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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Since the 1980s, the USDA Forest Service budget
has experienced limited growth. Downsizing and outsourcing characterize the
agency’s response to constrained appropriations. The agency increasingly works
with partners to meet targets that otherwise could not be achieved. Partnerships
may take many structural forms (e.g., memorandums of understanding, joint
venture agreements, and contracts) and have become part of the agency’s
organizational norms. Despite this growing emphasis on partnerships,
little is known about the ways partners interact with agency personnel or
the implications of partnership reliance for agency programs and services.
Existing research on recreation partnerships has focused primarily on steps to
build successful partnerships, while research from public administration and
organizational management has focused on the determinants of partnership
synergy. The majority of this research focuses on collaborative alliances that
characterize process-as-outcome partnerships. To build on this knowledge
base and develop a conceptual framework of recreation partnerships where
products (e.g., visitor services) are the typical outcome, 21 key informant
interviews were conducted with agency personnel and partners. Participants
were purposively selected from multiple regions, a range of management
levels, and a variety of recreation work performed. In this paper, two aspects
of partnership interactions (i.e., institutional and relational interactions) are
presented to specifically incorporate both institutional and actor perspectives on
recreation partnerships, examine the similarities to past research on partnership
success (e.g., synergy), and explore the relationship between interactions and
administrative barriers. Institutional interactions refer to the reasons that the
agency seeks partnerships and the requirements to engage in partnerships. Key
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characteristics of institutional interaction include: duty, necessity, commitment,
and effort. Relational interactions are informed by the actor perspective and
describe the needs of both partners and agency personnel to maintain formal
and informal agreements. Key characteristics of relational interactions include:
interdependence, synergy, power, trust, linkages, and communication. Better
understanding of the institutional and relational interactions of partnerships
may further the agency’s capacity to provide recreation opportunities and foster
stewardship. Two important risks to partnership management were identified:
(a) the assumption that partners constitute a source of free labor and require
minimal time or energy to administer threatens institutional capacity to manage
partnerships, and (b) personnel turnover constrains maintaining partnerships and
developing positive community relations, as these relationships often depend
on the individual connections that are cultivated. This research helps resource
managers understand partnership interactions, recognize the individual champions
who invest in these relationships, and assess the institutional mechanisms that
enhance management capacity.
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In response to explicit policy actions and implicit management practices, the use of
partnerships has become a standard practice for recreation managers in the USDA Forest
Service (hereafter, “Forest Service”) to achieve their program goals. Partnerships with
private and nonprofit agencies have been a part of the agency’s legacy, stemming back to
early collaborations in the 1880s with groups like the Appalachian Mountain Club. The
proliferation of trails and outdoors organizations across the U.S. in the 1970s provided a
ready pool of volunteers and outdoor enthusiasts. In 1972, the Volunteers in the National
Forest Act legitimized the recruitment and training of volunteers in forest management.
This emphasis on partnerships was given even greater attention in the 1980s, when the
Reagan administration introduced its agenda to downsize the federal government, resulting
in a trend toward private sector outsourcing and slowed growth in agency appropriations
(English & Skellern, 2005). For the Forest Service, this operating reality has constrained
the agency’s capacity to manage recreation sites and facilities to serve visitors.

The agency initially responded to these capacity constraints with the 1988 National
Recreation Strategy, which emphasized the use of partners to achieve recreation program
goals. In an interview with The New York Times, then-Forest Service Chief F. Dale
Robertson explained that a major component of this strategy was to meet growing demands
for forest recreation through partnerships at a time of fiscal constraint (Shabecoff, 1988).
The governmental downsizing trend continued under the Clinton administration with
Gore’s “Reinventing Government” initiative. The Forest Service responded by convening
a national team to test marketing principles to enhance program management, which
deemed additional resources (e.g., financial, volunteer labor, and donated supplies) as one
of six measures of a marketing strategies success (Borrie, Christensen, Watson, Miller, &



McCollum, 2002). Other initiatives and legislation, such as the Recreation Agenda (2000)
and the Forest Service Partnership Enhancement Act (2005), further encouraged agency
officials to leverage additional resources for recreation services.

Asimultaneous movement toward citizen engagement in natural resource management
has promoted the emergence of grassroots partnerships (Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000).
Since the 1970s, civic groups, environmental organizations, and other citizen-formed
entities have challenged federal decisions and sought greater involvement in decision
making. Part of this has resulted in expanded opportunities for non-governmental agencies
to work directly with federal agencies to address mutual goals (Wondolleck & Yaffee,
2000). Thus, the continuing emphasis on partnerships in the Forest Service is a product of
both top-down policy and bottom-up grassroots initiatives.

Despite a long history of working with partners to provide recreational opportunities,
the collective understanding of partnerships for recreation is modest. Researchers have
identified that the majority of existing federal land agency partnership studies focus on
collaborative planning and watershed management (Cousens, Barnes, Stevens, Mallen,
& Bradish, 2006; Segil, Goldsmith, & Belasco, 2003) and that distinctions between
collaborations and partnerships are needed (James, 1999). Research specifically on
recreation partnerships has focused on determining variables of partnership success (e.g.,
James, 1999; Selin & Chavez, 1993) and identifying development stages (e.g., Darrow &
Vaske, 1995; Uhlik, 1995). Yet, concern has been raised about the continued presence of
single case studies and pleas continue for the determination of “preconditional variables”
of partnerships (Crompton, 1999; Mowen & Kersetter, 2006).

The purpose of this article is to present one foundational dimension of recreation
partnerships—agency—partner interactions—that emerged during a grounded theory study
of Forest Service recreation partnerships. Our primary goal is to develop a conceptual
framework of recreation partnership interactions. Specifically, we explore how Forest
Service personnel and partners conceive of partnership interactions and the implications
of these interactions on the longevity and durability of relationships. Grounding our
findings in the words of agency personnel engaged with partners, we identify important
themes that characterize these interactions. We compare our findings to indicators of
success commonly identified in the literature. Additionally, we place particular emphasis
on institutional interactions and relational interactions to capture both the institutional
and the actor perspectives, which are rarely linked in partnership research (Van Huijstee,
Francken, & Leroy, 2007).

Based on the conceptual framework that emerged from the data, we propose
that institutional interactions describe the reasons for agencies to partner and agency
requirements to engage in partnerships, while relational interactions describe the needs
of the agency and their partners to maintain informal or formal agreements. This research
will inform natural resource managers engaged in partnerships by clarifying how
partnership interactions are conceptualized within the agency and between the agency and
its partners. By exploring how the attributes of institutional and relational interactions
relate to administrative barriers of partnerships, this research will also increase potential
for improved partner relations and document the internal mechanisms required to enhance
management capacity.

Literature Review

Defining Partnerships
To date, partnership research has enhanced our understanding of the many different
partnership “types.” According to the Forest Service’s partnership guidebook, partnerships




can vary depending on the type of contract (e.g., mutual benefit agreements, federal
financial assistance, contracts, interagency agreements, memorandums of understanding,
cooperative research and development agreements, volunteer agreements, collection
agreements, and cost reimbursement agreements) and the type of involvement (e.g.,
networking, coordination, cooperation, endorsement, sponsorship, and collaboration;
National Forest Foundation, 2005). Additionally, the agency recognizes individual
volunteers and organizations that provide volunteers as partnership arrangements (Absher,
2009).

The definition of partnerships used for this project is based on federal statute
(Cooperative Funds and Deposits Act of 1975), which authorizes the Forest Service
and its partners to perform work from which they would accrue mutual non-monetary
benefit (USDA Forest Service, 2010a). Specifically, the agency defines partnerships as
“arrangements that are voluntary, mutually beneficial, and entered into for the purpose of
mutually agreed-upon objectives” (Outka-Perkins, 2009, p. 9). A mutual benefit is broadly
interpreted by the Forest Service and, thus, partnerships include agreements—formal
and informal—in which the partner or the agency may receive greater benefit from the
relationship (Outka- Perkins, 2009). Related to the purpose of partnerships, James (1999)
explains that the primary difference between partnerships and collaborations is that, at the
onset of engagement, the needs of a partnership are “identifiable and readily understood,”
whereas stakeholders in a collaborative arrangement may lack “a full understanding of the
issues that generate the alliance” (p. 38). Making this distinction is particularly important
because ample research has already been devoted to investigating collaborations in the
natural resource field, especially for collaborative planning (e.g., Brody, Highfield,
& Carrasco, 2004; Conley & Moote, 2003; McAvoy, Schatz, & Lime, 1991; Schulsler,
Decker, & Pfeffer, 2003) and watershed management (e.g., Bentrup, 2001; Imperial, 2005;
Konisky & Beierle, 2001; Rowland, 2005; Webler & Tuler, 2001).

In this study, we extend this objectives-based distinction between collaboration
and partnerships to also incorporate different outcomes. In her typology of social
partnerships, Waddock (1991) focuses on interactions and identifies the dominant
orientation—specifically, product or process—as a key characteristic of partnership types.
Collaborations are process-dominated and formulated in response to external pressures
with evolving efforts that change with agenda shifts; whereas, partnerships are product-
oriented, formulated internally to address a specific objective with intense interactions.
Waddock also identifies that some partnerships have a mixture of product and process
as outcomes, which arise from internal and external pressures to formulate proactive
objectives. Although our focus is on product-as-outcome partnerships, we recognize that
partnerships with a blend between product and process outcomes with a proactive action
mode are characterized by stated objectives and, thus, are incorporated into our partnership
definition.

Partnership Interactions

Despite the limited scope of recreation partnership literature, research on collaborations
and indicators of successful partnerships informs our approach to understanding partnership
interactions. For example, Mackintosh (1992) conceptualizes partnership interactions as
dynamic processes in which synergy, transformation, and budget enlargement provide
meaning that shapes institutions and guides relationships. Synergy (i.e., the ability of an
organization to accomplish more through conjunction with others than it could on its own)
1s identified as the proximal outcome of partnership functioning, the product of group
interaction, and the unique advantage of collaborative arrangements (Lasker, Weiss, &



Miller, 2001). Thus, successtul synergistic relationships are categorized by increased
efficiency (Brinkerhoff, 2002).

Lasker et al. (2001) postulate that synergy allows organizations to do more by
transforming and transcending what organization could accomplish by not only enlarging
budgets but also expanding resources (e.g., equipment, skills, knowledge, networks, and
endorsement) and building relationships (e.g., trust, respect, conflict). However, Lasker
et al. caution that power differentials can inhibit synergistic outcomes, indicating that
partnership characteristics (e.g., leadership, administration, governance, efficiency)
are also key determinants of synergy. Many of these determinants—in particular, trust,
leadership, and administrative support—are commonly identified as indicators of
successful collaborations (Decker & Mattfeld, 1995; Selin & Chavez, 1994; Waddock &
Bannister, 1991) and successful recreation partnerships (Andereck, 1997; Selin & Myers,
1995). Accordingly, interactions between partners and within an institution or organization
are important and dynamic processes that can influence the extent of partnership synergy
and, perhaps, the ability to improve institutional capacity.

Institutional and Relational Perspectives

To better understand partnership interactions, we elected to explore this foundational
dimension of recreation partnerships from multiple perspectives. In a review of sustainable
development partnership literature, Van Huijstee et al. (2007) classify institutional and
actor perspectives as key frames of partnership research. The institutional perspective
focuses on the role and function of partnerships in governance, particularly examining
top-down partnership approaches. Examining partnerships from this perspective includes
identifying the reasons for institutions to partner, such as relative salience of partnership
need (Andereck, 1997; Waddock, 1991), and what is required from institutions to engage
in partnerships, particularly administrative support (Selin & Chavez, 1994; Waddock &
Bannister, 1991). From the actor perspective, researchers typically explore the benefits
and drawbacks of partnering, focusing on needs for successful partnership relations.
Researchers have identified some relational interactions—in particular, trust, commitment,
interdependence, and communication—as key variables of success (Andereck, 1997;
Decker & Mattfeld, 1995; Lee & Cavusgil, 2006; Mohr & Spekman, 1994; Selin & Chavez,
1994; Waddock & Bannister, 1991). Research that integrates the institutional and actor
perspectives, according to Van Huijstee et al., is needed, and we suggest that exploring
both of these perspectives in terms of partnership interactions—in particular, partnerships
with products-as-outcomes—addresses current research needs. Our focus is to identify the
key characteristics of institutional and relational interactions of Forest Service recreation
partnerships.

Partnership Context: Forest Service Recreation Partnerships

Recreation managers in national forests strive to accomplishmore with fewer resources.
From 2003 to 2010, the budget line for recreation, wilderness, and heritage increased
at a modest rate (1.7% annually) and was 18.6% ($280 billion) of total appropriations
for the National Forest Systems in 2010. Concurrently, the agency cut more than 1,000
recreation jobs between 2002 and 2010 (USDA Forest Service 2010b, 2004). Meanwhile,
visitation to national forests has been steady, with 178 million national forests visits in
2007 (USDA Forest Service, 2010c¢); yet, recreation facilities are not meeting demand
(Collins & Brown, 2007). To address the backlog of deferred maintenance projects, a 2005
agency mandate required all national forests to review their existing recreation facilities
and make decisions about which sites to decommission (USDA Forest Service, 2009). In
some cases, partnerships have formed in response and volunteers are now managing sites




planned for decommission. Partnerships are a normal, accepted part of the agency’s way of
doing business, but still many barriers to these partnerships exist.

Two studies examining recreation partnerships in the Forest Service highlight the
need for institutional support. In 1993, Selin and Chavez documented increased priority
of recreation partnerships within Forest Service units (as a response to the National
Recreation Strategy), but also highlighted the lack of resources, incentives, and structure
for creating and maintaining partnerships. More recently, Absher (2009) reported that
in 2007, the Forest Service centralized reporting system documented over 2.6 million
volunteer hours, an effort that would be valued at over $55 million for services provided
by the private sector. Agency personnel from five of the nine regions identified oversight,
training, resources, and administrative paperwork as the greatest barriers to partnership
volunteers (Absher, 2009). By exploring how Forest Service personnel directly involved in
recreation partners, as well as a range of partners, conceptualize institutional and relational
interactions, we may better understand the impact of administrative barriers on agency
partnerships. This paper reports findings from the project’s initial phase in which key
informant interviews were conducted to explore the foundational dimensions of recreation
partnerships.

Method

Grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) is the underlying research approach in this
study. This approach enables researchers to explore a phenomenon without predefining
constructs and hypotheses; rather, researchers actively co-construct knowledge through
abduction and by grounding conceptualizations in the voice of participants. We selected
this method to develop theoretically strong concepts of partnership interactions to explore
diverse perspectives of Forest Service recreation partnerships.

Participants were selected using theoretical sampling, a technique that focuses on
theoretical exploration (Dey, 2007). The sample included agency participants working
with partners in varying capacities and at multiple administrative levels, regions, and
positions, as well as partners who provided a variety of services to the agency. We selected
national forest units based on a combination of purposive and convenience sampling
criteria. That is, we selected units that reflected a diversity of partnership arrangements
but located within a day’s drive of author offices and proximity to a place of travel for
other business. Our sample was meant to elicit descriptions of a variety of partnership
arrangements; our sample was not intended to be representative. Our sampling approach
enabled an exploration of “the dimensional range or varied conditions along which the
properties of [partnership] concepts vary” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 143). Ultimately, the
goal of our sampling design was to obtain enough information on recreation partnerships
for themes to emerge during a constant comparison process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Sampling concluded when theoretical saturation (i.e., the point at which categorization is
dense and thematic information becomes redundant) was reached (Charmaz, 2006; Dey,
2007).

Separate semi-structured interview guides were developed for regional partnership
coordinators, forest and district-level personnel, and partner groups. Most interviews
were conducted in-person (n=16), while some were conducted via telephone (n=5) when
travel or scheduling complications arose. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and imported into the qualitative computer analysis program NVivo 7 (QSR
International, Melbourne, Australia) to improve data management, coding organization,
coding retrieval and model development. Following the constant comparison method
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), interviews were first coded for emerging constructs that reflect
the nature of partnerships using open coding; then, axial coding was used to link categories



and develop relational statements that reflect the structure of partnerships. We used insider
peer debriefing (Spillett, 2003) to negotiate a shared understanding of the conceptual
framework and to educe awareness of the subjectivity brought forth by each researcher.

Results

In this section, we present descriptive data and provide interpretation in the
discussion and implications sections. Two major constructs related to Forest Service-
partner interactions emerged from interviews with study participants. The first category,
institutional interactions, describes the reasons to partner and agency requirements to
engage in partnership. Interview responses fell into four thematic areas in this broad
category: necessity, duty, effort, and commitment (Table 1). The second conceptual
category, relational interactions, consists of six themes that describe the needs of the agency
and their partners to maintain informal or formal agreements: interdependence, synergy,
power, trust, linkages, and communication. Characteristics of institutional and relational
interactions are discussed using voices of study participants to elaborate on each feature.

Institutional Interactions

Forest Service managers explained that the agency enters into partnerships because
they lack the necessary capacity (i.e., budgets, personnel, resources) to manage recreational
opportunities and facilities all on their own. The partnership model has become an essential
mechanism to provide public services on national forest land. Agency personnel also
indicated a preference for partnerships because they believe that serving the public through
partnerships is an important duty as Forest Service personnel. Regardless of whether or not
agency personnel develop partnerships out of necessity or duty, our informants stressed
that partnering is demanding, and that additional personnel and recognition are needed to
enhance the implementation and maintenance of partnerships. Four aspects of institutional
interactions were identified: necessity, duty, effort, and commitment.

Necessity. According to study participants, partnering has become essential to meet
the agency’s mission and goals. Forest Service personnel explained that it is more difficult
to provide recreational services and opportunities in 2010 than it was in the past because
of declines in budgets and shifts in personnel and job responsibilities, as well as shifts in
funds from recreation to other programs (e.g., fire, invasive species). Thus, partnerships
have become an essential way to complete required tasks. As one staff officer explained:

I can just see that in my graphing of my recreation budget over about the last five
years. It is a steady decline, but guess what ... the cost of business continues to
go up, our salaries go up, we get cost of living increases, fuel is up, contracting
prices are up, all the materials we buy. ... Everything is continuing to go up by a
couple percent a year, but yet our budget is going down by several percent a year
and so it is really putting a squeeze on us. I mean we are just about to the point to
where we can hardly function and so we have got to look for other ways to make
it happen. [Forest-level customer service officer]

This necessity of partnerships for the agency to complete their mission is also apparent
to partner organizations. For instance, one of the agency’s partners explained:

It used be that the Forest Service perceived these partners to be PR [public
relations]. It was all about PR and getting your picture taken in the newspaper or
getting a small write-up in the newsletter. [t didn’t really mean anything to anyone.




Table 1. Characteristics of institutional interactions, relational interactions and corresponding

attributes.
Interaction Characteristic Attributes
Institutional
Duty
» Expectation that agency will partner with individual(s)
or organization
+ Demand that agency will partner with individual(s)
or organization
+ Part of job description to promote stewardship
+ Part of job description to facilitate good public relations
+ Agency personnel feel guilt to partner with
individual(s) or organization
Necessity
+ Declining appropriations (personnel and budgets)
+ Loss of institutional capacity (technical knowledge and skills
Effort
+ Time and energy to solicit new partnerships
+ Time and energy to coordinate existing partnerships
+ Time and energy to nurture (i.e., maintain) existing partnerships
+ Time and energy to adhere to agency policies
Commitment
* Administrative support with needed resources
+ Administrative recognition of partnership work
» Agency personnel leadership to take initiative
+ Agency personnel dedication to public service
+  Without commitment, agency personnel (and partners) feel
uncertain about the relationships
Relational
Interdependence
+  Mutual effort
+ Contribution of inputs (e.g., physical and financial resources,
personnel time)
* Mutual benefit
e Shared goals
Synergy

+ Ease of relationship
+ Greater outcomes
+ Access to other networks and resources (network links)
+ Balance partner priorities and agency goals
Power sharing
e Shared decision-making
+ Shared authority and control over process and outcomes
+ Requires strong leadership

Trust
+ Hindered by too much project ownership
+ Easier with formalized organizations (demonstrated
organization commitment)
+ Concern for relational abuse (particularly in financial exchanges
and when goals change after agreements are made)
Linkages
+ Cultivating relationships
+ Developing agency champions
+ Access to skills and workforces
Communication

+ Planned and formalized (e.g., meetings, financial exchanges,
task orders)

+ Unplanned and informal (e.g., day-to-day interactions about
progress and needs)

+ Transparency (i.e., clear expectations and roles)




Now some Forest Service managers recognize that volunteer partnerships are the
only way to get work done. [Trail association director]

Duty. Forest Service personnel also described engaging in partnerships as an agency
duty, or something that they do for public service, community outreach, or a way to
demonstrate responsiveness to stakeholders. These participants explained that some groups
or individuals convey strong expectations to partner with the Forest Service to accomplish
their goals. One staff member explained that the forest has “a very, very knowledgeable
and engaged public, who really wouldn’t stand for us to not work with them; that is, we
have some very, very strong nongovernmental organizations that are very active in this
area” [Forest-level partnership coordinator]. Engaging in partnerships is also viewed as an
agency duty because it promotes stewardship and facilitates good public relations.

There have been times that we have had a volunteer project and we go out on
Monday and do it again you know because they just were not that good at it and
it is too hard to get them trained to do it but we feel there is some merit to it
just for the stewardships thing, the public relations of it. [Forest-level recreation
manager|

Our agency participants also reported that they find it hard to turn away willing
partners when they do not have the time to commit to establishing and maintaining another
partnership. In some cases, agency staff members encounter representatives from very
knowledgeable and engaged nongovernmental organizations who seek to work with the
agency. At times, these publics “really want more time and have more enthusiasm and
are more interested in things than we [can] plan time to respond to their needs” [Forest-
level partnership coordinator]. In response to the high demand for partnerships with the
Forest Service, some management units have emphasized a preference for working with
“umbrella” organizations, or groups that oversee a broad network of partners.

Effort. Research participants in our study described the tremendous effort required to
engage in partnerships, and noted that this can be overwhelming to agency personnel. In
addition to performing duties in their job description, our agency participants reported that
additional effort is required to cultivate new partners and nurture existing ones. Finding
the time to solicit new partnerships was noted to be particularly challenging. As these two
participants clarified:

Forest Service people don’t have the time and energy to put into developing a
partner to a point where the partner can be productive. [Regional partnership
coordinator]

We would like to be actively soliciting partners, but for the most part we are
not because we are too busy cleaning toilets and mowing grass. [Forest-level
recreation manager]

Additionally, our participants reported that abiding by agency policies requires
substantial time and energy. Navigating the “red tape” involved with completing
administrative paperwork and required trainings, as well as ensuring compliance with
agency work standards, was reported to be particularly time consuming. Agency efforts to
centralize and streamline budgetary processes to the agency’s Albuquerque Service Center
have amplified the administrative burden for some participants.
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[The decision] has added additional time to all those processes and it has
instituted some new processes. We are dealing with different people, whereas
before we dealt with specific people right here on the forest that we knew... we
would come down here and actually talk to them face to face. We could resolve
stuff easier than we can with Albuquerque. [Forest-level recreation manager]

Centralization was also reported to create a greater administrative burden on partners,
who may be required to prepare additional documentation for work that in the past was
handled with a hand-shake or hand-written invoice. One Forest Service budget specialist
described how a long-standing partner who had always submitted invoices on the back of
scratch paper was struggling to adapt to the new paperwork requirements and eventually
terminated its relationship with the Forest Service.

Commitment. Although the agency’s upper administration acknowledges the need
to partner, our research participants noted that commitment to adequate human resources
and recognition of partner programs continues to be limited. Dedicated personnel often
act outside of their job description to develop partnerships because of their commitment
to public service, the agency, and building community relations. A member of one partner
group explained:

[We] have long been the beneficiaries of individuals in the Forest Service going
above and beyond what was required of them. Many of these employees are
volunteers — doing things and getting involved outside their work time. We
depend on those people to build programs. [Trail association representative]

However, commitment from partners was also noted as a requirement.

...there will be a lot of times you’ll invest in somebody who calls and says they
are interested. You have a lot of phone conversations making sure they know
what the job 1s, getting all their information, and mailing them an application and
many times they’ll even mail it back. So you’ll go to the ranger and you get it
signed off and you think you have a firm commitment. Then, you might even turn
away people. But, many time people will call and say, ‘Oh, well I can no longer
come.’ Once in a while you just wait, wait, and wait and they just don’t show up.
They don’t call or anything. [District-level recreation technician]

Partner organizations also reported concern about the lack of agency commitment to
completing projects and working on behalf of partners:

We need leadership in the agency. What’s happening is that it’s like a vacuum in
the Forest Service. It’s all hollowed out. We are at a stalemate. We are waiting to
see where the agency will go. But, I don’t think we want a bottom-up approach
here, with organizations like ours leading from the bottom up. It would be total
anarchy. We need to meet in the middle. We need some commitment, some
match, a certain level of commitment. We need to know that the lights are on
over there. [Trail association representative]

A third element of commitment emerged from our data: partner organizations
recognize that constrained appropriations also signify a loss of internal capacity within the
Forest Service, particularly the loss of technical knowledge and skills. Partners expressed
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concern about the lack of commitment to recreation management by the agency and the
consequent loss in the agency’s ability to be a good partner and the increased reliance on
outsourcing. For example, one informant expressed this concern by explaining:

I worry about the long-term health of the agency and their commitment to
recreation. We need a match — we can’t do it all ourselves. There is a new
mentality in the Forest Service that they “don’t need a trail crew, that we can
just get volunteers to do it.” They don’t appreciate the baseline knowledge that
is needed by Forest Service staff to make this happen. They don’t have money
for trail crews — all the trail crews are grant-funded now, from foundations like
National Recreation Trails or transportation funds. [Trail association director]

Relational Interactions

In addition to identifying the reasons why personnel enter into partnerships and the
institutional needs of partnering, an analysis of informant responses also revealed factors
that describe the needs of the agency and their partners to maintain informal and formal
agreements. In this section, we describe what we are calling the relational interactions
that emerged from conversations with agency representatives and partners. Six aspects of
relational interactions were revealed in the informant conceptualizations: interdependence,
communication, power-sharing, linkages, trust, and synergy.

Interdependence. Forest Service personnel characterized partnerships as
interdependent relationships where all partners contribute human effort and provide inputs
(e.g., physical and financial resources). Agency and partner contributions, though they
need not be equal, were described as being both necessary for the relationship to have
mutual benefits. One participant expressed that agency contributions can pose a unique
challenge.

[The] struggle is going to keep up with them and matching...complimenting our

partners’ efforts. In other words, being a good partner to our partners, basically.
Otherwise, things will break down and other partnerships will become weaker
and we’ll all loose that way. [District-level recreation manager|

This idea of mutual benefit was explained by participants as both parties having
a common interest to accomplish a specific task, as well as shared goals. However,
participants also noted that it is important to realize that not all goals are shared.

Experience taught me that one thing the Forest Service is sometimes guilty of is thinking
that partners are here to help us get our jobs done and actually partners are here so we can
help them get their jobs done... I think as long as we realize that and find some areas of
mutual interest we can be very successful as we were with them. [Forest-level recreation
manager|

Awareness of partners’ needs, as well as contributing effort and inputs to meet shared
goals was described as enhancing the mutual benefit that is characteristic of interdependent
relationships.

Communication. Research participants also talked about the need for communication.
Agency representatives noted the need for transparency, which involves setting clear
expectations and negotiating roles with partners. Hence, open, two-way communication
between the agency and its partners, as well as multilevel communication within the
partnering agencies, was considered essential.




12

Oh sure, there are always challenges, communication probably being the biggest
one, but again, that is really up to us to make sure those ties and connections are
very closely knit. So probably the biggest [communication] challenge within any
organization is making sure everybody is communicating clearly and frequently.
[Forest-level staff officer]

Informants noted the need for communication that is both planned (e.g., meetings,
financial exchanges, task orders) and unplanned (e.g., day-to-day interactions about
progress and needs) between agency personnel and partners.

Power-sharing. Power relations between the agency and partners were mentioned as
an important area of attention. The loss of power or agency control over the process and
outcome in a given project was noted as particularly challenging for agency personnel.

Sometimes working with partners you don’t have as much control over the
process or outcome than if you were doing the project yourself. Depending on
one’s personality, this can be hard for some people. Sharing power and sharing
control in decision-making is not easy for everyone. [Forest-level recreation
manager]

Strong leadership was mentioned as important for staff faced with power struggles:
Well, the only challenge we faced in that work project is that there were too many
chiefs. In hindsight, when we talked to the staff that organized the workday, they
could have done something that would have minimized that whole problem. They
did not anticipate it. They did not think about it ahead of time, so we learned a
little bit more about volunteer management. [Forest-level public relations staff
officer]

However, sharing power was explained as a juggling act, even in cases where
strong leadership exists. For example, one staff member explained, “in general, part of
partnerships is turning over some of the authority and control and then if things go bad
it can be difficult to rein it in or sort of get it back where you want it to be” [Forest-level
public services officer |. Thus, balance was expressed as a necessity to share authority and
control. Still, agency personnel explained that they needed to maintain the ability to rework
partnership terms when expectations are not met.

Linkages. Research participants noted that communication and trust is enhanced
by the interpersonal connections, or linkages, that may develop between key individuals
engaged in partnerships.

We would not have longstanding partnerships with some of the groups we
have if there was not an individual in [the partnership organization] that really
communicated and that someone here was really communicative because you
click on a personal level. It is not an administrative thing. You do not just send
letters back and forth and say let’s be partners. It is an interpersonal thing.
[District-level public affairs officer]

Some respondents explained that viewing partners as equals or work companions
enhances the cultivation of interpersonal connections. In some cases, this relationship-
building function is seen as more important than actually accomplishing tasks. For
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example, partnering was described as being “about building relationships, but there are
some people who think it’s about getting work done. I think that the work is an important
component, but I think there are people who start with the work and some who start with
the relationship” [Forest-level partnership coordinator]. Another agency member noted
that a partner is “not necessarily a coworker, but ... to me, because I've always worked
with volunteers, a partner means a volunteer work companion” [District-level recreation
staff].

In some situations, participants explained that strong linkages can also create external
champions (i.e., individual partners) who rally additional support for the agency. During
our interview with the founder of a trail association, a Forest Service recreation technician
happened to see the partner in the district office. A candid recounting of their relationship
highlighted how an unlikely trail volunteer and a recreation technician developed a
connection that lead to the formation of a trail association. Toward the end of the story,
the technician explained, “...and he’s been with me for ten years now. If it wasn’t for him,
there would be no trail.” The founder replied, ““...and if it wasn’t for this guy, [ wouldn’t
have started the association because his support has been phenomenal” [Trail association
representative].

Being overly dependent on specific individuals within a relationship, whether that
individual be agency personnel or a member of a partnership organization, was viewed as a
potential threat to a partnership’s longevity. The loss of a champion was explained as often
equating to the loss of the partnership. One partner shared that the organization is “really
afraid of losing somebody integral to our relationship with the Forest Service. If they retire
or move on, we don’t know whether we will be able to continue working in this way” [Trail
association representative].

Trust. Participants described how trust can build over the course of a partnership and
how it is an important feature of a partner relationship. For example, we heard that one
party taking too much ownership of a project may sometimes hinder trust. As one agency
representative shared,

Sometimes, if you get too cozy with a volunteer, they think they are running the
place and they start doing stuff without asking you. I just had to deal with that
yesterday actually. They start going out and doing work and then all of a sudden
it is like “Who did this?’ ... Basically they take too much ownership. [Forest-
level recreation manager]

Informants described examples where partners took too much project ownership and
conducted unauthorized duties without proper approval. This issue appears to be amplified
in situations where relations become too comfortable or familiar. Agency partners
recognized that trust is something that is earned. One partner described:

We had to convince them [the FS] that they didn’t have to come out and monitor

us. To them, volunteers were people who didn’t show up; you couldn’t rely on
them. ... It took a while for them to realize that we were serious, that we would
showup ... that we would do a good job. Our crew leaders had to break them in to
recognize the value of volunteers. It was about building trust and showing them
that we are an organized, skilled workforce. [Trail association representative]
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A different type of partner shared similar sentiments about the time it takes to build
trust and develop a strong relationship with the agency.

I think it just has taken that amount of time for everybody to get comfortable with
the relationship. This is a big place [there is] a lot to maintain and a lot to get your
arms around, and I think, just with time, there has been a level of trust that has
been built that we are all in this together. [Contractor]

In situations when agreements are abused, agency participants explained that
building trust takes time. Informants suggested that trust may come more easily with
formal agreements (e.g., joint venture or cost-share agreements) than informal ties (e.g.,
individual volunteer agreements), because in formal relationships, there is a demonstrated
organizational commitment over a specific duration of time. One participant stated that the
national forest preferred to work with partners in formal arrangements because:

We need to see demonstrated commitment from the partner group and a
willingness or desire to work. We need to see continuity in group leadership
and in performance over time. We prefer to work with groups that are formally
organized ... like having membership, a strategic plan, a website, or a track record
... partners who come to us with a formal proposal to take care of a particular
place or are committed to a particular activity. [Recreation program manager]

We were also informed that formal agreements may include agency-approved
trainings, such as safety or trail building skills for volunteers, which builds trust in the
work performed.

Synergy. Participants described many examples when relationships exude
interdependence and mutual trust, resulting in a synergistic relationship. For example,
leveraging can lead to synergistic partnerships created by “an awareness between the
two parties that there was more we could do together ... a common goal ... wanting to
accomplish the same thing on the ground but neither one of us having enough resources
just to make it happen” [Regional partnership coordinator]. An agency participant also
described the synergy present in the design phase of partnership projects as the “juggling
of ideas makes [the project] better” [Forest partnership coordinator]. Thus, synergistic
relationships were seen to not only lead to greater outcomes or accomplishing more tasks,
but also to better ideas and eventual outcomes. Additionally, agency participants also
described how synergistic relations brought new life to their work.

Despite the pitfalls of some interactions, participants felt that partnerships enabled
the Forest Service to access much-needed skills, workers, and resources that would allow
them to achieve their goals. “[The agency] can do more than you could do alone ... it’s
part of the everyday reality or culture of the Forest Service to work with partners” [Forest-
level partnership coordinator]. Most Forest Service interviewees felt that the institutional
necessity of the agency to partner would expand in the future.

The fact that we are not getting our work done; the fact that the need is so huge
to really manage recreation lands and manage the forest in a way the American
public can enjoy it. We are not getting the work done, and the only way we see
as being able to get it done would be to go to the volunteer partnership angle,
because we are not going to get the funding to do this. We are not going to get
the funding to get the staff to do the work. [Regional partnership coordinator]
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Discussion

These emergent themes provide insight into Forest Service partnership interactions
from both institutional and actor perspectives (see Van Huijstee et al., 2007). From an
institutional perspective, we found that the agency enters into partnerships out of necessity
from declining appropriations and loss of institutional capacity, and because of a duty to
facilitate positive public relations and foster stewardship. We also found that partnerships
require substantial effort (time and energy), which can be alleviated with administrative
commitment (resources and recognition). In situations of limited administrative support,
agency personnel with a commitment to public service and leadership skills facilitate these
relationships often by devoting personal time.

From an actor perspective, we found that these relationships function interdependently,
with at least some commonality between agency and partner goals and at least some
derived benefit for the agency and the partner. We also found that strong leadership can
balance decision making, authority, and control, which may alleviate situations of too much
project ownership and build trust. However, agency personnel may favor working with
formalized organizations and well-established partners to avoid situations of relational
abuse. Partnership durability can also be enhanced through the linkages that develop from
strong personnel connections, as well as from clear communication and transparency of
expectations and roles. We found these linkages provide the agency with access to needed
skills and workforces and can also build agency champions, whose strong connections can
create additional support for a recreation program or for a particular district, the forest,
or the agency. In some instances, strong relationships that balance partner priorities and
agency goals are considered synergistic relationships that yield greater outcomes, provide
access to new partnership networks, and supply additional resources.

Our focus on products-as-outcomes partnerships illustrates key distinctions compared
to the findings from researched focused on process-focused, collaborative arrangements (see
Waddock, 1991). We found that synergy is notnecessarily the outcome of successful agency
recreation partnerships. Fostering public stewardship of agency resources can be a greater
goal than accomplishing tasks in a time of constrained appropriations and reduced capacity
to manage recreation. Therefore, synergy may not need to be the outcome of partnerships,
as Lasker et al. (2001) identify for systematic collaborative arrangements. Synergy appears
to be an outcome of communication and trust that enables good relationships, positive
outcomes, and improved network links. This understanding of synergy is different than the
one offered by Andereck (1997), who categorized synergy as an attribute of communication
and trust. Additionally, Brinkerhoff (2002) suggests that increased efficiency is necessary
for successful (i.e., synergistic) collaborative arrangements. However, our data suggest
that agency personnel sometimes form partnerships to enhance public stewardship
where the work performed may not lead to project efficiency, as is the case when agency
personnel do not have time to properly train partners and opt to fix the work performed.
Thus, some relationships may not enhance agency capacity to provide recreational services
and opportunities. Although value is added by enhancing stewardship, the benefits of these
arrangements may not serve the Forest Service directly or as equally as the partnering
organization.

Despite these main contrasts, we found ample evidence that suggests indicators of
successtul partnerships and determinants of partnership synergy also describe partnership
interactions. In terms of institutional interactions, administrative support (Andereck, 1997;
Brinkerhoff, 2002; Lasker et al., 2001; Selin & Chavez, 1994; Selin & Myers, 1995;
Waddock & Bannister, 1991), which we found to be an attribute of “commitment,” not
only strengthens partnerships with additional resources but also determines the extent to
which personnel have to invest additional time and energy into partnerships. Additionally,
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we discovered that the inflexibility of agency trainings and paperwork can jeopardize the
strength of partnerships, which have been identified as barriers to partnership success
(Andereck, 1997; Selin & Chavez, 1994). The greatest similarities between our findings and
determinants of successful partnerships emerged with relational interactions. Specifically,
trust, open communication and power sharing not only enhance outcomes (Andereck,
1997; Brinkerhoff, 2002; Lasker et al., 2001; Selin & Chavez, 1994), but are also necessary
to develop strong relationships by establishing clear expectations of personnel and partner
roles and outcomes.

Specific to the Forest Service, our study clearly illustrates the necessity of partnerships
for the agency to meet its mission, goals and tasks in the continuing era of constrained
appropriations. Partners continue to work with resource managers to meet the core mission
of the agency. As one informant explained, it’s not just a matter of working with partners
to achieve projects that would be “nice to have,” but it is about engaging in projects
that are “must have” to meet target outcomes and to provide public services. Therefore,
understanding Forest Service—partner interactions enables an assessment of the skills and
responsibilities required of the agency and its personnel—particularly, agency commitment
to partnerships—to improve partner relations and enhance management capacity.

Furthermore, our study reveals a risk to not devoting institutional resources to
partnership management. Specifically, agency personnel are constrained by the assumption
of some upper administrators that partnerships either provide free labor (e.g., volunteers),
free money, or free services. However, partnerships require considerable effort and
investment in fostering relations and ensuring follow-through. The barriers to agency
personnel—specifically, the lack of resources, incentives, and structure for maintaining
partners (Selin & Chavez, 1993) combined with the required oversight, training, and
administrative paperwork (Absher, 2009)—also hinder partnership interactions. Partners
do not manage themselves; there are hidden administrative costs to administering partner
relationships. This assumption that partners can replace agency functions with minimal
investment is erroneous and paralyzes some regions, forests, and districts where limited
resources do not allow ample opportunity for investment in partnership relations. As
employees, already stretched thin, are pulled into other collateral duties, time and resources
available to manage partners will be further constrained.

Implications

Exploring partnership interactions sheds more light on the value of partners. Aside
from better understanding the value of the work performed through partnerships, such
as accomplishing mission-critical tasks, our findings illustrate the value of establishing
relations and building trust with community members and institutions. Relationships
between partner and agency can result in synergy and trust-building that can provide mutual
benefits for both agency and partner, not just in terms of work accomplished, but also in
the process of engagement and meeting public needs. As also found in studies of agency-
community trust (Davenport, Leahy, Anderson & Jakes, 2007; Leahy & Anderson, 2008),
positive relationships build support for the agency mission, directives and actions, as well
as capacity for future collaborative efforts. For recreation partnerships, momentum and
support particularly occur when partner and agency champions arise. Yet, communication
is key to develop trust and form linkages between partners and agencies. Sometimes the
personal friendships and collegiality that develop are essential to project longevity and to
building momentum for new projects, but partnership durability also depends on agency
commitment to partners.
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Questions remain about whether agencies have an ethical obligation to maintaining
these arrangements, which are sometimes critical to the partner’s long-term survival.
Supporting a “culture of service,” where personnel feel serving the public through
partnerships is a duty, necessitates establishing a formalized reward systems within
the agency. These important administrative measures could foster new relationships,
bolster current ones, and prevent lost or depleted linkages. In the meantime, developing
opportunities to enhance communication between partners and the agency appears to
promote shared understanding and trust.

The agency’s recognition of the true costs and needs of partnerships, which extend
beyond the necessary human and financial resources, will help to support long-term viability
of partnerships as a means for the agency to conduct mission-critical work. As specific
Forest Service units become increasingly reliant on partners for technical expertise, the
agency may experience an associated decline in institutional knowledge and skill for tasks
once part of normal agency practice. The implications of the agency’s continued reliance on
partners and the long-term implications of the loss of institutional knowledge are important.
Will the agency change from a cadre of trained experts to an agency of facilitators and
process managers? If so, how will these changes affect partnership interactions? In the
meantime, we plan to refine our understanding recreation partnerships as an institutional
mechanism to meet the agency’s mission and accomplish tasks.

This emerging framework provides a different “lens” for the Forest Service to evaluate
the agency’s capacity to institutionally promote and support recreation partnerships,
thereby strengthening agency—partner interactions. As we refine and test this conceptual
framework, we will be particularly attentive to the areas where overlap was not found
between the factors emerging from our study and those identified from the multiple studies
on partnership success. Simultaneously, we plan to be mindful of the potential for temporal
variations, such as the increased rigidity of partnership accountability associated with the
recent centralization of budgetary processes and the potential for decreased institutional
knowledge and skills for recreation tasks. This awareness will facilitate informed
refinement of attributes that describe recreation partnerships, particularly institutional and
relational interactions.
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