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A partnership can be defined as a relationship between two or more parties, each of whom exercises specific rights and responsibilities while striving for mutual benefit and the completion of compatible goals.  These goals typically would be difficult or impossible to achieve independently, thereby making collaboration an attractive method of goal attainment. With the complexities in structure and differences in motivation commonly found between parties, particularly at the organizational level, what factors contribute to the formation, and more importantly, maintenance of a successful partnership? When viewed from the healthcare perspective, several good examples of inter- and intra-institutional cooperation have been presented, with common themes emerging that delineate the key characteristics seemingly inherent to successful partnerships. A precursory examination of the existing literature has added credibility to the findings of these collaborative efforts. Backed by this convergence, it is possible to work toward developing a partnership model which could increase the likelihood of success and longevity.
In Patient/Client Care Partnerships: An Industry Perspective, researchers from the Department of Respiratory Care at Texas State University detailed a successful collaboration between the university and industry partners. This type of relationship could be referred to as an inter-organizational cooperative effort, as unrelated organizations worked to the benefit of one another while maintaining separate, individual goals for their interactions. Under the guidance of the Department Chair, the Respiratory Care Department was able to achieve institutional buy-in for the development of a community polysomnography lab with the potential to provide a much needed healthcare diagnostic service to the community, while also providing a means to supplement the knowledge bases of the students in their educational program. Based on these precepts, several unaffiliated vendors of various equipment were convinced that their support in the form of “gifts-in-kind” would facilitate the achievement of the department’s goals, while also attaining the less altruistic but also important business goals of creating “training/clinical experience ‘bias’” with students who eventually go on to become managers and administrators. This bias would cause the donating companies to be viewed in a favorable light by individuals in key positions to make equipment purchase decisions affecting the bottom line of the company.
A different perspective on partnership was detailed in Interdisciplinary Team Studying Off-Peak Work Environments for Nurses. This analysis differed from the previous example in that the study was conducted from an interdisciplinary and inter-organizational vein. Using Institutional Ethnography, the researchers sought to “illuminate the actual workings of nurse environments and how environments affect what nurses do” in regard to “off-peak effect”, an industry recognized occurrence which adversely associates weekend and night shifts with increased hospital mortality rates. The involvement of key individuals with subject matter expertise and unique disciplinary perspectives such as a hospital administrator, an economist, a sociologist, and a nurse, allows the team of researchers to conduct an investigation which encompasses “a process of answering a question, solving a problem, or addressing a topic that is too broad or complex to be dealt with adequately by a single discipline (by) drawing on disciplinary perspectives and integrat(ing) their insights to produce a more comprehensive understanding or cognitive advancement” (Repko, 2008). Although the author does not detail the results of the interdisciplinary partnership in this presentation, they do detail some of the difficulties experienced, as well as proffer insights into actions or elements that facilitated the collaboration of this diverse group of individuals.  
Regardless of the approach to partnership taken, previous research has indicated several elements that are conducive to creating successful, mutually beneficial interactions. Alexander, Weiner, and Metzger, et al. (2003) identified five partnership sustainability factors in their study of four community-care network partnerships, which effectively differentiated between high and low sustainability partnerships. The factors that were predictive of a high-sustainability partnership included: outcome-based advocacy (documentation /communication of value creation), vision-focus balance, systems orientation (linkage in short term activities with long term goals), infrastructure development, and community linkage. Similar results were found by Mohr and Spekman (1994) in their single industry, non-health care related examination of the working relationship between a computer dealer and a manufacturer. Their study yielded success factors that included joint planning and commitment, trust, communication quality, and joint problem resolution which serve to “align partner’s expectations, goals, and objectives” in order to contribute to success. Easterling (2003), in his review of 25 studies further investigating community care network partnerships also identified comparable predictors of success, including: the quality of a partnerships leadership, level of community connectedness, the existence of a partnership-built infrastructure for problem solving, and a balance of interests between participants. Dorado and Welch (2004) more specifically identified a five-factor model of partnership success, which accounted for 79% of the total variance in their examination of twenty seven partnerships between institutes of higher education and community organizations. Their model identifies reciprocity (engagement and mutual leveraging of resources/support), communication, closeness (consensus decision making), partnership position differential (stakeholder position in the partnership), and satisfaction (preference for partnership). Although all of these studies utilize different nomenclature for the characteristics of successful partnerships they identified, extrapolation of commonalities is readily possible through examination of their operational definitions.
The partnership described in Patient/Client Care Partnerships: An Industry Perspective, produced very similar factors which the author identified as critical to their success. The initial concept development for the Texas State University Sleep Center had to be in line with the larger goals of the university, effectively achieving administrative support for the initiative at the intra-organizational level. Once this was established, the development of a clearly defined, outcomes-based mission and vision statement had to be developed, while maintaining flexibility for industry partner adaptation or expansion. Communicating this vision statement to potential partners served to establish value and formed the basis for the partnership. Once the relationships with donors was established, follow-up, recognition, and communication of results to these  industry partners served to cultivate potential long-term, mutually beneficial relationships. 
The perspective of the researchers involved in Interdisciplinary Team Studying Off-Peak Work Environments for Nurses was also similar in result. Consensus amongst the disciplinary representatives had to be established with value defined for the hospital in regard to potential patient benefit and the protection of organizational interests. The author designates the importance of clear ruling relations in navigating the differing perspectives of partners, with the involvement of a designated leader to mediate disputes- essentially a framework or infrastructure for the partnership.  The importance of frequent communication between team members with face-to-face contact is stressed in avoiding misunderstandings and maintaining smooth project administration. This effective communication is also paramount in the formation of trust, another important factor identified by the author. Balance between interests, although not specifically mentioned, is evident in the willingness to negotiate and compromise exhibited by the interdisciplinary team members, and like the other factors, is consistent with the findings of other partnership studies.
In conclusion, the combination of evidence from the existing literature in conjunction with the insights presented by the examples detailed herein leads to a potentially useful working model of five characteristics inherent to successful partnerships, which is similar to the findings of Dorado and Welch, but may be general enough to be broadly applied. Due to the previously mentioned differences in nomenclature, it is proposed that to simplify any future application of the model, adoption of a more universally applicable system of categories be considered, of which the progression of elements is non-linear and adaptable to the specific situation, and in which there likely exists a certain degree of overlap. The five characteristic model is proposed as the following: 
1.
Effective Communication. Communication is universally important for all agents involved in the partnership, either in between-partner communication or in imparting information back to individuals to which they are accountable. 
2.
Balance Between Interests. It is important to establish a win-win situation for both sides of the partnership, with reciprocity of efforts and commitments and a broader, singular focus that is supported by individual goals. 
3.
Community Alignment. Where community can represent involved organizations at the micro level or the city, town, or organization at the macro level, it is imperative that there be a clearly defined value for the potential beneficiaries of the partnership and a sense of connectedness to the project. 
4.
Inter-organizational Infrastructure. Support systems for the partnership, which effectively becomes a hybrid organization of its own, must exist in the form of mutual infrastructure development, flexibility in dealing with project administration and problem resolution, and well-defined stakeholder positions in the partnership. 
5.
Consensus Involvement. Shared planning, decision making, involvement, and commitment must be supplemented by good leadership to maintain focus and forward progress with all efforts.  
It is recognized that to confine potentially diverse relationships that may require very unique and novel approaches to seemingly broad categories may in fact be a disservice to potential partnerships, however the common themes identified in the studies under review provide strong evidence that these categories in the very least warrant future investigation.
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