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The Partnership Paradox

The challenges facing global development at large,
increasingly exceed the capabilities of any single orga-
nization. Capital, expertise, technology, policy authority,
market access, implementation capacity and com-
munity trust are distributed across sectors, institutions,
and stakeholders. Partnerships have therefore become
essential to how organizations pursue outcomes they
cannot achieve alone.

Partnerships are not new, but the environment in which
partnerships are being built is rapidly evolving. Traditional
funding models are being disrupted and expectations for
locally-led solutions are shifting roles and decision-mak-
ing power. Emerging technologies are changing what
and how organizations can contribute. Climate, conflict,
and other shocks are increasing the need and the pace
to mobilize across institutional and sector boundaries. At
the same time, organizations are under growing pressure
to achieve more with fewer resources and demonstrate
the value of how those resources are used. As the need
for collaboration grows, partnership risks becoming a
default response rather than a deliberate design choice.
Organizations often move quickly to “who should we part-
ner with?” and “how should we structure the partnership?”
even before answering a more fundamental question:
What specifically requires partnership in the first place?

This is the partnership paradox. Partnerships are nec-
essary, however they also introduce coordination costs,
slower decisions, competing incentives and organiza-
tional complexity. Therefore, we must methodologically
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assess the value of a partnership to justify the complexity
of collaboration.

Drawing on existing research and practice, The Partnership
Lab and WDI propose a practical V1.0 methodology for
making partnership an intentional design choice. From
determining if and when collaboration is necessary and
what form it should take, to designing, testing, scaling, and
adapting it over time. Version 1.0 is intentionally a starting
point, shared as a draft for feedback rather than a fin-
ished methodology. It combines established practice with
new decision logic and integrates measurement from the
outset. This version will be tested with practitioners across
sectors and partnership models, then refined based on
what we learn through feedback and application, shap-

ing its continued evolution.

METHODOLOGY

This methodology sets out the full set
of decisions involved in developing a
partnership, but the depth, sequence
and pace of the process should reflect
the circumstances. Not every partnership
requires an extensive design process
before action begins. The complexity
of the challenge, maturity of the
relationships, level of risk and urgency
should determine how much work is
required at each stage.



Building on what we know

Decades of research and experience on partnerships
have generated important insights into what makes col-
laboration work, alongside an extensive set of frameworks,
principles, diagnostics and tools to support practitioners.

The Partnership Lab and WDI reviewed nearly 50 sources
spanning academic research, practitioner frameworks
and toolkits, and applied partnership cases, includ-
ing leading work from The Partnering Initiative (TPI),
Business Fights Poverty, United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, Wageningen University &
Research, Bond, and other scholars and practitioners
who have shaped the field of cross-sector partnership.!
We also interviewed practitioners with hands-on part-
nering experience.? These conversations will continue at
the 2026 United Nations General Assembly and beyond,
sharpening our proposed approach with each round of
practical insight.

Our review identified two persistent gaps:
First, there is a usability problem. Many resources are

long and comprehensive, steeped in theory, orga-
nized around partnership lifecycles, and contain an

overwhelming number of frameworks, diagnostics and
tools. Practitioners are left to determine what applies
to their situation, when to use it and how to bring the
outputs together. Often these frameworks are not prac-
titioner-oriented and cannot be easily integrated into
decision-making.

Second, the underlying decision logic remains under-
developed. The existing literature offers substantial guid-
ance on how to design and manage a partnership once
the decision to partner has been made. There is less
practical guidance for the decisions that precede it: Is
partnership actually necessary? What specifically needs
to happen through collaboration? What level of inter-
dependence does that require? And what partnership
architecture is proportionate to that need?

Other gaps emerge within partnership design itself.
Power asymmetry, for example, is widely acknowledged
but less often translated into formal design choices.
Without explicitly designing for that tension, organiza-
tions described as “partners” can function in practice
more like prime contractors and sub-contractors.

THESE FINDINGS SHAPED OUR APPROACH AS WE SET OUT TO DO TWO THINGS:

Make the existing partnership knowledge, tools and resources easier to navigate and

apply in practice

Propose new frameworks, principles and best practices where important design, implementation

and decision gaps remain

1. A note on Al and our approach: In developing Version 1.0, we used Claude and ChatGPT as supporting tools to help synthesize and summarize selected literature and to develop
some of the graphics in this paper. The methodology, analysis and conclusions reflect the authors’ judgment and were informed by the sources and practitioner perspectives

referenced throughout.

This approach reflects the philosophy behind Version 1.0 itself: move quickly enough to contribute something useful, put it into practice, learn from it and improve it. Rather than
wait for a perfect or exhaustive methodology, we are sharing a minimum viable version grounded in existing evidence and practice that can be challenged, tested and strengthened

over time.

2. Interviewees: Andy Hoffman, (Holcim (U.S.) Professor of Sustainable Enterprise at the Stephen M. Ross School of Business and School for Environment & Sustainability at the

University of Michigan; John Simon,Founding and Managing Partner, Total Impact Capital.
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Partnership Process

Rather than organizing the methodology around a generic partnership lifecycle, we
built it around the decisions a practitioner actually needs to make:

PARTNERSHIP PROCESS

A practical methodology for deciding when to partner and how to build partnerships that actually work.

DECIDE CHOOSE SELECT DESIGN ADAPT

Should we What partnership Who should we How should Is it creating

partner? should we build? partner with? it work? enough value?
DDW ’ M Elﬂg HJ RE Continuous measurement and feedback across every stage of the process.

Together, these steps bring greater discipline to how we decide when and how to part-
ner. They do not seek to systematize the human relationships at the heart of partner-
ship, but to provide a more rigorous way to make the decisions that surround them.
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N
A practical V1.0 methodology for partnership design

We developed the Partnership Design Methodology V1.0 around the questions practitioners face as they move from an objective to a potential partnership. It begins with the prob-
lem—not a predetermined partner or structure—and progressively asks whether collaboration is necessary, what form it should take, which organizations should be included, how

it should be designed, and whether it continues to create sufficient value.

METHODOLOGY V1.0

A practical methodology for deciding when to partner and how to build partnerships that actually work.

@ 2 o o
s @ = i

o/\
XA

PROCESS —_ :5 t
DECIDE CHOOSE SELECT DESIGN ADAPT
Should we partner? What partnership Who should we How should What should
should we build? partner with? it work? happen next?

,@ THE
DECISION

WORK
THROUGH

0 MEASURE

GATES

ACCELERATED
PATH

Join or adapt an
existing partnership

@

The problem, desired outcome
and what prevents us from
achieving it alone.

What specifically requires
collaboration?

What capabilities or assets
are missing?

What additional value would
partnership create?

Could the same value be
achieved another way?

Can meaningful collaboration
actually work here, and is it
aligned to our organizational
values?

Define the additionality
of partnership

What additional value should
be achieved we are working
together?

GATE1

We agree that partnership
is necessary and can add
value beyond what we
can achieve alone.

Confirm fit for purpose
Match to objectives

and context
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What needs to happen
through collaboration.

What do partners actually
need to do together?

How interdependent do they
need to be?

What is the lightest model
capable of delivering that value?

Can we join or adapt something
that already exists?

Define the partnership
model hypothesis

What form of collaboration
appears most likely to work,
and why?

@ GATE 2

Does something suitable —
already exist?

The capabilities the
partnership requires.

Who is best positioned to
provide the capabilities required?

Do they have the mandate,
capacity and commitment
to participate?

Whose participation is necessary
for implementation, legitimacy,
adoption or sustainability?

Assess partner fit

Capability Mandate Capacity

Legitimacy Commitment

@ GATE 3
We have the right partners

in place with the right >
capabilities and
commitment.

Review governance

— and model

Understand how it works

A clear problem statement,
partnership model, and
understanding of each partner's
role and responsibilities.

Problem: What specifically

are we trying to change?
Pathway: How will partners
working together create

that change?

Value: What does each partner
contribute and gain?
Governance: Who decides what?
Operatione: Who people,
resources and systems are needed?
Measurement: How will we know
whether it is working and

when to adapt?

Define success before launch
KPis Baseline Partner value

Review points Adaptation triggers

@ GATE 4

We agree the design is 9

sound and we are ready
to launch.

Identify gaps

and adaptations %

What needs to change

Evidence and learning
from implementation.

Is the partnership functioning
as intended?

Is it achieving the outcomes
we created to influence?

Is it creating sufficient value
relative to the investment
required?

What have we learned, and
what needs to change?

What should happen next?

Use evidence to decide
Continue Adapt Scale
Institutionalize Transfer Exit

O ITERATE & REFINE

Proceed to
DESIGN 4 or
ADAPT 5



578 DECIDE

SHOULD WE PARTNER?

Partnership should be a deliberate choice, not a default
response.

Start with the problem the organization is trying to solve,
the outcome it wants to achieve, and what prevents it
from getting there alone. Our view is that complexity is not,
on its own, a reason to partner. Neither is shared interest.
Partnership should be a deliberate choice, tested through
the following four questions.

A. Necessity: What specifically requires
collaboration?

Identify what is preventing the outcome from being
achieved independently. Which essential capabilities,
authority, access, legitimacy, resources, capital or knowl-
edge are missing or would create better approaches, and
who holds them?

A strong case for collaboration exists when the critical
factors are distributed across actors and need to be com-
bined to achieve the outcome.

B. Additionality: What does partnership
make possible?

The presence of complementary capabilities does not
automatically justify a partnership. The next question
is what becomes possible when those capabilities are
brought together.

Existing partnership literature offers useful concepts
here. TPI's “Collaborative Advantage” asks what unique
value can be created by combining actors, while its
“Partnership Delta” focuses attention on the additional
impact generated through partnership compared with
acting independently. The important discipline is to make
that additionality explicit. What greater reach, capability,
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legitimacy, innovation, efficiency or impact should exist
because these actors are working together? Also import-
ant is being open to how a partnership may shape your
organization in practice, from new ways of working and
collaborating to changes in roles, processes, or priorities.

A partnership can create additional value and still be the
wrong approach. The expected benefit should therefore
be compared with other ways of achieving the objective.
Could the organization deliver internally? Procure the
missing capability? Provide a grant? Coordinate infor-
mally? Use an existing mechanism?

C. Feasibility: Can meaningful collaboration
actually work here?

Finally, a compelling rationale for partnership means little
if the participating organizations or surrounding context
cannot support it.

This requires a practical reality check: Is there sufficient
senior backing and authority to collaborate? Does your
organization have the capacity and systems to partici-
pate (e.g., the legal, procurement, finance or other internal

processes required to support it)? And are the external
political, institutional and relational conditions condu-
cive to meaningful collaboration? At this point, it is also
important to establish the guardrails for the partnership.

MEASUREMENT

During this stage, measurement

should be used to assess the validity

and additionality of the partnership.
Importantly, this is not a one-time
decision. The original rationale and
associated data should be revisited as the
partnership evolves. Required capabilities
may change, transaction costs may
increase, or a simpler mechanism may
become viable. The question “should we
partner?” should remain open throughout
the life of the partnership.
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CHOOSE

WHAT SHOULD WE BUILD?

The partnership model should follow function, not
convention.

Once there is a clear case for partnership, the next deci-
sionis what form that collaboration should take. Too often,
partnership structures are chosen early, based on prec-
edent, funding requirements, existing relationships or
familiar models, rather than derived from what the col-
laboration actually needs to accomplish.

Our view is that the partnership model should follow
function, not convention. Start with what actors need
to do together, then consider how interdependent they
need to be to succeed. The greater the interdependence,
the more coordination, shared decision-making and for-
mal structure the partnership is likely to require.

This can lead to different partnership models along a
spectrum of interdependence. At the lighter end, net-
works or learning collaboratives enable actors to share
knowledge and learn together while continuing to act
independently. Alliances go further by aligning priorities
or approaches while maintaining largely independent
delivery. Strategic partnerships combine complemen-
tary capabilities or resources around a shared initiative
or outcome. Platforms create a centralized structure for
ongoing collaboration, with shared coordination, gover-
nance, financing or other backbone functions support-
ing multiple distinct initiatives. Individual initiatives may
involve different partners, funders, activities and budgets,
while benefiting from the common platform. Investment
partnerships combine capital, capabilities and/or mar-
ket access to create both financial and impact value, for
example through joint ventures, blended finance, impact
investment or other revenue-generating models. At the
highest level of interdependence, systems partnerships
coordinate action across multiple parts of a system
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to achieve change that no individual intervention can
deliver.

These are not rigid categories, and one model is not
inherently better than another. Partnerships may com-
bine elements of several models or evolve over time. The
objective is to choose the model that best matches what
partners need to accomplish together, while avoiding
unnecessary complexity. Partnership form should also
reflect how value will be captured and shared: some col-
laborations are structured to generate revenue or share
costs among partners—through co-investment, fee-for-
service arrangements or blended finance—and that rev-
enue model is itself a design choice that shapes gover-

nance, resource flows and incentives.

We therefore propose a principle of “minimum viable
collaboration,” that is, build only as much partnership
as the problem requires. Before adding more partners,
coordination or formal structures, ask whether the same
objective could be achieved through a simpler arrange-
ment or by joining or adapting something that already
exists. Complexity should be added only where it creates
additional value.

HYPOTHESIS

The result of this phase is a partnership
architecture hypothesis, or an initial

view of the form of collaboration most
likely to work and why. It is deliberately

a hypothesis—not a predetermined
structure—and should be tested and
refined with prospective partners through
co-design.



PARTNERSHIP DECISION FRAMEWORK

A practical methodology for deciding when to partner and how to build partnerships that actually work.

WHAT DO WE
NEED TO DO
TOGETHER?

Select all that apply.

What must happen
through collaboration—

not independently?

s

LEARN

Generate, test or
share knowledge

or evidence.

action.

00
any

ALIGN

Coordinate priorities,
standards or

approaches and

Combine capabilities
and resources to
develop or

implement

o

DELIVER

FINANCE ENABLE

Pool, mobilize, Convene, broker,

de-rigk, allocate or connect or catalyze
deploy capital and actors and

resources. initiatives,

something together.

!

HOW DO WE NEED
TO WORK
TOGETHER?

2

Match the level and
type of collaboration
to the partnership

architecture that fits.

Lower interdependence

&

STRATEGIC
PARTNERSHIP

o]
o o 0590
o_o =)
o]
LEARNING ALLIANCE
COLLABORATIVE
Exchange Align on prioritie:
and learn together. and approaches.
Actors remain Each actor
independent in how implements
they act. independently.

Combine comy ¥
capabilities or
resources to deliver
a shared initiative or

‘outcome.

Higher interdependence

-

CATALYZE INVESTMENT

PARTNERSHIP

SYSTEMS
PARTNERSHIP

Provide enabling Combine capital and Coordinate and

infrastructure to capabilities to align action across

mobilize recources generate financial multiple parts of

and support and impact value. a market or system

multiple initiatives. to drive systemic

change.

l

IS THIS THE
LIGHTEST MODEL
THAT WILL WORK?

3

Could we achieve the
required value with less
structure, coordination
or governance?

YES

m

Could we achieve the

MINIMUM VIABLE
COLLABORATION

DOES SOMETHING
SUITABLE
ALREADY EXIST?

(4]

Look first to what
already exists—before
building something new.

PARTNERSHIP
ARCHITECTURE

Ba & B

Simplify Continue ‘
required value with Build only as much
Use a lighter less structure, The current partnership as the
mechanism. caordination-or architecture is problem requires.
governance? alrnted:
R
JOIN en ADAPT g BUILD

The right infrastructure
largely exists. Join and
leverage what's
already in place.

We need partners to

Something close exists
but needs changes to
its mandate, partners,
capabilities or model.

No existing mechanism
can credibly do the job—
or adapting one would be

maore difficult or
constraining than
building new.

{function) Take this hypothesis

requiring

We therefore propose

{level of warking / interdependence)

into co-design with
prospective partners.
Don'ttreatitasa

00
D

(architecture)

predetermined
(join / adapt / build)

HYPOTHESIS T and will
APPLY CONTEXT QQ Power
THROUGHOUT What external (X Who has influence
Where in the conditions shape over resources and
process should this what is possibla? decisions?
be applied?

ITERATE AND REFINE

ons should be revisited as contex

TRUST

What relationships
does the partnership

depand on?

structure.
- ORGANIZATIONAL
REALITY
Can the participating
organizations actually

support what's being
designad?

INCENTIVES

%‘ Do incantives and
risk sharing drive

the right behaviors?

ence and the partnership itself change.
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SELECT

WHO SHOULD WE PARTNER WITH?

Who participates should reflect what the partnership
needs to succeed.

The strongest starting point for partner identification
is defining the capabilities the partnership requires to
deliver its objective. Stakeholder mapping can then iden-
tify who holds those capabilities, as well as who has the
influence, relationships, legitimacy or proximity to the
problem needed for the partnership to succeed.

Beyond their capabilities, a prospective partner must also
have leadership buy-in, organizational capacity, the abil-
ity to commit resources or make decisions, and fit with the
political, institutional and relationship context in which
the collaboration will operate. This may require actors
with community trust, local knowledge or implementation
relationships, including those without significant financial
or institutional weight.

Partner fit should then be tested through early conver-
sations. Before moving toward a formal partnership, pro-
spective partners should explore whether they share a
sufficiently common objective, understand what each
expects to contribute and gain, and identify material
differences in values, incentives or ways of working. This
is also the point to assess potential financial, legal and
reputational risks, including what association with each
partner could mean for the others.

There is often a tension between formalizing too early and
remaining informal for too long. Early conversations need
enough flexibility for partners to explore fit without prema-
turely committing to a model. But as resources are com-
mitted, dependencies increase or partners begin repre-
senting the collaboration externally, expectations, roles
and commitments should become more explicit. The path
from exploratory conversations to formal partnership

Partnering by Design, Not Default

should therefore be deliberate, with clarity on what needs

to be resolved before each partner is ready to commit.

Key questions to explore to identify partner
organizations:

Which actors are best positioned to contribute each
capability?

What mandate, capacity and commitment would
each prospective partner need to participate
effectively?

Whose participation is necessary for implementa-
tion, legitimacy, adoption or sustainability and where
might gaps in resources or influence limit someone’s
ability to participate meaningfully?



DESIGN

HOW SHOULD IT WORK?

The theory of change should act as the partnership
throughline.

Once the form of partnership has been selected, the next
challenge is to design how it will actually work. It's also the
most extensive single step in our methodology. Choosing
the partnership structure does not determine how the
partnership will deliver. Partners still need to translate
the objective into a coherent model that connects what
they are trying to achieve with the activities required, the
roles and contributions of each partner, how decisions will
be made, how resources will flow, and how progress and
value will be measured. This requires open and honest
conversations about tradeoffs, and what each partner
wants to get out of the partnership, as well as being clear

PARTNERSHIP DESIGN

about the partnership outcomes and what each partner

needs to contribute.

These are not separate design decisions. They need to
work together as a coherent system. The problem and
pathway to impact determine the activities and capa-
bilities required; the partners involved bring different
capabilities, interests and sources of power; activities
create roles and dependencies that need to be reflected
in governance, decision rights and resource flows; and
measurement tests whether both the partnership and its
underlying logic are working as intended. A change in one
part of the design can therefore have implications for the
others. The design process should make these relation-
ships and tradeoffs explicit, and revisit them as the part-
nership develops.

PROBLEM DEFINITION

Defines the constraint the partnership

A coherent partnership model
comes from a set of
interdependent choices. i

DESIGN ANCHOR

Theory of Change
Translates the problem into the pathway the partnership will pursue.
The rest of the design should be traceable back to this logic.

OO actviTies OUTPUTS QUTCOMES //' IMPACT
What those activities What the partnershi
m What must happen P

What should change O D
produce

contributes toward

THE THEORY OF CHANGE DRIVES THE CHOICES BELOW — AND THOSE CHOICES TEST WHETHER THE THEORY OF CHANGE IS WORKABLE.

VALUE & INCENTIVES
O O Derived from what the pathway requires: Translates the pathway into ownership: E Tests whether the actors needed for the

m which assets, authority, relationships and
expertise are needed, and who holds them.

who does what, what must happen jointly,
and where delivery depends on another
partner.

pathway have sufficient reason to contribute,

CAPABILITIES & PARTNERS g ROLES, ACTIVITIES & DEPENDENCIES

take risk and stay engaged.

GOVERNANCE & DECISION RIGHTS
A 0 Follows the roles and dependencies: which decisi: matter,

where authority should sit, and how power and accountability
are balanced.

OPERATING & RESOURCE MODEL
Translates governance into practice through the staffing, funding,
coordination, information flows and infrastructure needed

to make the partnership executable.

Measures are drawn from the Theory of Change and the partnership model: external
outcomes test whether the pathway is delivering partnership impact; partnership health
tests whether the collaboration, partner value and investment required to deliver it
remain sound. Evidence then feeds back into any part of the design.

DESIGNED FROM THE START
KPIs = Learning = Adaptation

Partnering by Design, Not Default 10



Problem definition

The quality of the partnership design depends on a clear
definition of the problem. Broad formulations such as lim-
ited access, fragmented systems or insufficient financing
provide little direction for what the partnership should
actually do. The problem statement should identify the
specific constraints to be addressed, distinguish under-
lying causes from symptoms, and reflect both available
evidence and the perspectives of those closest to the
problem. It should also be clear about what remains
uncertain.

Key questions to explore to define the problem
statement:

What is driving the problem, and what are the most
important underlying constraints?

Which constraints can this partnership realistically
influence?

How is the problem experienced differently by the
people and organizations affected by it?

What do we still not know, and what assumptions are
we making?

Purpose and theory of change

The theory of change should establish the partnership’s
specific contribution to addressing the problem. This
distinction matters: An intervention may have a credible
pathway to impact without demonstrating why collabo-
ration is required to deliver it.

The design should therefore connect the constraints iden-
tified in the problem statement to the actions partners will
take, the changes those actions are expected to produce,
and the assumptions linking each stage. It should also
make visible where outcomes depend on actors or condi-
tions beyond the partnership’s direct control.

Collaboratively working on the theory of change provides
the opportunity for partners to understand the initiative in
the same manner and translate each partner’s capabili-
ties into specific roles and accountabilities. These choices
should then inform the partnership’s governance and
operating model.

Importantly, partnerships won't be linear in their achieve-
ments, so the theory of change should be treated as a liv-
ing document, one that can be revisited and updated as
the partnership evolves and new learnings emerge.

Partnering by Design, Not Default
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Key questions to explore the partnership theory of
change:

Which elements of the problem will the partnership
seek to influence, and through what mechanism(s)?

What must change as a direct result of partners
working together?

Which outcomes can the partnership directly influ-
ence, and which can it only contribute to?

What assumptions does the model depend on, and
which are most important to test?

Where does working in partnership create value that
would not otherwise be possible?

Partner value and incentives

Partnership design often focuses on collective value with-
out making clear what each partner needs to gain. Yet,
organizations enter partnerships with different mandates,
incentives and constraints. The goal is not to align every
motivation, but to design a model that creates sufficient
value for each partner to participate and remain engaged.

Value should be considered alongside contribution, risk
and influence. Significant imbalances can undermine the
partnership even when partners remain aligned on the

overall objective.

Questions to explore to identify partner incentives and
individual value creation:

What does each partner contribute and gain from
the partnership?

Where do partners’ incentives align or diverge, and
what does that mean for the partnership?

How are costs, risks and influence distributed, and
where could imbalances undermine the model?

Partnering by Design, Not Default

Governance, power and decision rights

Governance is best understood as the allocation of
authority, voice and accountability, rather than as a set
of committees. Its design should flow from the decisions
the partnership will need to make and the consequences
those decisions will carry.

This makes questions of power unavoidable. Formal vot-
ing rights are only one source of influence; control over
capital, contracts, information, relationships, techni-
cal expertise and agenda-setting can all shape whose
preferences prevail. Effective governance makes these
sources of power visible and determines how they should
—and should not—translate into decision rights.

Questions to explore to desigh and manage governance
and power structures:

Which decisions matter most to the partnership and
its partners?

Who should decide, be consulted or be informed on
each?

Where are responsibility and decision-making power
misaligned?

How will disagreements or decisions that cannot
reach consensus be resolved?

When and how should governance and decision
rights be reviewed or changed?

Operating model and resources

The operating model defines the practical systems and
resources needed to run the partnership. Depending on
the model, this may include dedicated staff or a secretar-
iat, financial and accounting systems, grants or contract
management, legal support, data and reporting systems,
procurement, communications, and other administra-
tive functions. The design should be clear about what is
required, which partner will provide it, what needs to be

built or procured, and how it will be funded.
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The operating model must support collaboration as
well as delivery. Coordination, facilitation, information
flows, decision follow-through and relationship build-
ing,and management all require explicit ownership and
capacity. Financial flows and staffing arrangements
also shape power and behavior within the partnership,
while building trust, resolving tensions and maintaining
alignment require real time and resources. These
should be designed and resourced deliberately, rather
than treated as downstream implementation details or

informal overhead.

Questions to explore when designing the operating
model:

What coordination and support are needed to run
the partnership, and who will provide them?

What financial, human and operational resources
are required?

How will funding and resources flow between part-
ners, and what dependencies will this create?

What internal processes or requirements could slow
delivery or add unnecessary cost?

Designing for continuous measurement,
learning and adaptation

Measurement should be designed from the outset, along-
side the theory of change and partnership model. Key
indicators can be incorporated into the theory of change
to continuously track progress and identify potential risks
throughout the partnership. These indicators can help
guide conversations with partners and support a strong,
responsive relationship. Being a good partner also means
recognizing that challenges and shortcomings are a nat-
ural part of any partnership, and working collaboratively
to understand and address them as they arise.

Partnerships need a small, decision-relevant set of KPIs
that capture two distinct dimensions of performance.

Partnering by Design, Not Default

The first is whether the partnership itself is func-
tioning as intended: the quality of collaboration,
delivery against commitments, partner engagement,
decision-making and the value partners derive
from participating.

The second is whether the partnership is contributing
to the external outcomes and impact it was estab-
lished to influence.

Partnerships also should be designed with what comes
after them in mind. Where the objective requires lasting
change, the design should consider what capabilities,
financing, relationships, governance or local ownership
will need to remain once the partnership ends. The aim
is to avoid creating dependency on the partnership itself
and strengthen the ability of the system and the actors
within it to sustain progress over time.

Partners should establish when and how they will review
performance, capture learning and reassess the part-
nership. This includes agreeing from the outset what evi-

dence will inform decisions about changes to activities,
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partners, governance or resources, as well as the condi-

tions that could lead to transition or exit.

Questions to explore when developing the measure-
ment strategy:

What small set of indicators will tell us whether the
partnership is working and achieving its intended
outcomes?

What value is the partnership creating for partners
relative to the financial and non-financial investment
required?

When will partners review performance and learning,
and how will that inform changes to the model?

What would trigger a decision to continue, adapt,
scale, transition or exit?

Co-design: Designing with partners and
communities, not for them

A partnership should not be fully designed before the
partners expected to make it work are involved. The
initial problem definition and architecture provide a
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starting point, but they should remain open as partners
bring different knowledge, constraints and interests into
the process.

Partners work through the choices that will determine
their ability to contribute and deliver: the outcomes they
will pursue, what each will bring and receive, how respon-
sibilities and resources will be shared, where decisions
will sit, and how success will be judged. Some param-
eters may already be fixed (e.g. funding, geography,
regulatory requirements)and being clear about those
constraints is preferable to presenting decisions as open
when they are not.

Good co-design does not require consensus on every
issue. It should leave partners with a model they have
meaningfully shaped, clarity on the trade-offs they have
made, and confidence that they can work within the
commitments that follow. It should create room for dis-
agreement, particularly around incentives, risk, resources
and power. These differences are often where the most
important design choices sit.



CO-DESIGN TAKES TIME

Co-design cannot be compressed into a singular workshop. Building the trust required for partners
to surface different interests, challenge assumptions and make meaningful commitments may take
months, and in some cases years.

That time is part of the partnership design process. Early investment in relationship-building,
in-person engagement, understanding individual and organizational motivations, and developing a
shared vision can create the conditions for more substantive collaboration later. This is particularly
important where partners have not worked together before, power is uneven, or organizations may

simultaneously be funders, recipients, competitors, clients or collaborators.

PARTNERSHIP DESIGN PRINGIPLES

Cross-cutting princjoles that should shape partnership design in any context.

°®

Problem-first,
not partnership-first

Start from the outcome and
constraints. Partnership is
one mechanism, not the
objective.

L5

000
CBD

Design for power, people

and participation

Account for who holds power,

who is affected by the partnership,

and who needs a meaningful
role in shaping decisions.
Build voice, agency and
protections into the design.

Partnering by Design, Not Default

2 Mt
i

Minimum viable
collaboration

Choose the least complex
form of collaboration
capable of delivering the
required value. Add
complexity only when

necessary.
o o
5

Co-design before
commitment

Partners expected to deliver
should shape roles, governance,
activities and ways of working
before the model is locked in.

Capabilities

before logos
Select partners for the
capabilities, assets, authority,

relationships or legitimacy
the partnership requires.

Make value and
incentives explicit

Be clear about what each partner

contributes and gains, how costs

and risks are shared, and whether

incentives will hold over time.

Complementarity
over consensus

Partners do not need identical
objectives. Design around
where interests align, where
they differ, and what each
uniquely contributes.

o "
L

Design for evolution,
including the end

Build in review, adaptation,
transition and exit from the start.
The right model today may not
be the right model later.
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ADAPT OR EXIT

WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN NEXT?

Continuation should be a decision, not the defaulit. Continuation should be a decision, not the default.

Success is not necessarily a partnership that continues
At agreed points, partners should use the evidence and indefinitely, but one that creates lasting value and, where
learning generated through implementation to make an appropriate, leaves behind the capacity and ownership
explicit decision about the partnership’s future. needed for that value to continue without it.

The right decision may be to continue, change, scale,
institutionalize, transfer or exit. Where responsibility is
transferred or the partnership ends, the decision should
consider whether the capabilities, financing, relation-
ships, governance and ownership needed to sustain
progress are in place.

ADAPT OR EXIT

p REVIEW THE EVIDENCE

QOutcomes Partnership functioning Partner value Value relative to investment Learning

WHAT SHOULD HAPPEN NEXT?

. l ! . ! l
= & Gl m = X

CONTINUE ADAPT SCALE INSTITUTIONALIZE TRANSITION EXIT
The current Change elements Expand a model Embed the work Shift leadership, End the partnership
model remains of the model with sufficient or capability ownership or when collaboration
fit for purpose based on what evidence and within an delivery to is no longer
and is delivering has been capacity to organization, another actor or needed or
sufficient value. learned. grow. market or system. mechanism. justified.
+\_j A change in direction may require revisiting earlier decisions in the methodology.
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From Version 1.0 to practice

Partnership guidance is extensive, but often difficult to
navigate and apply. Existing resources rarely follow the
decisions practitioners actually face; strong individual
tools do not always add up to a coherent approach;
and some of the hardest questions around whether
to partner, what form the partnership should take, and
how to address power and competing interests remain
less developed.

Version 1.0 is our attempt to close some of these gaps.
It organizes partnership design around a clear decision
path; connects choices about the partnership model,
partners, value, governance and resources; and intro-
duces practical decision logic for determining whether
partnership is necessary, what level and form of collab-
oration is required, and how the resulting partnership
should be designed and adapted over time.

What Version 1.0 does not yet address

Version 1.0 is intentionally a starting point, not a com-
plete partnership management system. It focuses on the
core decisions required to determine whether to partner,
choose a model, select partners, design the partnership
and decide how it should evolve.

There are areas it does not yet address in depth, par-
ticularly what happens once a partnership moves from
design into day-to-day practice. These include how
partnerships are formalized through contracts, scopes
of work, standard operating procedures and ways of

Partnering by Design, Not Default

working; how partners navigate conflict, competition,

changing incentives, turnover, scope creep, and difficult
decisions; and how outcomes, learning, visibility and
credit are shared.

What comes next will be shaped through testing and
practice. The Partnership Lab and WDI will put Version
1.0 in front of practitioners across sectors, geographies
and partnership models, including through an upcoming
UNGA roundtable, to challenge the methodology, incor-
porate additional perspectives, identify what is missing
and determine where deeper guidance or practical tools
would add the most value.

HELP SHAPE WHAT COMES NEXT

Tell us what you like, what is wrong, what
is missing or what you would challenge.
Test the methodology in a live partnership
and tell us where it works and where it
breaks down. The next iteration should

be shaped not only by the literature, but
by the people actually making these
decisions in practice.
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