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A Maturity Model for

Regional Collaboration

Strengthening Partnerships Among Colleges,
Workforce Development Boards, and Employers

to Meet Regional Needs

he development of effective regional collabo-

rations is essential to address interconnected

challenges across education, workforce

development, and economic growth. When
community colleges, employers, and workforce
development boards work together, they can align
goals, share resources, and design strategies that
strengthen regional economies. Collaboration is
especially vital in rural areas, where geographic
isolation, smaller populations, and limited resources
can hinder independent efforts. In these settings,
collaboration helps partners pool expertise, leverage
collective assets, and reach a broader audience than
any single institution could do alone.

The authors developed a maturity model
informed by their examination of a large tristate
consortium spanning 45 counties across Ohio,
Pennsylvania, and West Virginia. This collabora-
tion brings together ten community colleges and 14
workforce development boards to serve a predomi-
nantly rural region. Although the model emerged
from work within a rural context, its underlying
framework is generalizable to inform partnership
development in a wide range of settings.

The maturity model encompasses a set of prac-
tices that correspond with the six core components
of strong partnership development identified by
Karam, Goldman, and Rico:

1. partnership strategy, including partner
selection and shared vision

2. partnership structure, covering leader-
ship and staffing, communication, and
engagement

3. financial sustainability

4. collaborative action that advances common
goals

5. institutionalization of effective practices to
ensure long-term impact

6. monitoring systems to track progress and
outcomes.!

Partnership evolution is rarely linear. It may
accelerate, stall, or shift direction before gaining
momentum. Recognizing this dynamic is essential
for taking timely action and addressing periods
of stagnation to sustain long-term success. In the
following sections, the authors summarize key
questions and points in each of the six areas of the
maturity model. These areas are intended to guide
colleges, employers, and workforce development
boards seeking to build partnerships that address
regional labor market needs and inform funders
who support these collaborations.
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How Can Institutions Promote
Strong Partnerships?

Partnership Strategy: Employing
Intentional and Complementary
Partner Selection

Effective regional collaborations begin with intentional
partner selection that prioritizes the alignment of mis-
sions, capacities, and geographic reach. In the early
stages of partnership development, institutions should
identify partners that bring complementary strengths
and a genuine commitment to shared goals. This is an
essential step in rural regions, where scarce financial
and human resources and smaller employer networks
require careful choices to maximize reach and impact.

As partnerships evolve, selection practices should
become more strategic and more data-informed,
emphasizing balanced representation across sectors
and adapting partnerships to reflect emerging work-
force and industry needs. In mature partnerships, part-
ner selection is viewed as an ongoing and iterative pro-
cess. Partners regularly reassess participation to ensure
continued relevance, fill expertise gaps, and strengthen
the ability of networks to address new challenges.

Partnership Strategy: Developing a
Shared and Evolving Vision

Developing and maintaining a shared vision is the uni-
fying force that enables diverse institutions and sectors
to work toward common goals. Early in the stages of
partnerships, open dialogue, trust-building, and joint
analysis of labor market and education data help part-
ners establish a collective understanding of regional
challenges and opportunities.

As partnerships mature, this shared vision transi-
tions from broad intentions to concrete, measurable
objectives supported by coordinated communication
and regular reinforcement across member organiza-
tions. Mature partnerships demonstrate a vision that
is not only well understood by all members but also
flexible enough to adapt to economic shifts, funding
changes, and evolving regional priorities.

In rural regions, where partnerships often span
multiple states and geographically dispersed institu-
tions, consistent communication and revisiting the
vision are critical to preserving alignment and engage-
ment over time.

Partnership Structure: Establishing
Distributed Leadership and Building
Dedicated Staffing

Early on, partners should appoint credible, impartial
leaders and establish clear roles to coordinate activities.
These are especially vital steps in rural contexts, where
limited staff capacity and high turnover can quickly
disrupt collaboration.

As partnerships mature, leadership becomes more
distributed and increasingly supported by dedicated
staff, who ensure continuity and responsiveness across
institutions. During this stage, formalizing roles, docu-
menting responsibilities, and developing procedures for
managing turnover help preserve institutional memory
and stability. To sustain progress, partnerships should
regularly assess staffing needs, plan for succession,
secure consistent funding for key roles, and leverage in-
kind staff support whenever possible.

Partnership Structure: Ensuring
Inclusive Communication and
Engagement

In the early stage of development, partnerships benefit
from setting clear communication goals and ground
rules that foster transparency, trust, and respect. Early
facilitation training or agreed-on guidelines encourage
open dialogue and shared decisionmaking from the
start.

As partnerships mature, communication structures
become more deliberate and more organized. Clearly
defined roles, consistent meeting schedules, and the use
of agendas, feedback loops, and shared documentation
promote inclusive participation and alignment with
shared goals. In the later stages of partnership develop-
ment, communication becomes ongoing and reciprocal.
Regular meetings and updates, accessible communica-
tion tools, and periodic reviews help keep engagement
inclusive, strengthen collaboration, and rebuild trust
when disruptions occur.

Financial Sustainability: Diversifying
and Braiding Funding Sources
Partnerships build financial sustainability gradually,

starting with an early assessment of funding needs and
an alignment of resources with shared goals. Initial seed




funding or in-kind support establishes credibility and
trust, while formalized budgeting and joint grant appli-
cations in later stages create structure and accountabil-
ity. Financial planning evolves in parallel, moving from
reliance on single-source or short-term grants to diver-
sified and braided funding models that blend public,
private, and in-kind resources. For rural partnerships—
where funding options are often limited and external
shocks can have outsize effects—financial diversifica-
tion is particularly vital for long-term resilience.

Over time, mature partnerships leverage braided
and blended funding to maintain long-term viability
and sustain partnership goals.

Collaborative Action: Aligning Efforts
for Collective Impact

In the early stages of partnership development, partners
often focus on joint planning and completing discrete
collaborative projects that build trust and demonstrate
early wins. Over time, effective partnerships move
toward a coordinated framework that links activities
directly to shared goals, ensuring that every initiative
reinforces the broader mission. Joint efforts begin to
produce tangible products—such as shared curricula,
career pathways, or resources—that reflect collective
ownership and progress.

For rural partnerships, where capacity and exper-
tise are often dispersed, structured coordination helps
pool resources, sustain momentum, and ensure that
local actions contribute to regional outcomes. As
partnerships mature, coordinated action becomes an
embedded practice—regularly reviewed, adapted, and
refined to remain aligned with evolving priorities and
strengthen the partnership’s impact over time.

Institutionalization: Embedding
Partnership Practices and Products

Institutionalization occurs during the later stages of
partnership maturity, when collaborative practices,
roles, and joint products become part of partners’
regular operations. Over time, partnerships formal-

ize structures, align internal policies and budgets with
shared goals, and integrate joint activities—such as
shared pathways, resources, or training initiatives—into
institutional systems. This embedding ensures that

collaboration continues beyond individual leaders or
short-term funding cycles.

For rural partnerships, where staff turnover and
resource constraints can easily disrupt progress, insti-
tutionalization provides continuity and resilience by
anchoring partnership functions within established
local structures. Ultimately, mature partnerships
evolve into enduring networks that are recognized as
trusted regional voices, sustaining collective impact and
informing broader workforce and economic develop-
ment strategies.

Monitoring Systems: Ensuring
Accountability and Demonstrating
Impact

In the early stages of partnerships, members focus on
establishing shared expectations for accountability and
transparency, agreeing to track progress toward collec-
tive goals. As partnerships mature, these commitments
evolve into more-formal systems for collecting and
analyzing data on activities and outcomes. Regularly
sharing progress indicators among partners promotes
mutual learning, identifies areas that are in need of
adjustment, and reinforces trust.

For rural partnerships, where data capacity and
staff time may be limited, developing streamlined,
user-friendly monitoring tools ensures that evalua-
tion remains feasible and actionable. In later stages,
mature partnerships adopt public dashboards and regu-
lar reporting processes that make progress visible to
regional stakeholders and policymakers, using evidence
not only to guide improvement but also to demonstrate
value and influence broader system change.

Partnership Maturity Model and
Summary of Practices

The maturity model presented in Table 1 summarizes
how the six core components of strong partnership
evolve across successive stages of maturity (exploratory,
emerging, and sustaining) and how, collectively, these
components generate broader regional- and system-
level impacts. This progression is cumulative—early
foundational capacities deepen and expand into
mature structures that are capable of achieving sus-
tained external results.




TABLE 1
Partnership Maturity Model: Promising Practices and Stages of Development

Exploratory or Early Stage Emerging Stage Sustaining Stage Regional Change System Change

W Partnership strategy

Partner selection

Select partner organizations
based on strategic alignment
with mission and goals.

Align diverse partnership
composition with strategic
goals.

Shared vision

Facilitate collaborative
dialogue and data-sharing to
discuss common problems

and reinforce a shared sense of
purpose.

Use early discussions to
emphasize mutual benefits and
build trust among prospective
partners.

Build a shared understanding
of common challenges and
solutions.

Continuously assess and
align partnership suitability
and adapt partnerships.

Define a shared mission,
goals, and geographic reach.

Regularly communicate and
reinforce the mission and
goals among partners.

Foster and sustain trust and
buy-in among partners.

Initiate outreach planning to
share the mission beyond
partners.

Continuously assess and
align partnership suitability
and adapt partnerships.

Regularly communicate and
reinforce the mission and
goals among partners.

Foster and sustain trust
among partners.

Partners achieve and maintain
a common understanding of
the partnership’s mission and
goals.

Actively share the
partnership’s mission and
goals with the community and
region to build awareness and
strengthen engagement.

The partnership maintains the
flexibility to adjust its mission
and strategies in response to

changing needs and external

factors.

The partnership aligns
multiple sectors across a
shared vision.

Regional stakeholder groups
are aware of the partnership
and its mission.

The partnership continues
its communication about its
vision with external entities.

System-level stakeholder
groups are aware of the
partnership and its mission.

The partnership continues
its communication about its
vision with external entities.
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Exploratory or Early Stage Emerging Stage

Sustaining Stage

Regional Change

System Change

o

ﬁ?* Partnership structure
Leadership and staffing

Assess the staffing and skills
that are required to lead

and coordinate partnership
activities and develop a plan to
recruit and hire the necessary
personnel.

Adopt a staffing framework
that establishes a structure
to conduct the work of the
partnership.

A skilled leader is recruited

to oversee the partnership,
ensuring strong relationships
with both internal partners and
external stakeholders.

Hire supporting staff.

— Develop and formalize plans
to address staff turnover,
ensuring continuity of
operations and sustained
progress toward partnership
goals.

— Establish a documentation
system to record activities
and decisions to provide
essential information for
succession planning.

- Regularly assess staffing
needs.

&S A

Communication and engagement

— Develop a formal structure

Continually assess staffing
needs and maintain adequate
staff.

Partners engage in ongoing
to facilitate engagement and communication.
continuous communication among

partners.

Clearly define roles and The partnership communication

responsibilities for each partner to structure promotes authentic

ensure effective communication interaction and inclusive

and engagement in activities. decisionmaking through feedback
mechanisms.

Provide training and develop -
protocols to support authentic

and respectful interaction among

members.



Table 1—Continued

Exploratory or Early Stage

Emerging Stage

Sustaining Stage

Regional Change

System Change

»-

Assess the funding landscape to
guide strategic planning for the
long-term financial sustainability of
the partnership.

Financial sustainability

Establish an internal process to
develop, evaluate, and regularly
update a financial plan rooted in
the partnership’s vision, ensuring
long-term sustainability.

%5
©—0 Collaborative action

Partners develop a joint workplan
that targets the specific goals
identified by the partnership.

The partnership is successful in
obtaining resources from at least
one funder.

The partnership ensures that
funding is aligned to support
partnership activities.

Implement cross-system strategies
to coordinate resources, align
priorities, and enhance the

impact of available funding by
strengthening long-term financial
sustainability (e.g., joint grant
applications and in-kind resources
toward the partnership).

The partnership adopts a strate-
gic working framework to guide
partnership activities, ensuring
that all activities are aligned with
the mission and goals.

Partners design joint activities
that actively promote and
advance the partnership’s vision
and goals.

Partners implement activities
with a high level of coordination.

Leverage combined resources—
including braided and blended
funding, grant awards, personnel
time, and other financial sources—
to sustain partnership goals and
activities over time.

The partnership activities produce
joint products.

Regularly update the partnership’s
strategic working framework

to ensure that activities remain
aligned with evolving goals,
priorities, and community needs.
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Exploratory or Early Stage Emerging Stage

Sustaining Stage

Regional Change

System Change

Rx
Institutionalization

= Monitoring systems

Partners agree to hold each other
accountable.

that are needed to inform

decisionmaking and advance

partnership goals.

- Establish two complementary

systems: one to monitor

partnership growth and another
to evaluate the effectiveness

of partnership interventions in
achieving desired outcomes.

Develop a plan to identify the
types of institutional, system,
regional, and statewide data

The partnership’s formal struc-
ture is institutionalized

(e.g., organizations augment
their structure to strengthen
cross-organizational partner-
ships).

Data and progress indicators

are shared with all partners, and
partners review the data, engage

in corrective action, and hold
each other accountable for
progress.

Activities or products have
been adopted by other
organizations in the community
or region.

The partnership gains legitimacy
as a voice of workforce
improvement in the region.

Maintain a publicly accessible
data dashboard, with estab-
lished processes to regularly
update and revise the informa-
tion to track progress and report
outcomes to the region.

Identify and publicize partner-
ship information and progress
that is relevant to the region,
tailoring updates to engage
and inform specific stakeholder
groups.

The partnership gains legitimacy
as a voice of workforce
improvement at the state and
system levels.

The partnership’s activities have
informed state policies.

Maintain a publicly accessible
data dashboard with established
processes to regularly update
and revise the information,
providing states and workforce
development systems with clear
insights into the progress and
outcomes of the partnership.

Identify and publicize partnership
information and progress that

is relevant to the states and
workforce development systems,
and engage and inform specific
stakeholder groups.

NOTE: Empty cells in the table indicate components that may not have a direct line of effect at a given stage but still underpin overall progress toward impact. Some practices may appear in more than one
stage, reflecting the continuation and adaptation of effective approaches as partnerships mature.
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those related to leadership, staffing, and financing—

resilient over time. Other components, such as shared
vision and monitoring systems, once established,
extend outward to inform shared planning and influ-
ence shared priorities and collaboration on a larger
scale. Institutionalization emerges during the sustain-
ing stage, as embedding partnership practices within
participating organizations consolidates progress made
in earlier stages.
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