of knowledge and
learning to occur at the ‘whole-of-institute’ level, deliberate and concerted actions are
necessary; otherwise, the full extent of the benefits may not be realised (Kale & Singh, 2009).
Partnership A also generally supports the contention by Sampson (2005), that prior
experience is more effective when subsequent collaboration is initiated with the same partner,
rather than a different one. A caveat to this contention, however, is that the prior experience
has to be a good one for both partners. When partners achieve their strategic objectives and
continue to have trust and confidence in each other, they are more likely to continue working
together on other projects. This was the case with Partnership A; even when cooperation in
one academic area was threatened due to ‘coopetition’ and market conditions, both partners
renewed their cooperation by working collaboratively in another mutually beneficial
academic area.
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5.4.2 Dedicated alliance function
Apart from prior partnership experience, some scholars (for example, Borker et al., 2004;
Kale et al., 2002) view the creation of a separate entity or function – a ‘dedicated alliance
function’ – as vital for building institutional alliance capability. Such a function is responsible
for coordinating and managing an organisation’s overall partnership activity. Kale and Singh
(2009) demonstrate the success of such a function by referring to its use by several successful
multinational corporations. However, their findings seem to suggest that a dedicated alliance
function is more effective for large organisations with multiple partnerships, rather than small
ones with only a few partnerships (Rothaermel & Boeker, 2008).
At the time of this study, Holmesglen had only three HE partnerships. This small number of
partnerships, coupled with the mixed views expressed by interviewees in relation to the role,
composition and even the need for a dedicated alliance function, seem to suggest there is no
immediate requirement for such an entity. However, a dedicated alliance function could be an
option for the future, if and when there are more partners, since it requires substantial
resourcing, top management support, and a ‘critical mass’ of partnerships to be effective. For
now, there may be merit in simply centralising certain partnership functions, in particular
those pertaining to governance and administration, within the Institute’s existing
organisational structure. Examples of such functions could include developing partnership
contract documents, policies and procedures, lists of key personnel and contacts, operational
manuals, and managing partnership administrative and support services. These could
potentially be centralised within the Higher Education Support Unit (HESU) at Holmesglen,
which is under the purview of the Dean-HESP.
Centralisation of such functions could increase the likelihood of partnership activities being
coordinated more effectively institute-wide, and for polices and key documents to be
regularly updated and well maintained. It could position the HESU as a focal point for
partnership activity within the Institute; enhance its visibility internally and externally
(including with partners), provide legitimacy to garner stakeholder buy-in and secure
resources, and regularly monitor partnership performance, including by identifying trouble
spots early and taking remedial action to resolve potential conflicts (Dyer et al., 2001;
Heimeriks et al., 2009; Kale et al., 2002).
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However, feedback from interview participants suggests that partnership functions pertaining
to academia and scholarship, and those requiring specialised skills related to student support
and international students, for example, may be better served if decentralised. These
functions could remain devolved within the respective academic faculties and administrative
departments within the Institute, such as Student Services and the International Centre.
5.4.3 Deliberate learning processes
Aside from greater experience and a dedicated alliance function, deliberate organisational
processes to learn and leverage alliance management represent the third mechanism
advocated by Kale and Singh (2009) to develop and institutionalise alliance management
capability. Survey and interview findings in relation to this mechanism demonstrate that
while opportunities for sharing partnership experiences and know-how are available at
Holmesglen, they are limited in their regularity and reach. Furthermore, the opportunities are
more informal and based on personal relationships, than they are formal.
Holmesglen staff involved in the day-to-day management of HE partnerships indicated they
would benefit from more formal networking opportunities with their peers, concurring with
the proposition mooted by Grant (1996) that organisations improve their task managing skills
by accruing, sharing and applying knowledge relevant to their tasks. In this context, there is
merit in having an avenue for CLs and senior educators, for example, to regularly interact and
share their experiences, including both good practices and challenges, with each other.
Formal events such as the annual HE conference and applied research forum could also have
dedicated sessions on HE partnerships, with external speakers and individuals from partner
organisations invited to participate and to share their knowledge and expertise.
In addition to networking opportunities, the use of codified tools such as checklists,
guidelines, templates and operation manuals can also facilitate learning, serving to guide and
support managers in their daily tasks and decision-making (Kale & Singh, 2009; Saebi,
2011). So, rather than adopting a ‘trial and error’ approach to partnership management,
managers could refer to codified tools to standardise certain processes across partnerships. In
so doing, however, there should be acknowledgement that replication of such tools across
partnerships might not always be possible; instead, due recognition should be given to partner
heterogeneity, their diverse decision-making mechanisms, and the governance structures of
different partnerships.
161

Chapter 5

5.5

Implications

The present study builds upon, and extends prior research on inter-organisational partnerships
with a view to explain partnership success. In light of the scant and fragmented literature
available in the context of HE partnerships, this study has relied on a conceptual framework
developed from research in the business and education sectors for guidance. The framework
has provided a solid basis for analysing and understanding the intricate workings of
partnerships, and factors – both internal and external – that contribute to their success. While
empirical results from this study support many of the findings from prior research, they also
contribute to the knowledge base on partnerships with some new and interesting perspectives.
These findings have both practical and theoretical implications for managing partnerships.
5.5.1 Practical implications
Several important lessons pertaining to establishing and nurturing partnerships were learnt as
part of the present study. From a managerial viewpoint, the findings and perspectives provide
valuable insights into how partnerships can be proactively managed to reap the benefits of
success, and to avoid damaging costs inherent from their failure (Mohr & Spekman, 1994).
As observed by Russo and Cesarani (2017), the high failure rate of alliances highlights the
difficulties associated with building successful partnerships; it also demonstrates that not all
organisations have the ability to maximise the potential value creation from their cooperative
strategies. The lessons detailed in this section are not meant to provide HE leaders and
managers with a recipe or prescription for managing partnerships successfully; rather they are
intended to promote good practice by alerting the leaders and managers to the complexities
and challenges associated with managing partnerships.
1. Sufficient ‘planning’ time should be set aside prior to starting up a partnership
The need for adequate time to plan for a partnership prior of its rollout was a recurring theme
in the findings for this study; it was particularly pertinent to Partnerships B and C. The
timeframe between formation and implementation for both these partnerships was short,
leaving little time for due diligence, and to sufficiently prepare for their rollout. As a
consequence, governance and accountability were affected: some key positions were either
left vacant, or manned by ‘reluctant’ individuals who lacked experience or the right
qualifications; administrative processes were not sufficiently developed, and pedagogical
material not readily available. The chain of events led to issues with communication and
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coordination, and conflict was consequential. The adage “failing to plan is planning to fail”
aptly describes the unfortunate situation with these partnerships.
Arguably, for partnerships to have a better chance of success, adequate time should be set
aside for the planning process. This would enable partners to: (1) have conversations about
the strategic intent and expectations of the partnership; (2) discuss governance systems and
processes, along with potential issues that may arise; and (3) garner ‘buy-in’ from key
individuals responsible for operationalising the partnership. Where possible, leaders from
partner organisations should also cater for occasions such as formal or informal gatherings
for their staff to interact and form social and professional bonds. Such opportunities can
provide for better appreciation of each other’s working styles and idiosyncrasies; they also
help with building trust in the relationship.
Thus, while it is understandable that organisations are dictated by targets and deadlines, and
that sometimes partnership implementation has to be rushed to accommodate expectations,
putting aside adequate time for planning does have its rewards, and the benefits could well
outweigh the drawbacks in the longer term.
2. Where possible, collaboration should start small, and then grow progressively
Inter-organisation partnerships are often multifaceted and complex; partners tend to
underestimate the time, effort and resources needed to establish and nurture them for the
desired outcomes (Wagstaff, 2013). Of the three partnerships studied, Partnership A was the
smallest in terms of scope, and arguably the simplest to coordinate, as it involved the delivery
of two courses from within the same faculty. Partnerships B and C, on the other hand, were
larger in scope and reach, and hence, more complex to manage and coordinate. They
delivered numerous courses, and involved staff from several departments in two different
faculties at Holmesglen.
Partnership A started small and grew gradually. This gave both partners ample ‘courting’
time to become familiar with each other; it also helped build trust and confidence in the
relationship. As the partners became comfortable with each other’s work culture and abilities,
the relationship expanded in scope – from the initial one-year pathway program, to complete
delivery of Partner A’s degree programs at Holmesglen. Thus, what started as a small project
more than 15 years ago, eventually grew into a successful and long-lasting partnership.
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Partnerships B and C, by contrast, involved the delivery of multiple courses concurrently. As
many individuals from different faculties within Holmesglen were engaged in these
partnerships, both relationships were far more difficult to coordinate than Partnership A.
Furthermore, Partnerships B and C were both established within a short timeframe of each
other, which meant that resources that were already scarce had to be stretched even further.
This exerted pressure on their operations, and together with the shortcomings in other areas –
governance, accountability, and communication, for example – confusion and frustration
among staff escalated, impacting negatively on trust and confidence in the relationship.
It appears that Holmesglen’s venture into Partnerships B and C – with so little time to prepare
for them – was a case of “biting off more than one can chew”, and the empirical findings
suggest that the Institute had taken on ‘too much, too soon’. Just as trust can be reinforced
through the accumulation of ‘small wins’ (Bryson, 1988), it is possible that partnerships have
a better chance of success if they start small and then develop gradually. For example, the
small wins approach may be suitable in a situation where collaboration is first piloted in a
department or faculty, and once successful, rolled out to other faculties or even the whole
institution. Such an approach could serve to minimise the risks associated with managing a
large project, and increase its chances of success.
3. Effective leadership and clear, consistent and fair governance mechanisms are necessary
for providing direction, and for the smooth running of a partnership
Along with effective leadership, successful partnerships require a clearly defined governance
framework that is supported by policies and procedures (Amey, et al., 2007; Eddy & Amey,
2014). Leadership in this context is instrumental for establishing goals and milestones,
garnering commitment and support from key staff, making important decisions, and
providing advice on partnership management (Wohlstetter et al., 2005). It is also important
from the perspective of motivating, guiding and mentoring those involved. Clear, consistent
and fair governance mechanisms are also necessary for the smooth running of a partnership,
as they facilitate the decision-making process by removing doubt, promoting equality and
averting potential conflict (Kale & Singh, 2009).
Empirical findings from the present study confirmed that effective leadership is crucial for
managing and steering a partnership. The results for Partnership A – which is deemed the
most successful of the three partnerships – strongly support the contention that governance
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structures and processes are necessary to oversee and manage partnership development (as
per Kanter, 1994; Waddock, 1989); and that they facilitate decision-making by providing
clarity for implementation, and for conflict resolution (as per Kale & Singh, 2009). With a
well-managed and mature partnership, such as Partnership A, governance and accountability
can be routinised and embedded into the daily workings of the partnership. Decisions made in
relation to Partnership A were also communicated in a timelier manner to Holmesglen staff,
than were those for Partnerships B and C.
4. Open and frequent communication between and within partner organisations helps to
build trust, which is a critical success factor in any relationship
Open communication is considered an essential driver of success, and is especially needed at
the operational phase of a partnership (Eddy & Amey, 2014; Kanter, 19994). While findings
from the present study support this contention, they also suggest that frequent communication
between and within partner organisations – especially during the early days of the partnership
– helps with decision-making and coordination. Furthermore, the study found that sharing
critical information in an open and timely basis promotes trust building among staff members
from partner organisations.
Open and frequent communication were key features of Partnership A, in addition to clear
structures and processes, and well-defined accountability. Together, these factors contributed
to the formation of strong professional and personal bonds between and among staff of both
organisations. They were also instrumental for building trust in the relationship – a trait many
participants’ identified as a crucial success factor for the partnership.
When trust is yet to be established and a partnership is put under pressure – as was the case
with Partnerships B and C – the results can be damaging to the relationship. The erosion of
trust for these partnerships was caused by a combination of factors, such as ineffectual
governance mechanisms, lack of communication between partners, unwillingness to share
important information in a timely manner, unmotivated personnel, and inadequate or absent
accountability. Other factors that adversely affected the relationship were complications
arising from government policy (Partnership C), and the change in Partner B’s strategic intent
of their operations in Melbourne (Partnership B). In reference to the fragile nature of trust and
why some relationships fail, an interview participant said: “Trust takes years to build,
seconds to break, and forever to repair”.
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5. Partnerships need to be closely monitored and regularly reviewed to ensure they are on
track to achieve agreed goals and strategic objectives
Partnerships are often established based on the sharing of both risks and rewards. As such,
partners who have jointly invested in a venture need to know how it is progressing (Lunnan
& Haugland, 2008; Segil, 2005; Waddock, 1989). Monitoring and review processes provide
the opportunity to learn what is working well in a partnership, and what is not. They also help
determine the extent to which agreed goals and strategic objectives are achieved. Regular
monitoring and review assists with tracking the progress of a partnership, and provides
partners with the opportunity to identify areas for improvement (Wohlstetter et al., 2005).
Feedback from the review process, whilst often used to refine structures and processes, or to
redefine goals, can also be used to determine the future of a partnership – whether to refocus,
expand or scale back the scope of cooperation, or even to terminate the relationship.
The study’s empirical findings show that of the three partnerships investigated, Partnership A
was the only one monitored on an ongoing basis, and reviewed periodically through both
formal and informal processes. Annual reviews for Partnership A were conducted by staff
from both partner organisations, and feedback from the review process was used to refine
governance mechanisms, improve curriculum design and pedagogy, enhance student
progression, and streamline marketing and recruitment strategies.
Partnerships B and C, on the other hand, were only monitored and reviewed on an ad-hoc
basis (if at all); a lot of time and effort was instead channelled towards establishing systems
and processes to address governance, and attending to operational challenges. Even though
there were provisions in the contract document of both partnerships for regular monitoring
and annual review of operations, the findings suggest that appropriate processes to conduct
reviews were either lacking or not carried out for the partnerships. Moreover, feedback from
the review process was also not always used to refine and improve partnership operations.
6. Inter-organisational partnerships should ideally have a medium to long-term focus
Partnerships take time to establish and to operationalise (Eddy & Amey, 2014; Wagstaff,
2013). For the partnerships investigated in this study, time was required to promote and
market HE courses to potential students prior to establishing the partnerships. According to
some interview participants, it can take several years of active promotion for a HE course to
be economically viable in terms of student numbers and revenue generation.
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In the case of Partnership B, for example, some participants were of the view that Partner B’s
expectations of the HE courses delivered – in terms of student numbers and revenue – were
too high, if not unrealistic, given the partnership’s short operational timeframe. They were
convinced that the partnership was judged to be economically unviable too early in its
developmental cycle, and given more time and opportunity to jointly promote and market the
HE courses, the partnership could have fared better. Participants were generally of the
opinion that investments in education, and in particular HE, require at least 3-5 years for the
return on investment to be realised.
By contrast, when partnerships are dissolved prematurely or terminated abruptly, the extent
of their potential may not have been fully realised. Rash decisions to discontinue a
partnership can also adversely affect partner relations and key stakeholders. For HE
partnerships, for example, such decisions can be disruptive to students and staff. For students,
termination of a partnership could mean discontinuing their studies or having to move to a
different provider to complete their course; for teachers, it could mean reduced hours of work
or even redundancy, especially if the subject or course they are teaching is no longer offered.
Given the nature of the HE sector, there may be merit in having a medium to long-term focus
when planning and setting goals for HE partnerships.
7. Capability building should be made an integral part of an organisation’s overall strategy
According to Gulati (1998), building institutional capability for partnership management can
serve as a source of competitive advantage for an organisation. However, the process can be
costly, requiring substantial funding and investment in human resources (Kale & Singh,
2009). Apart from the need for specific skills sets and competencies, institutional capability
building requires senior management sponsorship and support, and has to be well coordinated
organisation-wide (Kale et al., 2002). This often requires a lot of hard work and persistence.
Within Holmesglen, a number of individuals involved in previous and ongoing partnerships
have built valuable expertise and knowledge with managing partnerships. They are the
primary source of partnership management knowledge in the organisation. If no effort is
made to exploit and articulate this important source of accumulated tacit knowledge and
skills sets for the benefit of other managers, then it could be lost – especially if those
individuals were to leave the organisation.
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Engaging these individuals in knowledge sharing sessions to talk about their personal
experiences in managing partnerships can help externalise their personally held know-what
and know-how; it also gives others in the organisation a chance to learn from them about best
practices, as well as the “do’s and don’ts” of partnership management. In addition to such
knowledge-sharing activities, codifying the knowledge and expertise of these individuals into
manuals or toolkits can also help capture and externalise partnership management for others
in the organisation to learn from (as per Kale & Singh, 2009).
Arguably, institutional capability for partnership management can be developed more
effectively if a conscious and concerted decision is made to make it a priority early in the
venture, as learning occurs throughout the partnership lifecycle. In the ‘planning and
formation phase’ for instance, given the limitations that partners may face in terms of their
knowledge of each other, important lessons in relation to capability building can occur from
the early interactions to discuss partnership goals, expectations and relationship boundaries.
Organisations that are serious about learning from their partners and wish to build internal
partnership management capabilities – as Holmesglen did with Partnership A for HE delivery
– should ideally incorporate the learning process as part of their overall organisational and
partnership strategy. If that is the case, then capability building should be considered and
planned for early in the partnership lifecycle. Once an organisation is clear about its goals for
capability building, it can then decide on which of the three mechanisms – greater (prior)
experience, dedicated function, or learning processes – to use in order to achieve those goals.
8. Partnerships require constant nurturing and perseverance to be successful
Inter-organisational partnerships are, more often than not, complex and multifaceted in
nature. They can involve multifarious activates, and people with different beliefs, cultures,
working styles, and expectations. For a partnership to work well, partners have to set aside
their differences and coordinate their actions to realise the benefits of the relationship (Eddy
& Amey, 2014). Conflict may be inevitable as problems can arise from the lack of knowledge
about how one partner’s action affect the other, how decisions are made and communicated,
how resources are allocated, or how information should be handled (Gulati, Lawrence, &
Puranam, 2005; Gulati & Singh, 1998; Schreiner et al., 2009). Problems can also arise when
partners’ interests are not fully aligned, if certain individuals are uncooperative, or if they are
not as committed to the project (Kale & Singh, 2009).
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In such situations, leaders from partner organisations have an important role to play in
nurturing the partnership to ensure it is on track to achieving its strategic objectives.
Nurturing also facilitates coordination and helps minimise potential conflict among partners.
Monitoring and feedback mechanisms can provide valuable information about areas of a
partnership that are working well, and others which need more attention. Constant guidance,
encouragement and mentoring of key staff can help build confidence and trust in the
relationship. This in turn, creates a shared understanding of the work individuals are doing,
while contributing to an alignment in ethos and objectives (Vangen & Huxham, 2003b).
Although collaboration may sometimes succeed through serendipity – having the right people
and right conditions in place – as suggested by Vangen and Huxham (2003b), effective
collaboration seldom, if ever, occurs by coincidence; instead, it has to be well orchestrated.
Sustaining the partnership is also important, as successful partnerships seem to evolve in a
cumulative manner (witness Partnership A). To be sustainable, a partnership has to be
mutually beneficial to partners (Eddy & Amey, 2014). Thus, strategic partnerships that are
intentionally formed based on goal alignment of partners, and those that are well nurtured
throughout their lifecycle, are more likely to persevere and be successful.
5.5.2 Theoretical implications
As with the practical implications, this study also has several theoretical implications.
In relation to the primary research question, the augmented conceptual framework used for
the study – derived from partnership models in the business and education sectors – provided
a solid foundation to analyse and compare partnership performance based on a number of
internal and external drivers of success. The three evolutionary phases of partnership
development advocated in the framework are largely consistent with other models in the
literature, and provide focus in relation to the importance of the success factors. For example,
the role of the champion and partner attributes of compatibility, complementarity and
commitment, are seen as particularly important at the Planning and formation phase;
governance processes for decision-making, and accountability are deemed significant at the
Design and operation phase; while coordination and conflict resolution, along with
monitoring and review mechanisms, are considered essential during the Post-formation
management and review phase of a partnership. Feedback from the monitoring and review
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process allows for improvements to be made to partnership operations, and for goals to be
revisited and refined accordingly.
Two drivers of success – trust and the role of the external environment – are depicted in the
framework as encompassing the partnership lifecycle; these factors are important as they can
have an influence on all three phases of its development.
In relation to the secondary research question, institutional capability building was found to
be an emergent success factor for partnership management. Empirical findings suggest there
are better opportunities for organisations like Holmesglen to build institutional capability by
partnering with universities than with other TAFE institutes to deliver HE programs.
Furthermore, it was found that the three mechanisms of capability building – greater (prior)
experience, dedicated alliance function, and deliberate learning processes – can be used
either in isolation or in combination, depending on the size, structure and number of
partnerships an organisation is engaged with. Findings from this study also suggest that for
capability building to be effective, an organisation should ideally integrate the capability
building process into its overall strategy for establishing and managing partnerships.
In terms of generalisability, the conceptual framework developed for this study is flexible in
application. Depending on the context and sector to be analysed, other key success factors
can be included for analysis. Similarly, factors that are deemed unimportant can be excluded.
Overall, the empirical findings from this study corroborate the literature in that:
1. Inter-organisational partnerships are established to meet a variety of needs;
2. Partnerships move through several phases as they develop and evolve;
3. Leadership, along with governance structures and processes are needed for their
effective management and operation;
4. Partnership performance is influenced by many factors, some of which are interrelated;
5. Organisations can develop institutional capability to enhance partnership management
through several key mechanisms, such as greater (prior) experience, dedicated
alliance function, or deliberate learning processes.
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5.6

Towards a revised conceptual framework

While the conceptual framework adopted for the present study (Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1) is
backed by strong theoretical underpinning from extant research, empirical findings from the
study suggest that the framework can be extended and further improved in a number of ways.
This section introduces the revised conceptual framework, and discusses key differences
between the original and revised versions. Changes to the original framework are highlighted
in red in the revised framework, as shown in Figure 5.1. Specifically, they pertain to:


Phases of evolution – overlaps in the phases of evolution illustrate that each phase is not
necessarily distinct; instead, certain roles and activities can continue into the other phases.



Motives to partner – this is included as an additional key driver of success in Phase 1.



Partner selection criteria – this is included as another key driver of success in Phase 1.



Trust building and sustenance – building trust itself is insufficient for partnership success;
trust has to be sustained throughout the lifespan of the partnership.



Capability building – the three mechanisms of greater experience, dedicated alliance
function and learning processes are included as key drivers of success in the framework;
they are required throughout the lifespan of the partnership.
Figure 5.1 Revised conceptual framework

Source: Adapted from Kale & Singh (2009); Wohlstetter, Smith & Malloy (2005); includes empirical findings
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5.6.1 Phases of evolution
The three phases of partnership evolution depicted in the revised conceptual framework are
consistent with prior research. The models of Wohlstetter et al. (2005) and Kale and Singh
(2009) also have three phases of evolution, each characterised by a number of success factors
and/or key activities (see Figures 2.3 and 2.4 in Chapter 2). Notably, both models depict the
phases of evolution as distinct, each with clearly outlined tasks and activities unique to that
phase. For example, in the model proposed by Wohlstetter et al. (2005), the Initiation phase is
when the decision to partner is made. During this phase, the role of the champion is key, and
important tasks include assessing complementary needs and assets of partners, determining
compatibility of goals, and building trust in the relationship.
However, empirical findings from the present study demonstrate that the phases of evolution
are not necessarily distinct; instead, there can be commonalities in roles and tasks among
phases. This blurring of boundaries is depicted in the revised conceptual framework (see
Figure 5.1) by the overlaps in the phases of evolution. As an illustration, it is possible that the
champion from the Planning & Formation phase is also the person who provides the
leadership in the Design and Operation phase. This was evidenced in Partnership C with the
chief executive of Holmesglen.
Similarly, even though communication is a key success factor for the Design and Operation
phase as it helps facilitate governance and decision-making, communication is also needed
for the other two phases of the partnership. Listing a success factor within a particular phase
of evolution simply emphasises the factor’s importance in relation to that particular phase; it
does necessary suggest that the factor is not needed or is not applicable to other phases.
5.6.2 Motives to partner
The planning phase of a partnership provides the opportunity to clarify the intent for
cooperation and to learn about each other prior to committing to the relationship. Since
motives to partner are critical precursors to the partnering decision, it can be argued that they
constitute an important component of the planning process, and therefore, should be included
in the planning and formation phase of the partnership.
Motivation to collaborate is well researched as an antecedent for partnership formation, and it
has been extensively deliberated in this study. However, motivation was not included in the
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original framework for this study (Figure 1.1) because the models of Kale and Singh (2009)
and Wohlstetter et al. (2005), upon which the framework for this study is based, did not have
it as a key success driver. The starting point for those models (see Figure 2.3 and 2.4) is the
‘formation’ or ‘initiation’ phase of the partnership, implying that the decision to partner has
already been made. The presumption, therefore, is that the ‘motive to partner’ has already
been considered and factored into both models.
Extending the framework of this study by including planning as a key activity affords
legitimacy to the argument of including motives to partner as an antecedent for partnership
formation. Strategic objectives and goals serve as motivations for establishing the
partnership, and they can be driven by a variety of factors, including opportunities for growth
and expansion, appetite for risk sharing and the need for operational efficiency (HEFCE,
2012). Furthermore, before entering into a collaborative arrangement, it is essential that
partners have a clear understanding of the motives for the relationship.
According to Eddy and Amey (2014), the types of questions organisations should be asking
to determine the motives for partnering include: What are our strategic goals? Is partnership
the only way or the best way to achieve these goals? What do we need in a partner to help us
achieve our strategic goals? Once the organisation is clear about the strategic goals it wants
to achieve, and satisfied that the best way to accomplish those goals is through collaboration,
it can then start the search for a suitable partner.
5.6.3 Partner selection criteria
As identified earlier in this chapter, a surprising finding from the present study was the lack
of due diligence in relation to partner selection for all three partnerships. Well-designed
partner selection criteria could be used to ascertain the right fit in relation to a potential
partner’s values, reputation, organisation culture, and prior experience. These traits, along
with the partner attributes of compatibility, complementarity, and commitment, should be
considered an essential part of the partner selection process, regardless of whether the
partnership is well planned or opportunistic.
Notwithstanding the significance of due diligence for partner selection, the process can be
expensive and time-consuming. In this regard, it is important to achieve a balance between
the extent of information sought, and the time needed to make an informed decision. In some
cases, due diligence can be conducted internally, using desktop research and publicly
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available information about the potential partner. Where such information is not readily
available, third parties (including external consultants) could be engaged for the purpose.
Being in partnership requires significant investments in funds, time, energy and resources
(Huxham & Vangen, 2005; Wagstaff, 2013). Well-designed partner selection criteria that are
backed by thorough due diligence can help identify potential challenges and risks in advance
for consideration and mitigation – before they become costly issues that negatively affect the
partnership in the future. Given the importance of having the right partner, partner selection
criteria as a driver of success ought to be included in the framework.
5.6.4 Trust building and sustenance
Trust between partners has been identified in the present study as a key driver of success. It is
depicted in the original conceptual framework (Figure 1.1) as a separate building block to
emphasise that trust is needed throughout the partnership lifecycle, and not just in one or two
phases of partnership development. Trust facilitates governance and helps partners work
more cooperatively (Kale & Singh, 2009). It also facilitates greater information sharing and
know-how (Dyer & Chu, 2003; Gulati & Nickerson, 2008), and increases partner satisfaction
and goal fulfilment (Schreiner et al., 2009), thereby protecting partners against opportunistic
behaviour (Kale et al., 2000). These aspects of trust were particularly prevalent in Partnership
A, but lacking in the other two partnerships.
The literature on partnerships is mostly focused on the importance of trust and the trustbuilding process; little is stated about how trust in the relationship can be sustained. Yet both
aspects – building and sustaining trust – are vital for partnership success. If indeed trustbuilding is a gradual and staged process (Huxham & Vangen, 2005), then a ‘small wins’
approach (Bryson, 1988) can serve as a driver to build and sustain trust. Another driver of
trust is interpersonal relationships that individuals develop when they work and interact with
each other. This form of trust grows as individuals from partner organisations become
familiar with each other’s roles and working styles – as per the findings for Partnership A. In
contrast, where communication between partners was limited, and key individuals often
changed (as per Partnerships B and C), there was erosion of trust in the relationship.
To emphasise the importance of building and sustaining trust for partnership success, the
building block in the revised framework (Figure 5.1) has been changed accordingly. The
block was initially labelled as trust in the original conceptual framework.
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5.6.5 Capability building
Capability building was not included as a key driver of success in the conceptual framework
for the present study (Figure 1.1). However, it has been extensively discussed in relation to
the second research question: How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance
partnership management and success? The reason for not including it in the original
framework was because capability building was not considered in the model proposed by
Kale and Singh (2009), even though the subject was discussed extensively in their research.
They found, based on empirical evidence, that organisations can improve partnership success
by systematically developing processes and talent to support partnership management. The
three mechanisms of institutional capability building identified in their study are: greater
(prior) experience, dedicated alliance function, and deliberate learning processes. Kale and
Singh (2009) found that the type and effectiveness of these mechanisms are influenced by the
size and structure of the organisation, along with its number of partnerships.
Empirical findings from the present study, however, revealed mixed results for capability
building. While participants agreed that greater (prior) experience does contribute to better
outcomes – as was the case with Partnership A, they were mixed in their views on the need
for a dedicated partnership function or unit. Although participants acknowledged the benefits
associated with having such a unit to manage multiple partnerships, they felt no immediate
need for Holmesglen to establish one, as the Institute only has three HE partnerships. In terms
of deliberate learning process, participants mentioned that while such opportunities existed,
they were limited in scope and reach; they acknowledged that more could be done by the
Institute to encourage the exchange of knowledge and sharing of partnership experiences.
Since institutional capability building does contribute to greater partnership success (Feller et
al., 2013; Kale & Singh, 209; Saebi, 2011; Schreiner et al., 2009), it ought to be considered a
key success factor, and should be included as an additional building block in the conceptual
framework. Furthermore, since capability building for partnership management entails
learning (Duysters et al., 2011; Niesten & Jolink, 2015; Sluyts et al., 2010) – a process which
occurs in all phases of partnership development – it should span the entire partnership
lifecycle. Building institutional capability often necessitates resourcing and top management
support to influence and coordinate partnership activities across the organisation (Kale &
Singh, 2009). As such, it would be most effective to consider capability building as an
integral part of an organisation’s overall strategy, rather than an isolated activity.
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5.7

Partnerships reviewed through the lens of the revised framework

In this section, the three partnerships investigated in this study are presented as ‘cases’ using
the revised framework. As discussed in Chapter 3, the case study approach provides a
systematic way of examining a phenomena and presenting the findings in an integrated
manner (Mills, 2014; Yin, 2009). The unit of analysis for the case study is the ‘partnership’
and the sub-units are the ‘success factors’ as depicted in the revised framework in Figure 5.1.
The revised framework and research questions unify the study’s findings by connecting the
sub-units back to the case. Each case (or partnership) is presented along the three phases of
partnership development as envisaged in the framework: Phase 1: Planning and formation;
Phase 2: Design and operation; and Phase 3: Post-formation management and review.
5.7.1 Partnership A
Phase 1: Planning and formation
Partner A is a regional interstate Australian university. Holmesglen’s collaboration with
Partner A was forged more than 15 years ago, primarily to provide a seamless pathway for
international students (mainly from China) to pursue HE in Australia via a credit transfer
arrangement. Holmesglen already had a presence in the overseas education market at that
time the partnership was initiated, as it was delivering VET programs in China. Partner A,
however, was a newly established university and was not well known abroad. Seeing the
potential for mutual benefit through shared goals, both partners agreed to collaborate and
jointly developed the market and brand for their pathway program in China. Alignment of
partner attributes augmented the relationship, which was championed at Holmesglen by the
Director of the International Centre, with support from the Dean, Faculty of Business.
Eligible students from the pathway program were granted entry into second year of Partner
A’s degree programs, which were delivered at Holmesglen’s campus in Melbourne. These
students then moved to Partner A’s premises (interstate) to complete the final year of their
course and graduate with an Australian university degree. As the partnership developed over
time and Holmesglen strengthened its capacity and expertise in HE, Partner A allowed
Holmesglen to deliver all three-years of selected HE program at the Institute. The delivery
model was considered “innovative and creative” at that time, as it was the first where a TAFE
institute delivered the full degree of a partner university (via a franchising arrangement), at its
own campus and by its own staff.
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Although Partnership A was confined to only two degree programs that were delivered
through one faculty at Holmesglen, it was not without problems, especially at the beginning
stages of the relationship. Some academics at Partner A, in particular, had reservations of the
ability for a TAFE institute to deliver degree programs, and they voiced their concerns about
the potential quality of delivery and qualifications of Holmesglen staff. To overcome these
concerns, Holmesglen recruited experienced HE staff and invested heavily in the
development of its existing academic staff, including for scholarly practice in teaching and
learning.
Phase 2: Design and operation
In demonstrating their commitment to the partnership, senior executives from both partner
organisations worked proactively to ensure any issues raised were addressed and resolved.
Decision-making was consultative, and approached in the best interest of the partnership.
Governance structures, policies and processes were established to facilitate operations, as
were designated positions with responsibility and accountability. As Partner A began
expanding its network of collaboration with other providers, it established a dedicated unit
within its organisational structure to coordinate and support all partnership related activities.
This unit and those managing it were instrumental in developing streamlined HE policies and
processes, as well as addressing and resolving any issues or concerns raised by partners.
Communication with Partner A was clear and prompt in most instances; views and feedback
from Holmesglen staff were actively sought for critical aspects of the program, including for
curriculum development, learning materials, student management and progression. In turn,
Holmesglen staff felt they were valued and treated as equals by their university counterparts.
This not only built trust and commitment in the partnership, but it reinforced relational capital
through the creation of formal and personal relationships between staff in both organisations.
The partnership strengthened as a consequence, and both partners benefited – Partner A
boosted its revenue from additional student enrolments, and enhanced its presence and
reputation in the international marketplace; Holmesglen gained valuable capability building
experience to strengthen its foothold in the HE space. Holmesglen’s experience with Partner
A, along with its pathway arrangements with several Melbourne-based universities, were
instrumental in the Institute becoming one of the first NUHEPs in Australia to develop and
deliver its own degree programs, once legislation (the HESA) allowed for that to take place.
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Phase 3: Post-formation management and review
Holmesglen continued to collaborate with Partner A even after the Institute began delivery of
its own degree programs. However, as Holmesglen’s course offerings increased, areas of
overlap began to emerge. Other universities in Melbourne were also offering similar HE
programs to those of Partner A; the choices available led to additional competition for student
recruitment into Partner A courses. At the same time, dynamics in the external environment
changed the mobility pattern of international students, and the demand for Partner A’s
pathway program started dwindling. This reduction in demand was attributed to a number of
causes: intensified competition as more international universities (including Australian ones)
established a presence in China and aggressively marketed their programs there; a strong
Australian dollar, which made it more expensive for students to study and stay in Australia;
and relaxation of immigration laws in the United States and some European countries, which
made those countries attractive destinations for international students.
Adding to these external pressures, the relationship with Partner A took a turn for the worse
when Holmesglen established an alliance with Partner B. Although targeted initially at
domestic students with CSPs (so as not to compete with students for Partnership A), the
collaboration with Partner B was subsequently extended to international students in a bid to
make up for a shortfall in domestic enrolments. This exerted further pressure on securing
sufficient student numbers for Partner A courses. As a consequence of a combination of
factors – changes in international market conditions, declining demand and student numbers,
and competition from a wider choice of course offerings – both partners mutually agreed to
discontinue delivery of Partner A’s two courses for economic reasons. The chain of events
leading to this decision was described by a leader as the “perfect storm” for Partnership A.
Yet despite this setback, both parties (Holmesglen and Partner A) remained committed to
working together, and explored other potential options for collaboration. Their effort paid
dividends, with a new course from Partner A identified for delivery at Holmesglen, albeit
through a different faculty. This led to a rejuvenation of Partnership A, and is reflective of a
relationship that is built on trust and commitment for mutual goal fulfilment. Holmesglen’s
alliance with Partner A is an example of a partnership that has not only withstood the test of
time, but one that has embraced change and adapted to challenging circumstances.
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5.7.2 Partnership B
Phase 1: Planning and formation
This partnership was born primarily out of financial imperatives for Holmesglen, following
cuts in government funding for the TAFE sector in Victoria and introduction of the demanddriven system for universities. Partnership B was seen as a good avenue to boost HE student
enrolments, especially of domestic students, through the provision of CSPs. Students, in turn,
benefited from access to a broader range of affordable degree courses that culminated in a
‘university-branded’ qualification. For Holmesglen staff members, the partnership was seen
as providing opportunities to learn, share, benchmark practices and develop skills and
knowledge in the HE space with Partner B. Institute staff were excited about the prospect of
mentorship, access to research, and academic development. They looked forward to working
collaboratively with university academics and subject matter experts from Partner B, to learn
from them and improve their own pedagogical practice as a result.
From Partner B’s perspective, apart from the financial incentive of sharing revenue from the
additional CSPs, the alliance with Holmesglen also provided the opportunity to physically
expand beyond its geographical area and extend delivery of its HE courses to other capital
cities in Australia, such as in Melbourne. The partnership also served as a strategy for Partner
B to deal with the intense competition and sluggish market for HE students around its locale.
The collaboration led to Partner B and Holmesglen establishing a joint campus in Melbourne,
with the new entity delivering 11 degree courses, some of which were co-branded. Being
broader in scope and reach than Partnership A, Partnership B involved more Holmesglen staff
(teachers and managers), and was spread over two faculties at the Institute.
Phase 2: Design and operation
The duration between partner selection and implementation of Partnership B was rather short
(just a few months), leaving little time to adequately plan and prepare for its operations. The
partnership was not well ‘sold’ to key stakeholders as a result, leading to a lack of buy-in
from both sides as staff members grappled with the expectations of top management and the
prospect of additional workload. Apart from broad statements in the contract document about
governance arrangements and the roles and responsibilities of each partner, there was little
else for staff members to rely on to operationalise the partnership. Policies and processes
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were yet to be established, and issues related to resourcing, student admission, student
management, technology, and learning materials, inter alia, were not well addressed.
Accountability became a concern in the absence of an academic point of contact at Partner B.
Some course coordinator positions were either not occupied or were managed by academics
with different qualifications and experience from the delivery area. There were also no clear
guidelines for engagement with counterparts at Partner B, nor was there an operations manual
to facilitate delivery of some programs. As a consequence there was confusion among
Holmesglen staff as they felt expectations were not well communicated. Staff morale was low
in some instances, and that in turn affected cooperation and trust between partners. Some
Holmesglen staff expressed concern that they were not involved in Partnership B’s decisionmaking process at the outset, and were left with a lot of work to do within a very short time to
get the partnership up and running.
Phase 3: Post-formation management and review
From an implementation perspective, coordinating Partnership B was challenging, due in part
to inadequate administrative and quality processes, confusion in roles, and lack of reciprocity
in communication. Some Holmesglen teaching staff who were questioned about their
qualifications and experience felt they were treated unfairly by academics at Partner B. The
situation was further exacerbated with the co-location of several Partner B administrative
staff at Holmesglen’s Melbourne campus, as their roles and responsibilities were unclear. A
new boundary-spanning position was created at Holmesglen to facilitate coordination and to
streamline processes between partner organisations, but tension and mistrust mounted when
Partner B established relationships with other providers in Melbourne to deliver HE courses.
A great deal of time and energy was spent on marketing and resourcing Partnership B,
recruiting students, and attending to operational issues; leaving little time for review and
reflection. The first annual review of the partnership was done by a staff member of Partner
B, but without input from Holmesglen. As a result, the criteria for the review were unclear to
stakeholders at the Institute. A subsequent review did involve Holmesglen staff, but the
process was said to focus largely on support services for students rather than on operational
and academic matters. Feedback from the review process was also not widely shared with
stakeholders at Holmesglen to improve partnership processes and activities.
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In terms of impact, it was therefore not surprising that participants did not view Partnership B
as meeting its goals or resulting in strategically important outcomes. The partnership was
perceived as ineffectively managed and having more drawbacks than benefits. Opinions from
interviews were mixed, with some participants saying the partnership needs more time (at
least 3-5 years) for it to be economically viable, while others felt that student enrolments
would not increase dramatically even if the collaboration was extended, given Partner B’s
lack of reputation and presence in Melbourne.
Even though a minority of participants supported the case to continue nurturing and even
further growing the partnership, the majority were not convinced about the capability
building potential or future prospects for Partnership B. Participants neither saw a clear need
to continue with the collaboration, nor felt that both partners were committed to carry on with
the relationship. Some even felt that the enormous amount of time, effort and resources
expended on the partnership could have been better utilised in further developing and
promoting Holmesglen degrees instead.
5.7.3 Partnership C
Phase 1: Planning and formation
Unlike Partner A and Partner B which are universities, Partner C is an interstate TAFE
institute which aspired to build capability in HE delivery by providing pathways to its VET
students to pursue HE. Partner C’s strategic intent to build institutional capability for HE
delivery was similar to the approach taken by Holmesglen when it first collaborated with
Partner A – to provide pathway for students into HE, and subsequently develop its own suite
of degree programs. Partner C was keen to learn from Holmesglen, and Holmesglen in turn
viewed the partnership as a potential source of revenue, and unique opportunity to mentor a
‘non-competing’ TAFE institute from another state to become a NUHEP.
The partnership was established opportunistically and championed by the chief executives of
both institutions. Although it was deemed to have met the partner attributes of compatibility,
complementarity and commitment, due diligence of the partnership in terms of potential risks
and economic viability was not properly identified or evaluated at the planning stage.
There was a great deal of publicity about Partnership C, with it being described by the media
as “the first example of cross-jurisdictional cooperation in a non-university sector”. As a
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consequence of its collaboration with Holmesglen, Partner C became the first TAFE institute
from the state to deliver bachelor degree programs in such disciplines as accounting, early
childhood education, screen production and fashion design. However, students enrolling into
these courses were not eligible for CSPs, as Holmesglen was not a university but a NUHEP.
Phase 2: Design and operation
Partnership C involved the delivery of several HE programs by two faculties at Holmesglen.
Leadership during this phase of its development was provided by the Institute’s senior
management and deans of faculties. As with the other partnerships, governance and decision
provisions were stipulated in the partnership’s contract document. To facilitate operations,
HE governance processes were adapted from those at Holmesglen. Key academic staff from
Holmesglen also visited Partner C on numerous occasions early in the relationship to mentor
their counterparts, and prepare them for HE delivery. However, many of the teachers at
Partner C were from the VET sector – they either did not have the required qualification or
appreciation for the scholarship of teaching and learning in HE. Plans to recruit suitably
qualified candidates were slow to emerge, and caused anxiety among existing Partner C
teachers. Staff morale took a dip and, as a consequence, accountability and responsibility was
affected, as was communication between the partners.
Shortly after Partnership C was operationalised, Partner B was invited to join the mix of
partners and a tripartite partnership was born. Partner B’s involvement made HE delivery at
Partner C more attractive for both students and staff. From the students’ perspective, they
became eligible for CSPs, and had the opportunity to graduate with a degree from a
university (Partner B) rather than from another TAFE institute (Holmesglen). For staff, it
meant opportunities for professional development by working with academics from a
university. However, for CSPs to be granted, certain regulatory and administrative criteria
had to be first fulfilled – one of them was for Holmesglen’s HE courses to be accredited by
Partner B. As a result, even though Holmesglen degree courses delivered at Partner C were
accredited by Partner B, their intellectual property was retained by Holmesglen.
Phase 3: Post-formation management and review
Coordinating activities across three different jurisdictions was one of the biggest challenges
with Partnership C. Geographical dispersion of partners posed problems with communication
and coordination; there were also delays with decision-making and reaching agreement, and
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this had a negative impact on the operations of the partnership. Organising joint committee
meetings with individuals from different campuses in three interstate locations was also
difficult, and was unpopular with the managers and senior educators at Holmesglen.
Conflict was inevitable as decision-making for Partnership C became complex and
cumbersome. There was confusion with some roles and responsibilities as the partnership
lacked clear leadership and guidance. Policies and procedures also had to be streamlined to
accommodate Partner B’s foray into the partnership, including those relating to student
admissions, use of compatible technology (for example, Moodle), and staffing. At the same
time, Partner C was facing pressing issues in the external environment. The state government
announced that it would be restructuring the TAFE sector in the state – a decision that created
uncertainty for the future of the partnership. Adding to this already delicate situation was a
shortfall in student numbers compared with initial projections; this put pressure on the
partnership from a revenue perspective.
A great deal of time and effort with Partnership C was spent troubleshooting operational and
administrative problems. As such, monitoring and review of the partnership were neglected;
no formalised annual reviews were conducted. With the range of internal and external issues
faced, it is no wonder that Partnership C was not seen by participants as having met its goals
or achieved strategically important outcomes. The general perception among the study’s
participants was that Partner C benefitted more than Holmesglen, considering the amount of
time, effort and resources Holmesglen committed to it. Participants were also not convinced
of the learning opportunities presented by the partnership for building institutional capability,
as Partner C was not a university.
Following the restructure of the TAFE sector by the state government, Partner C ceased
operations as its own entity in mid-2014; it was amalgamated with two other TAFE institutes
in the state under a new statutory body.
5.8

Limitations and future research

Like other research projects, the present study has several limitations that can be addressed in
future research. First, this study is limited in terms of its scope, since it was confined to three
HE partnerships with one organisation. As a consequence, empirical findings from the study
are based on the perception of individuals from the one organisation (Holmesglen), with no
input from the other partner organisations. It would be interesting to investigate a partnership
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from the perspective of all partners involved in the collaboration; such an approach might
provide for richer understanding of how a partnership works, and offer further insight into the
dynamics of partnership performance.
Second, given that the study had to be completed within an agreed timeframe, a longitudinal
approach to data collection could not be adopted. Instead, fieldwork for the research was
conducted over three months, and was mostly reliant on participants’ perception and memory
of events. As a consequence, it is possible that the views expressed in the study are weighed
down by specific issues or significant events relating to participants’ personal experiences at
that particular time. A longitudinal approach to data collection, where feedback is gathered at
different stages of a partnership’s development lifecycle, may have revealed more nuanced
findings that a case study approach could have missed.
Third, the approach taken for investigating partnership success and institutional capability
building was based at the organisation level. This approach was feasible for the purpose of
the present study as only a small number (three) partnerships were investigated. However, a
similar approach would be cumbersome if the number of partnerships was increased, or
where an organisation is already engaged in multiple partnerships. In such a case, it might be
suitable for partnership success and capability building to be investigated at the portfolio
rather than the organisation level.
Fourth, whilst the conceptual framework used in this study served as a useful tool to
investigate non-equity type partnerships within the HE context, the framework may not
account for all the key drivers of success of other partnership types (for example, mergers and
joint-ventures) and other sectors (for example, VET or not-for-profit) that may influence
partnership performance and success. As such, care should be taken when deploying the
framework indiscriminately to different partnerships and circumstances in future research.
Rather than simply replicate and espouse the framework, it should be adapted accordingly to
the characteristics and peculiarities of the situation and the sector. Validating the augmented,
revised framework of this study in different contextual settings could provide a basis for
further research in this area.
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5.9

Conclusions

The overarching aim of this study was to investigate the complex and multifaceted nature of
inter-organisational partnerships in a systematic and holistic manner. The study was
undertaken as an investigation of three HE partnerships at Holmesglen – two universities and
a TAFE institute – and it specifically examined two research questions:
1. Why are some partnerships more successful than others?
2. How can organisations build institutional capability to enhance partnership
management and success?
The design of the study was informed by the research questions and conceptual framework.
The methodology adopted was mixed methods, using case study to integrate the findings –
the premise being that such an approach provides a better understanding of the phenomenon
under investigation than does either the quantitative or qualitative method alone.
To facilitate analysis, an amalgamated conceptual framework comprising success factors and
three phases of partnership development was deployed. The three phases are:
1. Planning and formation;
2. Design and operation; and
3. Post-formation management and review
In the planning and formation phase, the role of the champion, along with partner attributes
of compatibility, complementarity, and commitment were found to be particularly important
for all three partnerships. During the design and operations phase, leadership, governance
and decision-making structures and processes, accountability plans, along with open and
clear communication, were considered integral for partnership success. Key success factors
for the post-formation management and review phase included: mechanisms for coordination
and conflict resolution; and regular review and feedback, including evaluation of impact and
outcomes, as well as future prospects of the partnership. The role of the external
environment, along with importance of building and sustaining trust in the relationship, were
also significant factors influencing partnership development and success.
Institutional capability building was found to be an emergent success factor for partnership
management, and empirical findings of the study suggest there are better opportunities for
Holmesglen to build institutional capability by partnering with universities than with other
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TAFE institutes. Furthermore, it was found that the three mechanisms of capability building –
greater (prior) experience, dedicated alliance function, and deliberate learning processes –
can either be used in isolation or in combination with each other to enhance partnership
management, depending on the size, structure and number or partnerships an organisation is
engaged in. Findings from this study also suggest that for capability building to be effective,
an organisation should ideally integrate the capability building process into its overall
strategy for establishing and managing partnerships.
Of the three partnerships investigated, Partnership A was the most successful as it performed
better than the other two for most, if not all, of the success factors examined. In particular,
Partnership A rated highly for partner attributes of compatibility, complementarity, and
commitment, as it did for governance and decision-making, accountability and responsibility,
communication, and mechanisms for coordination and conflict resolution. Trust between
partners was also seen as a significant contributor for the success of Partnership A, as were
the opportunities accorded for capability building. However in contrast to Partnership A,
many of the key drivers of success were either lacking, or absent for Partnerships B and C.
Overall, the study’s findings corroborate the literature in that:
1. Inter-organisational partnerships are established to meet a variety of needs;
2. Partnerships move through several phases as they develop and evolve;
3. Leadership, along with structures and processes are needed for their effective
management and operation;
4. Partnership performance is influenced by many factors, some of which are interrelated;
5. Organisations can develop institutional capability to enhance partnership management
through several different mechanisms.
Although limited in its scope and generalisability, this study has been conducted for the
purpose of providing a novel and distinct contribution to the body of knowledge, by
systematically developing and empirically testing a conceptual framework to further our
understanding of the complex working of inter-organisational partnerships. It also
incorporates comparative assessments of management practices by using the same success
factors across different partnerships to contrast their relative performance. Furthermore, it is
hoped that consideration of the study’s findings and implications may provide insights into
the application of knowledge in the area of inter-organisation collaborations, as well as the
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conditions under which organisations can build their internal capability for competitive
advantage. Applying and validating the augmented, revised framework in different contextual
settings could provide the basis for further research in this area.
The study is also significant from the perspective of professional practice as it puts forth
suggestions for monitoring and managing partnerships for better performance and outcomes.
Theoretical implications from the study have led to the construct of a revised conceptual
framework with added features, while the practical implications offer valuable lessons for
professional practice. Specifically for Holmesglen, the study’s findings provide important
lessons and guidance when considering future partnerships, namely:
1. Sufficient planning time should be set aside prior to starting up a partnership;
2. Where possible, collaboration should start small, and then grow progressively;
3. Effective leadership, along with clear, consistent and fair governance mechanisms are
necessary to provide direction, and for the smooth running of a partnership;
4. Open and frequent communication between and within partner organisations helps to
build trust, which is a critical success factor in any relationship;
5. Partnerships need to be closely monitored and regularly reviewed to ensure they are
on track to achieve agreed goals and strategic objectives;
6. Inter-organisational partnerships should ideally have a medium to long-term focus;
7. Capability building should be made an integral part of an organisation’s overall
strategy for it to be effective; and
8. Partnerships require constant nurturing and perseverance to be successful.
In conclusion, findings from this study suggest that partnerships are not a panacea for solving
an organisation’s survival or development challenges, or coping with all its shortcomings.
Rather, partnerships are often characterised by complexity, contradiction, dilemma, conflict
and compromise. Alongside the desire to partner and collaborate, there may well be elements
of competition, as well as sensitivities between partners, which leaders have to anticipate and
pay close attention to. Working in partnerships is rarely simple and straightforward; it
requires commitment, energy, time, constant nurturing and perseverance. The experience of
working in a multifaceted and multifarious relationship can be both daunting and frustrating,
especially when results of the collaboration are slow and the pressure for positive outcomes is
high. The ability of partners to work amicably, and with mutual trust under such conditions,
can significantly enhance the partnership’s chances of success.
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Appendix 1: Participant Information and Consent Form

Project Title
An Integrated Framework for Strategic Institutional Partnerships: A Mixed Methods Case
Study of Higher Education at a TAFE Institute
Researcher
Paramjit Tyndall
Doctoral Candidate
Faculty of Education, Science, Technology and Mathematics
University of Canberra
Ph: (03) 9564 2007
Email: paramjit.tyndall@holmesglen.edu.au
Primary Supervisor
Professor Michael Gaffney
Ph: (02) 6201 2533
Email: Mike.Gaffney@canberra.edu.au
Project Aim
The purpose of this study is to investigate the multifaceted and challenging nature of partnerships in
higher education at Holmesglen with a view to better understanding the motivations, evolutionary
phases and key drivers for such partnerships. The study is built on the premise that a conceptual
framework based on extant research on partnership workings can assist Holmesglen determine the
efficacy of its partnerships in delivering better outputs and outcomes.
Benefits of the Project
This research is expected to benefit Holmesglen as a whole as the outcomes of the study are linked
directly to the strategic objectives in the Institute's Strategic Plan (2013-2017). They include:





Enhancing collaboration with educational partners and industry
Sustaining innovative and entrepreneurial culture e.g. through new models of provision
Establishing new partnerships whilst maintaining and growing existing ones
Effectively identifying and managing risks (arising from partnerships)

As Holmesglen builds a portfolio of partnerships, the study will help identify the capabilities the
Institute needs to further develop to nurture and sustain these partnerships effectively.
Successful partnerships can in turn provide students with a lot more options in terms of courses and
delivery modes, thereby providing them with greater access to courses of their choice. This may not
be possible without partnership arrangements.
General Outline of the Project
As a TAFE institute, Holmesglen has worked hard to build the necessary capacity and expertise for
higher education delivery. In the absence of a coherent national policy, the Institute has made a
strategic choice to advance its higher education profile by entering into partnership arrangements with
universities and other providers.

213

Appendix 1
But while there are many benefits to partnering, working in collaboration can be complex, multifaceted
and challenging. Extant studies show that 30-70% of alliances fail i.e. they neither meet the goals of
their parent companies nor deliver on the strategic or operational benefits they purport to provide
(Bamford, J., Gomes-Casseres, B., & Robinson, M., 2004). Partnerships therefore present a paradox
for organisations (Kale & Singh, 2009). On the one hand, organisations engage in alliances for
competitive advantage and growth; on the other hand, their alliances exhibit low success rates.
These challenges raise critical questions about the extent to which collaboration actually adds value
to processes and outcomes, and how informed judgments are used to substantiate such claims
(Atkinson, 2005).
Participant Involvement
Whilst participation in the research is encouraged and highly valued, it is completely voluntary.
Participants may, without any penalty, decline to take part or withdraw at any time without providing
an explanation, or refuse to answer a question.
The only potential risks to participation relate to privacy and confidentiality. Please be assured that all
the data collected from participants will be stored securely and only accessed by the researcher and
his supervisors. Great care will be taken to ensure that any reports of the data do not identify any
individual or their circumstances.
Confidentiality
Only the researcher and his supervisors will have access to information provided by participants.
Privacy and confidentiality will be assured at all times. The names of research participants will not
appear on any documents that are collected and stored for data analysis. In an effort to limit risks and
protect the confidentiality of participants in interviews, no data will be reported, verbally or in writing, in
a manner that could identify individuals without prior consent of those individuals.
Anonymity
Participants will remain anonymous. It will not be necessary to record the identity of any participants.
All reports of the research will contain no information that can identify any individual and all
information will be kept in the strictest confidence.
Data Storage
All hard copies of data from the survey and interviews will be stored in a locked drawer in the
researcher’s secure office throughout the duration of the study. Soft copies of results will be stored on
Holmesglen's password protected network drive and backed up as a precautionary measure. All
information will be stored for the required five year period, after which it will be destroyed according to
University of Canberra protocols.
Ethics Committee Clearance
This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of
Canberra (HREC number inserted) and the Ethics Committee of Holmesglen Institute.
Queries and Concerns
Queries or concerns regarding the research can be directed to the researcher and/or his supervisor.
Their contact details are proved at the top of this form. You can also contact Mr Hendryk Flaegel,
Research Ethics & Compliance Officer at University of Canberra via phone (02) 6201 5220 or email:
HumanEthicsCommittee@canberra.edu.au

214

Appendix 1

Participant Consent Form

Project Title
An Integrated Framework for Strategic Institutional Partnerships: A Mixed Methods Case
Study of Higher Education at a TAFE Institute
Consent Statement
I have read and understood the information about the research. I am not aware of any condition that
would prevent my participation, and I agree to participate in this project. I have had the opportunity to
ask questions about my participation in the research. All questions I have asked have been answered
to my satisfaction.
Please indicate whether you agree to participate in each of the following parts of the research (please
indicate which parts you agree to by putting a cross in the relevant box):


Participate in an online survey, which will take between 15-20 minutes to complete
Note: This request for consent was included on the first page of the online survey



Participate in an interview, lasting approximately one hour, to be audio recorded only with
permission

Name……………………………………………………………………….……………………........…

Signature………….........................................................……………………

Date ………………………………….

A summary of the research can be forwarded to you when completed. If you would like to receive a
copy of the research, please include your email address below.

Name…………………………………………………………………………….…………….....……….
Email ………………………………………..……………………………………….…………………….
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Appendix 2: Survey Questions

Project Title:
An Integrated Framework for Strategic Institutional Partnerships: A Mixed methods Case
Study of Higher Education at a TAFE Institute
1.

Instructions

This survey is concerned with Holmesglen's partnerships in higher education. Its purpose is to
explore your perception on various aspects of the higher education partnership you are most familiar
with. The survey is structured along three phases of partnership development over time:
Phase 1: Planning and Formation – This phase is concerned with the perceived need to form the
partnership, as well as partner selection and partner compatibility.
Phase 2: Design and Operation – This phase deals with the structures, governance arrangements
and processes to facilitate proper functioning of the partnership.
Phase 3: Post-formation Management and Review – This phase is concerned with managing the
partnership effectively on an ongoing basis to realise value and outcomes.
The survey should take you about 15 minutes to complete. It is confidential and you will not be
identified in any results or reports.
2.

General Information

Which employee group do you belong to at Holmesglen? Please choose one.
 Leadership group – this group includes directors, senior executives and deans of faculties
 Academic staff – this group includes senior educators, course leaders, subject coordinators and
teaching staff
 Non-academic staff – this group includes managers, administrators and executives from support /
operational areas
 Other

Please choose the higher education partnership that you have most knowledge of





Partner A*
Partner B*
Partner C*
Other (please specify):__________________________________________

You can only choose one partnership. If you wish to select more than one partner, then please submit a new survey
* For purposes of de-identification, the names of the partners have been replaced in this document.

How long have you been involved in or dealing with this partnership?





Less than 1 year
1 to 3 years
3 to 5 year
More than 5 years
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3.

Characteristics of the Partnership

Phase 1: Planning & Formation Phase
This phase of the partnership is concerned with the perceived need to form the partnership, as well as
partner selection and partner compatibility.
The partnership is based on compatible goals.
1
2
3
4

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neither
Agree nor
Disagree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Please choose one of the five options available when answering the following questions.

5

The goal(s) of the partnership are clear.
There is a shared understanding of and commitment to the
partnership.
Partners share common ideologies and interests.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

There is a good strategic fit between the partners.

1

2

3

4

5

The partnership is based on shared risk and rewards
1
2
3
4
5
Partners have complementary strengths that are useful to the
1
2
3
4
5
partnership.
Having a champion to guide the partnership through the
1
2
3
4
5
formation phase is crucial.
Partners trust and respect each other.
1
2
3
4
5
Partners are committed to working together for the good of the
1
2
3
4
5
partnership.
The partnership brings added prestige to the 'Holmesglen' brand.
1
2
3
4
5
The external environment is an important consideration when
1
2
3
4
5
forming the partnership.
Phase 2: Design & Operation Phase
This phase of the partnership deals with structures, governance arrangements and processes to facilitate
proper functioning of the partnership.
Effective leadership is crucial to managing and steering the
1
2
3
4
5
partnership.
There are formal structures and decision-making processes in
1
2
3
4
5
place to govern the partnership.
There are structures and processes in place to resolve conflicts or
1
2
3
4
5
disputes.
There are internal structures and processes within Holmesglen to
1
2
3
4
5
facilitate proper functioning of the partnership.
The lines of communication between partners are clearly
1
2
3
4
5
defined.
The roles and responsibilities of partners are clearly defined and
1
2
3
4
5
understood.
There is a good understanding of the expectations of the
1
2
3
4
5
partnership.
There is good cooperation between the partners.
1
2
3
4
5
Trust and goodwill between partners help circumvent
1
2
3
4
5
opportunistic behaviour.
There is open communication and sharing of information
1
2
3
4
5
between leaders of partner organisations.
Partnership decisions made by leaders are communicated to
1
2
3
4
5
Holmesglen staff in a timely manner.
There are regular opportunities for informal contact between
1
2
3
4
5
staff from partner organisations.
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Phase 3: Post-formation Management & Review Phase
This phase of the partnership is concerned with managing the partnership effectively on an ongoing basis to
realise value and outcomes.
Partners try to accommodate each other when making decisions
that affect the partnership.

1

2

3

4

5

There is a participatory decision-making system that is
accountable, responsive and inclusive.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

There is a need to review the partnership on a regular basis.

1

2

3

4

5

There are processes in place to review the partnership.

1

2

3

4

5

Feedback from the review process is used to refine and improve
partnership processes.

1

2

3

4

5

The partnership is managed effectively.

1

2

3

4

5

The partnership is meeting its goals.

1

2

3

4

5

The partnership has resulted in strategically important outcomes.

1

2

3

4

5

Holmesglen has benefited from the partnership.
There are opportunities to further grow the partnership beyond
the current level.
There is a clear need to continue with the partnership.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

Partners are committed to continue with the partnership.

1

2

3

4

5

Efforts are made to standardise common processes across
partner organisations.
Trust and relational capital facilitate the sharing of information
and knowledge among partners.
There are opportunities to learn from each other.
There are processes in place to accumulate and leverage
partnership learning experiences.

What in your opinion are the best aspects of this partnership?

How can the partnership be improved?

What else can Holmesglen do to enhance higher education partnership management and success?

Thank you for your participation
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Appendix 3: Interview Questions

Project Title:
An Integrated Framework for Strategic Partnerships: A Mixed Methods Study of Higher
Education at a TAFE Institute
Participant Background


What is your current position at Holmesglen?



How long have you worked at the Institute?



Which higher education partnership(s) are you most familiar with?



How long has the partnership(s) been in place?



What is your current role with the partnership(s)?

Planning and Formation Phase


What motivated Holmesglen to form the partnership? [Probes economic, political, organisational
motivations]



Why was that particular organisation chosen as the partner? What facilitated their working together?
In what ways is the partner organisation a good match or fit for Holmesglen? Who was responsible
for championing the partnership? [Probes willingness, capacity, ability, shared understanding,
champion]



How important is ‘trust’ in the planning and formation phase of the partnership?

Design and Operations Phase


Is the agreement between the partner organisations formal or informal? What is the scope and
contribution of each partner? What services and resources are given and/or received?



Who (on either side) do you see as leading the partnership? How would you describe their roles?
How do they demonstrate their leadership? [Probes leadership and design structures; how
information about the partnership is managed internally and externally]



How are decisions made within the partnership? Can you give an example of a recent decision?
Who was involved in the decision making process? How was the decision reached? Who had the
final say in the decision?



How is power structured or distributed within the partnership? [Probes governance structure,
overlapping areas of control]



What kinds of communication channels are used to distribute information internally (within the
organisation)? Who is responsible for this? [Probes informal versus formal modes of dissemination
– frequency of meetings, memos, emails]



What kinds of information are shared among partners and/or outside organisations? [Probes
performance data, information about new ideas, etc.]
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What kinds of communication channels are used to share information with outside groups, e.g. the
media and community? Whose responsibility is this? [Probes modes of dissemination – meetings,
memos, emails; frequency – daily, weekly, biweekly, bimonthly]



What kinds of information are brought into the partnership from external sources? Whose
responsibility is this? [Probes training opportunities, new regulations, sources of funding, potential
partners]



Has there been any training that employees from Holmesglen and the partner organisation have
received together? Can you give some examples? [Probes group process skills (team building),
functional areas (budgeting, hiring) curriculum and instruction]



What do you get out from participating in this partnership? What kinds of rewards do you personally
receive? [Probes intrinsic and/or extrinsic recognition, monetary]



How is performance of the partnership evaluated? Whose responsibility is this?



Are individuals held responsible for the partnership performance? Are there consequences for poor
performance?



How important is ‘trust’ in the design and operations phase of the partnership?

Post-formation Management


To what extent do you consider this partnership successful? Is it meeting your goals and those of
this organisation?



What factors do you think have contributed to the partnership’s success?



How important is ‘trust’ in the post-formation phase of the partnership?



What kinds of challenges has the partnership faced?



How has the partnership evolved over time? [Probe partnership development, increased
collaboration, future directions, new contributions]



How do you see the partnership developing in the next few years? [Probes areas for improvement,
future directions, growth, partnership rejuvenation, exit strategy]



Have there been any negative consequences to being involved in the partnership? [Probes loss of
autonomy, capacity drain, time, costs]



What key benefits have resulted from this collaboration? Where do you think Holmesglen would be
without the partnership? [Probes advantages of partnering]



How in your opinion can Holmesglen build internal capability to enhance partnership management
and success?



Is there anything else about the partnership that you would like to comment on?

Thank you for your participation
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Abbreviations and Acronyms
CAE

Colleges of Advanced Education

CE

Chief Executive

CL

Course Leader

CoP

Community of Practice

CSP

Commonwealth Supported Places

Dean-HESP

Dean, Higher Education and Strategic Partnerships

EdD

Professional Doctorate in Education (Research)

ED-T&L

Executive Director, Teaching and Learning

FE

Further Education

FEE-HELP

Australian Government loan scheme to assist eligible fee paying students undertake
higher education courses at approved institutions, by paying their tuition fees.

HE

Higher Education

HEAC

Higher Education Academic Committee

HEFCE

Higher Education Funding Council for England

HESA

Higher Education Support Act, 2003

HEEC

Higher Education Executive Committee

HEP

Higher Education Provider

HESU

Higher Education Support Unit

HoD

Head of Department

IP

Intellectual Property

LMS

Learning Management System

NUHEP

Non-University Higher Education Provider

PA

Percentage Agreement

TAFE

Technical and Further Education

TDA

TAFE Directors Australia

T&L

Teaching and Learning

TEQSA

Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency

TLC

Teaching and Learning Committee

VET

Vocational Education and Training
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