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Informal partnerships between nonprofit organizations (NPOs) and local governments 

represent a winning combination for affective positive social change in communities. These 

partnerships thrive on the development and sustainment of trust as a guiding force between 

NPO executives and their local government counterparts. Qualitative case study research 

reveals such an assertion to be true, based on interviews and document reviews of informal 

partnerships in a metropolitan area in the Northwest United States. The implications for 

social change include establishing successful models of informal partnerships between NPOs 

and local governments that impact the social and economic well-being of communities. 
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Introduction 

Positive social change has become a reality, because citizens benefit from informal partnerships 

between nonprofit organizations (NPOs) and government agencies by being provided with 

opportunities for health and social services, education, career and job counseling, and other cultural 

and economic prospects. These partnerships represent a new paradigm in relations between 

nonprofits and governments and could become the norm in the future, outpacing more formal 

contractual partnerships that have defined the interaction between the nonprofit and public sectors 

(Gazley, 2008). To a large extent, NPO involvement has changed the landscape to bring about lasting 

social and economic change that has directly benefitted citizens through providing opportunities for 

critical services that help communities and its peoples (Berman, 2010; Brown & Caughlin, 2009; 

Gazley, 2008; Lecy & Van Slyke, 2003; Portney & Cuttler, 2010; Tsui, Bylander, Cho, Maybank, & 

Freudenberg, 2012; Xu & Morgan, 2012). This is one reason that partnerships between NPOs and 

governments are essential in the face of the many socioeconomic challenges that communities 

everywhere face daily (Bryson, Crosby, & Stone, 2006).  

The significance of partnerships between NPOs and the government has a long history in the United 

States. A classic example involves parks and recreation facilities in communities. Due to their 

bureaucratic nature, local governments have often found it difficult to effectively and efficiently 

employ programs to make such facilities accessible and useful for the local population. To overcome 

this, governmental entities provide resources, while nonprofits provide the know-how and 

community relationships to develop programs that attract community involvement.  

These public–private partnerships have certain hallmarks of success. Xu and Morgan (2012) 

described the ideal partnership as consisting of shared goals and objectives, a mutual understanding 
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of what each entity brings to the partnership and their responsibilities, respect, equality in the 

decision making process, accountability, and transparency. Mendel and Brudney (2012) added that 

through the framework of an informal partnership, the NPO fulfills a critical need that is necessary 

to achieve the goals and objectives of the project(s) that necessitate such partnerships. These 

hallmarks are reflective of relationships based on trust.  

The social implications of both individual and community growth may be visible through the lens of 

successful informal partnerships between NPOs and governments as a result of their shared 

mission, vision, and goals related to their shared project. It is important to note that positive social 

change can result in unintended consequences in that not all people in a community may view the 

change as positive or believe that the services provided by the NPO and government entity are 

beneficial. Mill and Gray (1998) provided perspective through utilitarianism, in which positive social 

change is the result of everyone aiming toward the same goal, while achieving maximum positive 

results in an environment where everyone is equal. Maton (2008) wrote of empowerment by which 

those who are disadvantaged acquire the tools and the ability to transform their lives and aim 

toward achieving important life milestones. Mill and Gray (1998) implied that such individuals must 

overcome indifference and rely on their inner strengths to strive for these goals, representing a 

scenario that is challenging to realize.  

Each informal partnership between a NPO and the government is different, but the dynamics that 

drive them may be similar. An understanding of these dynamics and possible paths to follow to 

achieve successful partnerships could prove to be useful to other NPOs and their local government 

partners that are attempting to deliver public services with the mission of achieving positive social 

change as measured by augmenting the social and economic status of individuals in communities.  

Informal Partnerships Between NPOs and Governments 

Informal partnerships between nonprofits and governments are a rather new phenomenon that 

presents opportunities and challenges to nonprofits as well as the government organizations that 

partner with them. Such partnerships are technically defined as not being governed by a contract or 

formal agreement, but through an informal collaboration where the NPO and government agency 

agree to cooperate for a specific reason, such as the delivery of a public service (Gazley, 2008). These 

nonprofit and government partnerships have primarily come to the fore at the local level, 

demonstrating municipal government’s interest to more effectively reach communities through 

partnering with nonprofits (Gazley, 2008; Gazley, 2010; Smith, 2008). An important issue that has 

been explored is whether the evolution of partnerships between nonprofits and governments to a 

more informal relation has changed the dynamics of these partnerships.  

At present, informal partnerships are commonly found where nonprofits and government entities are 

coordinating efforts to address community issues (Gazley, 2008; Sullivan, 2012). The parameters of 

how partnerships are formed may be different, but the dynamics that govern their existence appear 

to be similar to contractual partnerships (Gazley, 2008). Government agencies are still providing the 

financial resources and may believe they can impose their will (Gazley, 2008). Conversely, case 

studies demonstrate that it is possible for government agencies to transform themselves to become 

advisors while the nonprofits assume control of implementing service delivery (Sullivan, 2012). 

Governments continue to maintain fiscal accountability, if they contribute public resources, but they 

do so with an openness in which they collaborate with nonprofits to achieve mutual service delivery 

goals.  
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Current realities may paint a picture where only a limited number of nonprofits have achieved 

informal partnerships with government entities that could be depicted as partnerships between 

equals that are based on trust (Gazley, 2008). The key point in this equation is trust. Partnerships 

that are based on trust could be sufficient even if the partners are not equal. They will work together 

to achieve mutually agreed upon goals and objectives. The partnership may reflect or come close to 

reflecting a partnership between equals, because trust has made it possible. The central objective is 

the development and sustainment of trust, which makes successful informal partnerships possible.  

The nature of informal partnerships between NPOs and governments at the local level is important 

to understand, specifically how these partnerships evolve. Researchers have provided different 

examples of these partnerships in terms of their structure. Gazley (2008, 2010) stipulated that 

informal partnerships between NPOs and local governments have become common involving many 

areas of service provision. Mendel and Brudney (2012) described how NPOs are filling a critical gap 

within the framework of public–private partnerships involving a local government entity and a 

private sector company. Within this scenario, the government identifies the service that needs to be 

fulfilled, the private sector company brings the financial resources, and the NPO offers the know-

how to implement the service. Bryson et al. (2006) suggested that such partnership structures have 

become increasingly common and have proven to be successful models. Xu and Morgan (2012) added 

that an increasing number of NPOs and governments are directly engaging in public–private 

partnerships to develop and deliver public services in which they effectively and efficiently 

collaborate. Tsui et al. (2012) described a situation in which the local government entity and a 

university partner relied on NPOs to use their connections and understanding of what communities 

needed to improve food and health standards, specifically involving youth. These partnerships 

structures could be an indication that the dynamics that define partnerships between NPOs and 

governments are evolving along with the advent of an informal structure. One of the dynamics that 

is critical to successful informal NPO and government partnerships is trust.  

Trust and Trustworthiness 

Trust and trustworthiness are the cornerstones of a successful informal partnership between 

nonprofits and governments. Hardin (2002) defined the linkage between trust and trustworthiness 

as an encapsulated interest. Individuals seek to trust each other and become trustworthy, because 

they are mutually interested in doing so into the future (Hardin, 2002). Gresham, Pray, 

Wibulpolprasert, and Trayner (2011) asserted that the presence of trust is the key to overcoming 

uncertainty, because it enables the sharing of information and quick action from those involved to 

aim for successful results. The mutual interest is clear and well defined and it forms the core of the 

relationship and enables it to continue. Note that the interests of each party to be engaged in the 

partnership could be different, but there is some level of compatibility (Hardin, 2002). Each 

individual derives a benefit from being in the partnership and seeks to trust and become trustworthy 

so that the benefit continues. Hardin’s (2002) and Gresham et al.’s (2011) perspectives are relevant 

to informal partnerships between NPOs and governments as the research presented below 

demonstrates.  

The foundation of any partnership is the establishment of trust between those who are at the 

forefront of maintaining it, but the experts expressed differing opinions on this issue. Most of the 

literature on trust in relation to partnerships between nonprofits and governments discussed the 

importance of trust in these partnerships but offered little on how to develop and sustain trust, 

specifically from the viewpoint of those who are directly engaged in these partnerships. The 

literature provided empirical evidence that successful partnerships between NPOs and government 

agencies are positively correlated with trust and the associated factors that foster it.  
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The definition of trust is complex, particularly as it applies to informal partnerships between NPOs 

and governments. Lamothe and Lamothe (2011) stated that “Trust is a multilayered concept that 

comprises a range of attributes such as dependability, credibility, faithfulness, and information 

sharing, as well as the expectation of cooperation between exchange partners” (p. 868). Researchers 

explained that nonprofits provide a conduit through which governments can connect with local 

communities and begin the process of building trust with the people (Alexander & Nank, 2009; 

Berman & West, 1995; Feiock & Jang, 2009; Gazley, 2010; Smith, 2008). From the perspective of 

NPOs, trust is a critical element of how they operate and is an integral part of their vision as well as 

guiding the relationships with those organizations with which they partner or collaborate. The onus 

shifts to the government organization to develop a partnership based on trust if they wish to achieve 

their goal of connecting with the communities in which they serve.  

Given that trust is based on the aspirations of both partners to build and sustain it, the behaviors 

associated with trust will become evident as the nonprofit and government partners jointly strive for 

positive results. Alexander and Nank (2009) and Vangen and Huxham (2003) stated that the 

behaviors associated with trust are the desire to build a relationship that is based on constant and 

consistent dialogue, joint decision-making, and predictability. Poppo, Zhou, and Ryu (2008) 

explained that the anticipation of an ongoing relationship is a conduit for building trust and not 

necessarily based on past interactions. Moreover, trust involves fairness and equity, the willingness 

to compromise and/or collaborate (Alexander & Nank, 2009). Trust fosters honesty and constructive 

feedback that propels the partnership forward (Alexander & Nank, 2009). Alexander and Nank 

stipulated that with respect to interorganizational partnerships, including those between NPOs and 

governments, building trust is a gradual process that may be quickly lost. Van Slyke (2006) believed 

that trust involves the acceptance and exposure of those engaged in the partnership to the possibility 

that one side might take advantage of the other. Relationships that are defined by trust can be 

elusive and both sides must be willing to be patient.  

Trust is earned, which means that both the NPO and government partners should behave in a 

manner that is consistent with developing trust. The development of trust is a risky proposition 

(Alexander & Nank, 2009; Vangen & Huxham, 2003), but one that delivers enormous benefits 

including positive social change. An important element is the willingness of the “powerful” partners 

or the principal to engage in a partnership with the NPO that provides autonomy, reflects a shared 

vision, and fosters joint decision-making (Alexander & Nank, 2009).  

Trust is seemingly operationalized in every interaction and decision taken by the NPO and 

government partner. Lamothe and Lamothe (2011) defined trust as incorporating strong 

communication and cooperation, honesty, and a commitment to the goals of the partnership. They 

added that trust can be an integral part of partnerships especially through reducing transaction 

costs that will lead to successful results. Willem and Lucidarme (2014) asserted that there is an 

element of flexibility built into the partnership if trust can be established that enables the partners 

to overcome challenges and obstacles. Flexibility is the hallmark of any relationship, especially when 

both sides employ collaboration as a tool to achieving beneficial results, such as the delivery of a 

public service.  

The motivations of nonprofit and government partners is part of the equation in determining 

whether or not developing trust is possible. Lamothe and Lamothe (2011) stipulated that “‘Trust’ in 

interorganizational relations focus on perceptions about the partner’s behavior in economic 

exchanges rather than absolute beliefs or convictions regarding its evil or benevolent nature” (p. 

869). Seppänen, Blomqvist, and Sundqvist (2007) stated that trust is the counterweight to the 

perception that partners will act in an opportunistic manner thus enabling collaboration to manifest 
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itself through open communication and honesty. Vangen and Huxham (2012) considered that 

collaboration is the mechanism for continued interaction and that trust is developed through this 

process. These authors believed that perceptions are critical to developing and sustaining trust. How 

these perceptions are managed or overcome, if negative, may depend on the willingness and 

openness of those involved in the partnerships.  

A core component of managing perceptions with respect to the trust dynamic is the comfort level of 

the NPO and government partner, especially measured by their familiarity with each other. 

Researchers agreed that trust is about the history and the ongoing interactions between the 

partners, and it is about rational choices weighing the costs and benefits, meaning that it is critical 

to understand opportunistic behavior (Alexander & Nank, 2009; Hardin, 2002; Lamothe & Lamothe, 

2011; Van Slyke, 2006). A looming question is how trust can be developed between partners who do 

not have a history of interaction. Hardin (2002) and Van Slyke (2006) linked trust to the possibility 

of a burgeoning relationship that will last for an extended period. Alexander and Nank (2009) 

stipulated that trust is about getting to know each other, but there has to be willingness to enable 

this process to unfold. Such a notion indicates that the speed with which trust is developed is clearly 

dependent on those involved and while their past history, if any, of interaction may be relevant, it is 

not a determinant.  

Methodology 

A qualitative case study was conducted involving interviews with five NPO executives at the 

executive director or vice president levels in December 2014. This methodology facilitated an in-

depth understanding of the informal partnerships from the perspective of the NPOs. Quantitative 

research methods may have yielded results from more sources, but the qualitative case study 

approach enabled a more comprehensive understanding of why trust is critical to these informal 

partnerships.  

The NPOs were selected based on being engaged in a successful informal partnership with a local 

government entity. A preinterview questionnaire was utilized to understand the nature of their 

partnership and if such partnership was a based on mutually agreed-upon goals of positive social 

change through the effective and efficient delivery of a service to the community. The interviews 

were conducted with NPO executives in a northwest metropolitan area at their place of employment. 

Interview questions for the NPO executives focused on the development and sustainment of trust, 

how trust impacted the goals and objectives of the informal partnerships, how the nonprofits and 

local governments dealt with the challenges that impeded trust, and how they were resolved. The 

documents reviewed included materials publicly available on the NPOs’ websites or publically 

distributed in written format. 

Findings on Trust 

All of the NPO executives interviewed believed that their informal partnerships with local 

government entities allowed them to build relationships with their government counterparts based 

on trust, though some expressed that challenges arose from time to time. Trust was the cornerstone 

that enabled their partnerships to result in positive change for the communities in which they serve. 

While the development and sustainment of trust varied among the partnerships, all participants 

referenced trust as critical. Such convictions are consistent with research which stated that trust is 

the single most important component that incorporates strong collaboration and shared pursuit to 

enable these partnerships to be successful (Alexander & Nank, 2009; Lamothe & Lamothe, 2011; 

Vangen & Huxham, 2003).  
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The role of trust in the NPO to government relationship was critical to the effective functioning of 

the partnership. NPO executives equated trust to developing and sustaining a positive track record, 

meaning each side followed words with concrete and specific actions. The NPO executives expressed 

the dynamics that shape trust involve subjectivity among both sides in building a long-term 

relationship, the reputation of the NPO as having a positive track record that will be a draw for 

government partnerships to work with them, transparency as a vital element to build trust, and 

identifying people with whom they can develop a strong rapport and build trust. The literature 

confirms this notion to be true in that trust is develop in anticipation of a long and stable 

relationship that will grow with each interaction (Hardin, 2002; Van Slyke, 2006).  

Strategies to Foster Trust  

The strategies involved in developing and sustaining trust is a central factor in understanding why 

trust is critical to these partnerships between NPOs and local governments. The NPO executives 

returned to the issue of transparency, meaning they are honest, act with integrity, and are 

straightforward with their government partner. They all conveyed that the word partner is 

meaningful in that without trust and transparency, a real partnership is not possible.  

The NPO executives further expressed that fostering trust equates to effectively responding to 

challenges that might normally derail trust, including owning up to mistakes by willing to take the 

blame if something goes wrong, and coming up with solutions to repair the damage. One NPO 

participant explained this phenomenon from the perspective of their organization, especially with 

the intent of overcoming complicating factors that could dog the relationship by noting that honesty 

and integrity are the enablers to foster trust, particularly admitting any wrongdoing and quickly 

righting the ship. Lamothe and Lamothe (2011) supported this assertion when defining trust as 

incorporating strong communication and cooperation, honesty, and a commitment to the goals of the 

partnership.  

Trust and the Balance of Power 

A linkage between trust and the balance of power was the basis for the next question, in which 

participants were asked if such a linkage exists in their informal partnership(s) with the local 

government entity. All of the participants responded that there is a linkage between trust and the 

balance of power in their partnerships, but the reasons stated were different.  

One participant described the linkage in terms of financial considerations, whereby the absence of 

funding or financial support from the municipality creates an environment where the NPO and local 

government entity are equal partners with shared goals and objectives and trust that they will follow 

through to make the project happen. The funding and resources could come from the municipality in 

the form of in-kind contributions or a third-party source or through the NPO’s own resources. 

Another participant compared trust and power in a formal and informal partnership. The participant 

stated, “I think power and trust exist in both formal and informal, and I would say, trust is even 

higher in an informal and power is less of a deal in informal as well.” The balance of power could 

then become a reality in an informal partnership.  

A participant brought influence into the equation in that without influence, the linkage between 

trust and the balance of power could not exist. The ability and opportunity to influence levels the 

playing field, which in turn enables the two sides—NPO and government entity—to develop trust. 

Another participant explored cultural issues as setting the scene where trust and the balance of 

power come together. The participant said that understanding the dynamics of how the city works 

and those individuals who make key decisions is critical in their interactions with them. It would be 
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difficult to develop trust-based relationships if the local government exercises their authority as a 

power ploy. One of the participants stated that without a trusting partner within the government 

entity, the balance of power is impossible. The participant’s organization would then become much 

more vulnerable in the absence of trust. In the participant’s view, “trust levels out the balance of 

power.”  

Trust, Transparency, and Track Record 
Participants also mentioned that transparency and track record were critically important aspects to 

developing and maintaining trust. Palanski, Kahai, and Yammarino (2011) spoke of transparency, 

integrity, and trust in a team environment and as behaviors exhibited both in the group and 

individual context, which is applicable to informal partnerships between NPOs and governments. 

The notion is that the NPO and their local government partner will openly share and communicate 

information, and act in accordance with what they express, which will lead to a relationship based on 

trust (Palanski et al., 2011).  

One participant expressed the importance of trust in an informal partnership with a local 

government as mutual respect and honesty between partners who jointly aspire to achieve positive 

social change. The participant linked trust and transparency together through the lens of integrity, 

in which words and deeds are aligned.  

Transparency and track record are also related to perception, meaning that the NPO can overcome 

any misperceptions through transparency but also maintaining a strong track record. Transparency, 

integrity, and trust are linked, but each and every participant involved in the informal partnership 

must aspire to these values.  

It is clear that there is a linkage between trust, transparency, and track record, but the relationship 

between trust and track record is a compelling one that is actually measured by positive social 

change while transparency may be more of a process that enables the partnership and resulting 

project to move forward. Mohr and Puck (2013) made the linkage between trust and performance 

(i.e., track record), and how performance leads to more trust. They stated that trust and performance 

are interchangeable as far as trust influences performance, just as performance influences trust 

(Mohr & Puck, 2013).  

The NPO participants interviewed agreed with this assertion. They linked trust and performance 

together and added that it occurs when perceptions on both sides reflect reality. A participant 

couched it as taking ownership, meaning being honest and consistently following through to gain a 

reputation that will attract other local government and entities to work with them moving forward. 

Another participant added that through improving their performance, the local government entity 

eventually upgraded their partnership. By the same token, their organization began to view the local 

government as a reliable and trustworthy partner who also follows through by matching words with 

deeds. Such actions result in positive social change, which is why trust and track record are strongly 

linked.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

An area for further research might involve the impact that philosophical or ideological alignment 

plays regarding the interests of the NPO and their local government partner. The data demonstrate 

that NPOs and local governments would be inhibited from partnering with one another in the 

absence of a philosophical or ideological alignment, but the literature offers minimal analysis on this 

point. Therefore, research into how the interests of NPO and local governments are aligned would be 
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relevant in the context of informal partnerships. The participants interviewed for this research study 

mentioned that philosophical alignment is relevant, but as previously noted, it is an emerging 

concept and one that was not considered as a central component of this research.  

Another area for further research involves exploring the relationships between money and trust and 

how they play into the partnerships between NPOs and local governments. The data from the 

interviews with the NPOs reveal that there could be an inverse linkage between money and trust. 

While any definitive determination of this relationship is beyond the scope of this study, some NPO 

executives expressed their frustration with their local government partner’s sense of entitlement to 

drive the partnership by virtue of their financial contributions. These NPO executives believed such 

behavior changed in the context of an informal partnership. In this regard, specific influences to 

explore could be cultural considerations, meaning turning misperceptions into perceptions that 

reflect an understanding and appreciation of each other’s organization and how it operates.  

Conclusion 

The advent of informal partnerships between NPOs and local government may be a recent 

phenomenon, but partnering between nonprofits and local governments has been ingrained in 

American society for a long time. The new phenomenon is that NPOs are ascending up the ladder to 

become equal partners who have earned the right to influence and take decisions that impact the 

nature of their partnerships with local governments. It is no longer just about the NPO’s knowledge 

and connections to local communities; it now concerns its ability and know-how to create positive 

social change. NPOs have demonstrated that they are community players who can make things 

happen independent of local government resources or assistance, but they also believe that 

collaborating with local governments is much more impactful in bringing about positive social 

change.  

The data collected for this research illustrated that NPOs can be equal partners, vis-à-vis their local 

government counterparts, because they are able to rise above the challenges that have presented 

such a scenario in the past. The issue of trust and equality in informal partnerships, while beyond 

the scope of this article, appears to be a defining element. In particular, money and resources, in 

which NPOs are developing capabilities, capacities, and the infrastructure to bring money and 

resources to the fore that were formerly the role of governments is an area worth exploration. In 

light of the anticipated 2018 federal budget (InsideGov, 2017), the dynamics of trust, alignment, and 

resources development within NPO and governmental partnerships may be more urgent an issue to 

understand. NPOs are relying on rationalized and well-conceived processes to make decisions that 

are informed with a clearly defined path on how to implement projects that eventually lead to 

positive social change. Local governments are increasingly viewing NPOs with the respect they 

deserve and relying on their advice to move projects forward, and trust is at the core of this 

development. While such scenarios are not universal, they are certainly trending in this direction.  
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