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Purpose	
The	 purpose	 of	 this	 document	 is	 intended	 to	 guide	 and	 assist	 researchers	 and	 AGE-WELL	
members	 in	 planning	 for	 partnerships	 with	 community	 organizations	 in	 a	 research	 process	
setting.	This	guide	 is	a	 living	document	and	meant	 to	be	continuously	edited	and	updated.	 It	
provides	 practical	 information	 on:	 selecting	 partners,	 establishing	 partnerships,	 and	
maintaining	 good	 partnerships.	 This	 guide	 recognizes	 that	 there	 are	many	 different	 ways	 to	
approach	building	partnerships	and	many	types	of	partnerships	however,	this	guide	focuses	on	
partnerships	 between	 academic	 researchers	 and	 organizations	 in	 the	 community	 to	 enhance	
the	research	process.	
	
This	guide	provides	information	that	will	aid	researchers	to	achieve	the	following	objectives:	

• Identify	 the	 opportunities	 and	 benefits	 for	 forming	 strategic	 partnerships	 with	
organizations	in	the	community	

• Identifying,	 selecting	 and	 contacting	 organizations	 of	 interest	 to	 develop	 a	 strategic	
partnership	

• Establishing	and	maintaining	partnerships	–	best	practices		
	
‘Partners’	are	operationally	defined	in	this	document	as	community-based	organizations	or	“a	
group	of	 individuals	organized	by	and	 for	 a	particular	 community	of	people	based	on	 shared	
interests	 and/or	 attributes”	 (US	Department	of	 Transportation,	 2018).	 	Members	 can	 include	
different	 stakeholders,	 such	 as	 the	 public,	 elected	 officials,	 advocacy	 groups,	 and	 business	
leaders.	Examples	of	potential	partner	categories	are	provided	in	the	Identifying,	engaging	and	
selecting	partner(s)	section	of	the	guide.	 

Introduction 
AGE-WELL	 is	 the	 Pan-Canadian	 Network	 of	 Centers	 of	 Excellence	 for	 Aging	 and	 Technology	
created	in	2015	and	federally-funded	until	2020.	The	vision	of	AGE-WELL	is:	
	

“To	 harness	 and	 build	 upon	 the	 potential	 of	 emerging	 and	 advanced	
technologies	 in	areas	such	as	artificial	 intelligence	(AI),	e-health,	 information	
communication	 technologies	 (ICTs),	 and	 mobile	 technologies	 to	 stimulate	
technological,	social,	and	policy	innovation”.	

	
The	aim	of	AGE-WELL	 is	 to	help	older	Canadians	 to	maintain	 their	 independence,	health	and	
quality	of	 life	 through	accessible	 technologies	 that	 increase	 their	 safety	and	security,	 support	
their	independent	living,	and	enhance	their	social	participation.	
	
AGE-WELL	 now	 supports	 66	 projects	 (including	 research	 projects,	 SIP	 projects,	 accelerator	
projects	and	cross-cutting	projects)	which	strive	to	develop	solutions	that	will	help	current	and	
future	 generations	 of	 older	 adults	 and	 their	 caregivers	 to	 live	 quality	 lives	 and	 enjoy	
independence,	 improved	 security,	 safety	 and	 social	 connectedness	 as	 they	 age.	 This	 requires	
the	involvement	of	older	adults	and	partner	institutions.		
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The	 OA-INVOLVE	 project	 is	 embedded	within	 AGE-WELL’s	 portfolios	 of	 projects	 and	 aims	 to	
establish	 guidelines	 for	 the	 active	 and	 meaningful	 involvement	 of	 older	 adults	 in	 aging	 and	
technology	projects.	Given	the	potential	benefits	of	active	and	meaningful	engagement	of	older	
adults	 in	 the	 field	 of	 aging	 and	 technology	 research	 and	 development,	 OA-INVOLVE	 has	
developed	this	best	practice	report	to	guide	the	planning	for	partnerships	between	researchers	
and	community	partner	organizations.	
	
Partnerships	between	researchers	and	partner	organizations	have	become	increasingly	valued	
due	 to	 the	 many	 benefits	 it	 affords	 (Schwartz	 et	 al.,	 2015;	 Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006).	
Partnerships	 and	 collaborations	 allow	 researchers	 and	 partners	 to	 accomplish	 shared	 and	
individual	 goals	 through	 sharing	 expertise,	 resources	 and	 stakeholders	 (Googins	 and	 Rochlin,	
2000).	 Effective	 partnerships	 also	 allow	 organizations	 to	 leverage	 resources,	 ideas,	 and	
knowledge	to	accomplish	goals	that	may	be	difficult	to	accomplish	if	otherwise	working	alone.	
Establishing,	creating	and	sustaining	successful	partnerships	is	incremental	in	nature,	takes	time	
and	does	not	occur	 immediately	(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014).	As	such,	establishing	a	partnership	
framework,	specific	to	each	project	to	review	the	process	and	structure	of	the	partnerships	on	
an	ongoing	basis	 is	 important	as	 this	encourages	 team	members	 to	measure	 its	progress	and	
address	any	problems	as	they	arise.		
	
	

What	is	a	partnership?	
A	partnership	 is	a	collaborative	relationship	between	organizations	 (not	 individuals)	where	all	
parties	agree	to	work	together	(Brandstetter	et	al.,	2006)	towards	shared	goals	agreed	upon	by,	
and	 benefiting	 all	 stakeholders	 involved.	 Partnerships	 are	 context	 specific,	 operating	 under	
different	 conditions	 and	 dependent	 on	 various	 internal	 and	 external	 factors	 such	 as	 project	
goals,	funding,	institutional	environment	and	resources,	and	capacity	(Brandstetter	et	al.,	2006;	
Googins,	2000).		
	

Benefits	of	partnerships	
Partnerships	between	research	and	organizations	provide	many	benefits	to	both	parties:	
	

• Partnerships	“enhance	pride	and	esteem	for	 staff	 in	partnership	organization	 involved	
[because]	staff	take	satisfaction	in	their	organization’s	contribution	to	building	practise	
knowledge”	(Lamb	et	al.,	1998).		

• Partnerships	 also	 builds	 or	 enhances	 “a	 culture	 of	 learning”	 (Lamb	 et	 al.	 1998)	 for	
partner	organizations,	through	the	development	of	best	practises	or	delivering	new	or	
novel	ideas	into	an	organization.	

• Partnerships	 and	 collaborations	 allow	 researchers	 and	 partners	 to	 accomplish	 shared	
and	individual	goals	through	sharing	expertise,	resources	and	stakeholders	(Googins	and	
Rochlin,	2000).	
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• Partnerships	 also	 allow	 organizations	 to	 leverage	 resources,	 ideas,	 and	 knowledge	 to	
accomplish	goals	that	may	be	difficult	to	accomplish	if	otherwise	working	alone.	

• Partnerships	builds	research	capacity	“[enabling]	greater	and	more	accurate	[potential]	
data	collection	and	dissemination”(Young	et	al.,	2016)		

• Partnerships	 help	 community	 organizations	 guide	 and	 improve	 services	 by	 using	
research	data	to	enhance	usability	(Young	et	al.,	2016)	

 

Key	steps	to	establishing	partnerships	
The	key	steps	to	implementing	and	maintaining	partnerships	are	described	in	detail	in	the	
sections	below,	however,	they	broadly	include	(Snow,	2012):	

1. Identify	and	engage	the	stakeholders	
2. Establish	rapport	and	begin	to	build	trust	amongst	key	individuals		
3. Clarify	shared	goals	and	objectives	each	partner	wants	to	accomplish	
4. Choose	and	implement	a	partnership	that	is	mutually	beneficial	
5. Establish	governance,	procedures,	ground	rules	and	decision-making	structures	

 

Identifying,	engaging	and	selecting	partner(s)		
The	 initial	steps	 in	planning	 for	partnerships	are	selecting:	 (1)	 the	partner	organization(s)	and	
(2)	core	individual(s)	from	each	institution	will	effectively	form	the	‘working	group’	(Schwartz	et	
al.,	2015;	UK	Audit	Commission,	1998).	 Identifying	the	potential	partner	 institution	 is	the	first	
step	in	building	partnerships	between	researchers	and	organizations.	Hebb	and	Thaker	(2014)	
state	 that	 these	 initial	 steps	 of	 “finding	 the	 right	 fit	 is	 key	 to	making	 partnerships	 deep	 and	
meaningful”	 (pp.	34).	During	 this	 initial	phase,	academic	projects	 should	have	clarity	on	 their	
strategic	 project	 goals	 and	 values	 (Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006;	 Googins,	 2000)	 in	 order	 to	
determine	 strategic	 fit.	 Determining	 strategic	 fit	 is	 important	 in	 selecting	 potential	 partners	
(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014)	and	is	done	by	assessing	organizational	needs	and	constraints	(Swartz	
et	al.,	2015;	Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014).	Evaluating	the	needs	of	the	academic	projects,	strengths	
and	 opportunities	 “serves	 as	 a	 basis	 for	 defining	 the	 role	 partners	 will	 fill	 and	 specific	
opportunities	where	value	can	be	contributed”	(Schwartz	et	al.,	2015:	2).	 It	may	be	helpful	to	
first	brainstorm	the	possible	partner	categories	that	may	align	with	the	academic	projects’	goals	
and	priorities	to	determine	best	fit.	Brandstetter	et	al.,	(2006)	provides	a	helpful	list	of	potential	
partner	categories	to	consider	when	deciding	which	partner	domain	to	connect	with,	given	the	
project	scope	and	goals:		
	

- Associations	 of	 towns	 and	
municipalities	

- Associations	of	political	parties	
- Business	 sector	 (e.g.	 large	 firms,	

small	 and	medium-sized	enterprises	
[SMEs])	

- Chambers	 (e.g.	 agriculture,	
commerce,	 economic,	 employees,	
labour)	

- Citizens’	initiatives	
- Consultants	
- Education	 or/and	 training	

organizations	
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- Federal	bodies	
- Federations	 (e.g.	of	 trade	unions,	of	

industry)	
- Financial	institutions	
- Government	institutions		
- Non-governmental	 organizations	

(NGOs,	 e.g.	 local	 employment	
initiatives)	

- Non-profit	organizations	(NPOs)	
- Political	institutions	

- Public	authorities	(national,	regional,	
local)	

- Public	employment	services	
- Regional	 development	 associations	

and	management	bodies	
- Representatives	 of	 employees	 and	

employers	
- Representatives	of	the	civil	society	
- School	boards	
- Social	partners	

	
Additionally,	 when	 working	 specifically	 with	 older	 adults,	 it	 may	 be	 helpful	 to	 consider	 the	
following	list	of	potential	organizations	that	serve	or	work	with	older	adults:	

- Charity	groups	
- Senior	associations	
- Charities	
- Community	groups	
- Senior	societies	
- Neighbourhood	houses	

	
Alternatively,	and	more	commonly,	initiating	a	partnership	can	be	accomplished	by	utilizing	and	
leveraging	existing	relationships	and	networks	(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014)	of	key	personnel	within	
the	academic	project.	This	entails	connecting	with	former	colleagues,	friends,	family	or	existing	
relationships	with	institutions	(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014).		
	
Once	 a	 partner	 institution	 is	 selected,	 contacting	 the	 organization	 to	 establish	 organizational	
interest	 and	 buy	 in	 is	 the	 next	 step.	 This	 means	 establishing	 positive	 relationships	 by	
highlighting	 the	value	of	a	partnership	 for	both	organizations.	Hebb	and	Thaker	 (2014)	argue	
that	 organizations	 need	 to	 understand	 that	 the	 relationship	will	 be	 “reciprocal	 in	 nature	 [to	
ensure]	sure	that	partners	view	you	as	an	equal”	(pp.	24).	The	next	step	is	identifying	the	core	
individuals	 from	 each	 institution	 that	 will	 serve	 as	 members	 of	 the	 ‘working	 group’	 in	 the	
partnership	 (Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006).	 This	 is	 essential	 to	 encourage	 effective	 working	
relationships	 to	 ensure	 that	 partnership	 activities	 are	 sustainable	 (Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006;	
Marini,	2013;	Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014).		
	

Establishing	partnerships	
Establishing	partnerships	entails,	(1)	defining	the	roles	of	each	partner	institution	and	(2)	each	
core	member,	(3)	determining	shared	partnership	goals,	structure	and	processes.	These	aspects	
of	partnership	establishment	need	 to	be	achieved	at	 the	onset	of	 the	partnership	 (Hebb	and	
Thaker,	2014)	and	can	be	 formalized	by	developing	a	memorandum	of	understanding	 (Please	
see	Appendix	A	for	a	reference).	Defining	partner	and	core	member	roles	is	important	to	ensure	
that	members	understand	their	commitments,	accountabilities,	commitments	and	ensure	that	
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their	 time	 is	 respected	 (Marini,	 2013)	 and	 to	 clarify	 expectations	 of	 both	 researcher(s)	 and	
partner	(Lamb	et	al.,	1998).	
	
Establishing	 successful	 partnerships	 means	 acknowledging	 and	 appreciating	 that	 diverse	
institutions	have	different	“knowledge	cultures”	that	should	be	respected,	recognized	as	valid	
and	 taken	 into	account	when	establishing	and	sustaining	a	partnership	 (Jansson	et	al.,	2015).	
Estabrooks	 et	 al.	 (2006)’s	 research	 demonstrates	 that	 knowledge	 is	 “produced	 from	
negotiations	 among	 people	 as	 they	 go	 about	 their	 everyday	 practice”	 (pp.	 33).	 As	 such,	
organizational	 cultures	 shape	 research	 behaviors	 by	 “providing	 a	 context	 where	 particular	
ideas,	 activities,	 or	 events	 are	more	 highly	 valued	 than	 others	 (Estabrooks	 et	 al.,	 2006:	 33).		
Academic	partners	should	therefore,	reflect	on	the	often,	“unevenly	matched”	power	dynamics	
that	 often	 exists	 between	 academic	 and	 partner	 institutions	 in	 order	 to	 build	 and	 sustain	
healthy	and	equitable	partnerships	(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014)	
	
In	 terms	 of	 developing	 shared	 protocols	 or	memorandums	 of	 understandings	 (MOUs)	 –	 it	 is	
important	to	clearly	and	jointly	define	the	structure	and	the	scope	of	the	shared	project	(LeGris,	
2000)	 in	 order	 to	 agree	 upon	 tasks	 and	 roles	 (Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006;	 Marini,	 2013).	 A	
memorandum	of	understanding	 is	an	 informal,	non	 legally	minding	agreement	between	both	
partners	based	on	a	shared	vision,	goal	and	strategy	serving	as	a	“reference	guide	throughout	
the	duration	of	the	partnership”	(Janssen	et	al.,	2015:	11).	Establishing	MOUs	at	the	onset	of	a	
project	where	shared	objectives,	goals,	expectations	and	time	investment	are	clearly	defined	is	
important	in	the	long	term	for	partnerships	to	be	sustainable	(Janssen	et	al.,	2015;	Brandstetter	
et	 al.,	 2006;	 Hebb	 and	 Thaker,	 2014;	 Googins,	 2000)	 and	 enable	 efficient	 project	 planning.	
Drawn	from	the	work	of	Brandstetter	et	al.,	 (2006),	Fulbright-Anderson	et	al.,	 (2001),	and	the	
US	Department	of	Homeland	Security	(2014),	MOUs	typically	contain	the	following	elements:	
	

- Introduction:	explains	the	purpose	of	the	agreement	and	why	it	is	necessary	
- Purpose:	describes	when	and	how	the	MOU	will	be	used	
- Scope:	common	objectives	are	clearly	defined	and	determined		
- Roles	and	Definitions:	partner	roles	are	clearly	defined		
- Timelines	and	targets:	timelines	and	targets	are	set	and	clearly	defined	

	
Once	completed,	the	MOU	should	be	considered	as	a	 ‘living	document’,	whereby	 it	 is	revised	
and	 revisited	 at	 regular	 intervals	 and	 considers	 each	 partners’	 experiences.	MOUs	 should	 be	
developed	 after	 both	 organizations	 have	 communicated	 needs	 and	 plans	 for	 the	 project	
(Brandstetter	et	al.,	20016).		
	
	

Establish	shared	values	and	guiding	principles	
In	order	to	ensure	high-quality	collaboration	and	excellence	in	the	partnership	and	in	achieving	
shared	goals,	both	researcher	and	community	organization	partners	should	establish	shared	
values	and	guiding	principles	(Mount	Sinai,	2018).		This	is	to	ensure	that	partnerships	are	
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committed	to	the	shared	responsibly	for	collaboration	and	success	of	the	projects.		Examples	of	
guiding	principles	that	should	be	establish	and	developed	include:	

• Mutual	trust	and	respect	
• Commitment	
• Accountability	
• Sharing	of	power,	decision	making	and	resources	
• Values		

	
	

Maintaining	strong	partnerships	
Once	partnerships	and	shared	guiding	principles	are	established,	maintaining	the	partnership	is	
important	to	ensure	the	collaboration	is	sustainable	in	achieving	the	outlined	goals,	is	effective	
and	 meets	 the	 expectations	 of	 both	 parties.	 Maintaining	 strong	 partnerships	 is	 a	 dialectical	
process	 between	 partners.	 Firstly,	 having	 a	 certain	 level	 of	 flexibility	 and	 adaptability	 to	 the	
changing	 circumstances	 of	 both	 the	 project	 and	 the	 involved	 organisations	 is	 essential	 in	
fostering	 a	 collaborative	 culture	 (Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006;	 Hebb	 and	 Thaker,	 2014).	 This	 is	
because	partnership	arrangements	are	fluid	and	must	be	negotiated	as	they	change	over	time	
due	to	various	factors	such	as	personnel	change,	resource	change,	or	leadership	change	(Hebb	
and	Thaker,	2014).			
	
Clear	 and	ongoing	 communication	 and	 transparency	 is	 also	 critical	 in	 establishing	buy	 in	 and	
fostering	trust	between	partners	(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014;	Googins,	2000).	Jansson	et	al.,	(2015)	
highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 actively	 collaborating	 by	 “establishing	 an	 open	 and	 safe	 forum”	
(pp.16)	to	share	ideas,	knowledge	and	resources.	Relationship	building	and	maintaining	rapport	
between	both	partners	 is	 also	 critical	 in	 sustaining	 partnerships.	 Janssen	 et	 al.,	 (2015)	 states	
that	partners	must	devote	the	time	and	resources	to	engage	“in	face-to-face	meetings	to	build	
and	maintain	mutual	 trust,	 continue	 negotiations	 of	 the	 parameters	 of	 the	 partnership,	 and	
keep	 participating	 parties	 engaged	 in	 each	 other's	 changing	 work	 environments	 and	 ever-
challenging	political	landscapes”	(pp.11).			
	
Additionally,	LeGris	(2000)	emphasizes	that	when	planning	partnerships,	it	is	important	that	the	
academic	partner	be	cognizant	of	the	circumstances	surrounding	that	of	the	partner	institution	
(pp.	 77).	 For	 instance,	 “studies	 should	 coincide	with	minimal	 change	 events,	 as	 organization	
restructurings	is	known	to	divert	staff’s	attention	from	the	purposes	of	the	organization	(LeGris,	
2000:	77).		
	
Lastly,	 a	 participatory	 action	 research	 design	 should	 be	 considered,	 where	 staff	 and	
stakeholders	 affiliated	 with	 the	 projects	 should	 be	 involved	 in	 all	 aspects	 of	 the	 research	
process,	 from	 research	 design	 to	 knowledge	 translation	 (LeGris,	 2000;	 Jansson	 et	 al.,	 2015).	
Participatory	 action	 research	 takes	 place	 when	 researchers	 and	 partners	 are	 actively,	 and	
equally	 involved	 in	 producing	 knowledge	 (Jansson	 et	 al.,	 2015;	 Pratesi	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 Active	
engagement	 of	 partners	 in	 “planning,	 designing	 and	 implementation	 of	 research	 can	 be	
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empowering	 for	 participants,	 whilst	 yielding	 research	 findings	 which	 are	 grounded	 in	 the	
experiences	 of	 older	 people”	 (Pratesi	 et	 al.,	 2013).	 Working	 in	 a	 participatory	 manner	
acknowledges	that	stakeholders’	experiences,	can	provide	and	uncover	unique	insights	and	also	
make	positive	contributions	to	the	research	project	overall	(Pratesi	et	al.,	2013).		
	

Conclusion	
Partnerships	 have	 become	 increasingly	 adopted	 over	 the	 past	 few	 decades	 as	 arenas	 for	
collaboration	 between	 various	 institutions	 (academia,	 industry	 and	 non-for-profit)	 (Googins,	
2000).	The	establishment	of	partnerships	between	academic	projects	and	partner	institutions	is	
beneficial	 for	 all	 stakeholders	 involved	 (Brandstetter	 et	 al.,	 2006).	 Forging	 new	 alliances	 and	
planning	 for	 partnerships	 between	 the	 academic	 realm	 and	 non-academic	 realm	 is	 a	 great	
opportunity	for	both	parties	to	support	the	others’	goals,	missions	and	strategies	in	a	symbiotic	
manner,	where	both	partners	equally	benefit.	Establishing	and	maintaining	strong	partnerships	
does	not	occur	without	careful	planning,	communication,	and	compromise	however.		
	
Partnerships	between	academic	projects	and	institutions	provide	an	opportunity	to	bridge	gaps	
between	 research	 and	 practice	 (Jansson	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 When	 establishing	 new	 partnerships,	
firstly,	 it	 its	 necessary	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 partners’	 institutional	 context	 (e.g.	 whether	 the	
organization	 is	a	small	non	for	profit	organization	or	a	 large	public	organization),	because	the	
structure	 of	 the	 organization	will	 determine	 its	 level	 of	 access	 to	 key	 resources,	 (personnel,	
financial	 resources,	 formal	processes	etc.…)	and	whether	 the	 research	protocol	 reflects	 these	
organizational	realities	(Jansson	et	al.,	2015).		
	
Next,	 successful	partnerships	means	acknowledging	and	appreciating	 that	diverse	 institutions	
have	different	 “knowledge	 cultures”	 that	 should	be	 respected,	 recognized	as	 valid	 and	 taken	
into	 account	 when	 establishing	 and	 sustaining	 a	 partnership	 (Jansson	 et	 al.,	 2015).	
Furthermore,	 the	partnership	establishment	process	should	afford	a	certain	 level	of	 flexibility	
and	 adaptability	 to	 changing	 organizational	 and	 personnel	 circumstances	 (Hebb	 and	 Thaker,	
2014).	Finally,	partnerships	are	in	the	end,	all	about	fostering	trust,	having	“mutual	respect,	and	
willingness	to	learn”	(Hebb	and	Thaker,	2014)	for	all	stakeholders	involved.	
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Appendix	A:	Terms	of	Reference	Sample
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