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You will read stories of neighborhood groups that use democratic principles to tackle tough problems. These neighborhoods are learning about the hard work of collaboration and partnership. 

Collaboration sounds like a no-brainer. Of course it often makes sense to partner, collaborate, and share resources. But the truth is, collaboration, like democracy, is often messy and often difficult. Given this reality, why bother? 

There is good reason. When people talk and work together to find solutions and implement them, the result is a healthier community with healthier children, better school performance, and safer neighborhoods. 

In many communities, people are figuring out how to work together, not just across agencies and organizations, but with the grass roots. It is not easy. There are pitfalls, but people are finding new ways to avoid them. Here are a few of the lessons they're learning. 

Common pitfall: Thinking we already know what’s wrong and that we have all the answers.
Lesson: Community leaders in Syracuse, N.Y, wanted to do something about racism, and felt they already knew what to do. As they talked, they discovered they all had different ideas and experiences. They decided to define the problem broadly, so that all kinds of people and organizations could see their place in addressing it.
Common pitfall: Defining "stakeholder" too narrowly.

Lesson: When we think "partnership," we should think about all those who are affected by the issue, especially if they haven't been involved in addressing it. We should think energy, experience, ideas, connections to the grass roots, then money.
In response to teen suicides, and conflicts at the regional high school in Camden, Maine, young people, schools, and community organizations teamed up. Teens and adults co-facilitated dialogues. With teen participation and 
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leadership, the results included a teen coffeehouse, students on board of education committees, and an Arts in the Parks program.
Common pitfall: Making assumptions about our partners and failing to listen.

Lesson: In neighborhoods and communities of all sizes, prior patterns of community problem solving lead to false assumptions and poor communication. The best partnerships establish clear patterns of communication, a time and process for dialogue about the issue being addressed and about their working relationship. This helps build the trust you need when times get hard. 

Common pitfall: Not reaching out to ordinary people.
Lesson: Include all kinds of people. Reach out through personal networks. Build relationships, work with people's schedules and needs, and listen to what people say will be meaningful to them. In neighborhood circles in Yonkers, N.Y, site-based community representatives recruited participants, identified meeting sites, and 


planned for food and child care. They accommodated language differences. Results were strong, diverse participation, and new community leaders. 

Common pitfall: Not setting clear; specific goals. 
Lesson: The most effective efforts figure out how they will support action ideas for community change. This support often comes from partnerships formed through dialogue between residents and institutional leaders.
In Indianapolis, study circle participants created a Youth Investment Center, a place for young people to study, play, and talk about neighborhood issues. 

Common pitfall: Thinking success is self-evident.

Lesson: Get the word out that partnerships are working. The message, according to a study circle facilitator in Yonkers, is simple: "It's amazing what you can do together that you never could have accomplished alone.







IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. The Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service seeks to make economic and social impact through its research-based educational programs. One way to accomplish this is through county Extension programs partnering with other county/community organizations and agencies to implement local leadership development programs, thus building a leadership legacy in a county. The pitfalls and lessons learned described in this article will help county Extension educators as they partner with other organizations to improve their communities.
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