	
	
	



Collaborative Stewardship Sustainer Kit
Exercise: Assessing & Modifying a Collaborative’s Structure & Governance
Note: This exercise is often best done in tandem with the Assessing & Modifying a Collaborative’s Composition exercise and the Assessing & Modifying a Collaborative’s Purpose exercise found under the collaborative design and composition component sections in the Collaborative Stewardship Sustainer Kit.
Purpose: This set of discussion prompts has been created to help spur and support conversations to assess if and how a collaborative’s structure and governance is still providing the basis for its collective action, efficient communication, and effective coordination, including anticipated future needs and priorities. The results can be used as a basis to decide whether to modify these, and if so, how.
Suggested Participants: Collaborative leaders with other representatives or committee members as appropriate.
Suggested Group Size: 5–15
Prework: It is strongly suggested that members spend time thinking about these prompts ahead of time. A summary of the collaborative’s current, and anticipated changes to the purpose, functions, composition, governance structures, and priority activities can be used as supporting materials during the discussion.
Time: 2–4 hours (and will likely require multiple discussions)
Process: Review the prompts below and select which are most pertinent for your collaborative’s circumstances and interests, modifying them as desired. Progress through the activities below, noting responses on a flip chart or through another method as preferred. Use this as the basis for documenting and sharing discussion highlights and determining next steps. 
Facilitation: This activity is designed to be a guided group activity. It should be facilitated by a partner, hired facilitator, collaborative coordinator, or someone else with basic facilitation skills.
Materials: Whiteboard, flip charts, easels, pens, sticky notes
Activity 1: Breakouts - Exploring key issues, information needs, and potential shifts in governance or structure (4–6 people per small group) (2–2.5 hours) 
· Break larger group into small groups at separate tables. Designate a table facilitator and notetaker. 
· Briefly review the types of pre-meeting background materials provided together. (10 mins)
· Begin with a roundtable discussion about the drivers for considering modifying the collaborative’s structure and/or governance processes (e.g., changed context, new pressing issues, limited representation, inefficiencies or ineffectiveness, etc.) Record on flipcharts. (10 mins)
· Review the prompts as a group and select which are most pertinent to helping guide a discussion about whether to (and how to) modify the collaborative’s structure and/or governance processes and why. (15 mins)
· Use the prompts to guide the small group discussions and record high-level responses, issues, concerns, additional questions, information needs, etc. (60–75 minutes) 
· Review the small groups’ flipcharts and note key points to discuss with the larger group, including existing (or newly developed) prompts that should be discussed together (20 minutes)
· Report Out – Each small group spends 10 minutes sharing the key points of discussion, questions for the larger group to discuss, information needs, and their initial thinking about if there is a need to change/evolve the collaborative’s structure and/or governance processes.
Discussion Prompts
Understanding How Our Context Has Changed
· How have our collaborative’s purpose, functions, or priorities evolved since the start‑up and early building stages?
· What new demands or expectations are emerging that our current governance structure may not fully support?
· Which aspects of our early, flexible structure are still serving us well? Which are not?
· Where do we see increased complexity that requires more clarity, formality, or coordination?
Assessing Whether Our Governance Framework Still Fits
· Does our current governance model match the level of maturity and scale we’ve reached?
· Which governance aspects (e.g., decision‑making, accountability, transparency, communication) feel strong, and which feel strained?
· Are there areas where more formalized processes or agreements would improve consistency or trust?
· Should we consider transitioning toward a more formal organizational structure (e.g., NGO, joint powers authority) to support our work?
Evaluating Leadership Distribution and Support
· How well is leadership currently distributed across partners?
· Are leadership responsibilities clear, manageable, and aligned with partners’ capacities?
· What governance functions would benefit from dedicated staff support (e.g., coordination, data, communications, project management)?
· How effectively are we preserving institutional memory as partners or staff transition?
Clarifying and Updating Roles and Responsibilities
· Are current roles (e.g., leadership committee, workgroups, staff roles, partner roles) clearly defined and understood?
· Which roles have become more strategic or specialized as we’ve matured?
· Where do responsibilities need to be documented or updated to reflect how we actually operate today?
· Are there gaps in roles that are limiting our effectiveness or slowing down decision making?
Examining the Function and Structure of Committees and Workgroups
· Do our existing committees and workgroups still align with our current goals and priorities?
· Which groups are functioning well, and which may no longer be necessary?
· Are there emerging needs that suggest the creation of new workgroups or task forces?
· How well are workgroups connected to the leadership committee and to each other?
Considering the Need for More Robust Systems and Infrastructure
· What systems (e.g., data, communication, financial management, project tracking) are needed to support greater accountability and transparency?
· Where do we need stronger infrastructure to manage growth, complexity, or external expectations?
· Are our current tools and processes sufficient for the scale of work we’re undertaking?
· What investments in infrastructure would most strengthen our collaborative’s functioning?
Exploring Turnover, Continuity, and Succession Planning
· How prepared are we for leadership or staffing transitions within partner organizations?
· What procedures or documentation do we need to ensure continuity during turnover?
· Where is institutional knowledge currently held, and how can we better preserve it?
· What succession planning practices would help us avoid disruptions and maintain momentum?
 Reflecting on Decision‑Making Processes
· Are our decision‑making processes clear, timely, and trusted by partners?
· Do partners understand how decisions are made and who has authority over what?
· Where might we need more clarity, transparency, or shared ownership?
· Are there decisions that should shift from the leadership level to other levels—or vice versa?
Identifying Opportunities for Governance Evolution
· What governance adjustments would better position us for the next phase of our work?
· Which changes would strengthen our ability to operate at a systems level rather than a project level?
· What risks or challenges might arise if we don’t evolve our governance structure?
· How can we ensure that any changes we make are intentional, inclusive, and aligned with our long‑term purpose?
Determining Readiness and Next Steps
· How ready are partners to engage in a governance review or redesign process?
· What information, facilitation, or support would help us make informed decisions?
· What timeline feels appropriate for exploring and implementing governance changes?
· What small steps could we take now to strengthen our structure while planning for larger shifts?
Activity 2: (All) (1.5 hours): Group Discussion - Aligning on what modifications are needed
· The facilitator and individual table notetakers organize Activity 1 content (questions for the larger group, lists of issues to consider, key considerations, additional information needs, other partners/organizations who need to be involved, etc.) for discussion.
· The facilitator and group review the materials and determine the best starting point for the discussion, and where there is alignment among participants related to deciding if, and how to modify the collaborative’s structure and/or governance processes, and where there are areas of difference. (10–15 minutes)
· The facilitator guides the group’s discussion and records high level responses, issues, concerns, additional questions, information needs, etc. (60-75 minutes)

Wrap Up: Based upon the responses, is there a need for facilitated discussion with the group to determine if to amend the structure and governance and why? If so, how, when and what else needs to be in place and communicated. If a decision is pre-mature or cannot be made, determine what else is needed (more conversation, additional information/participants, etc.), and the timeframe to pursue those.

Please cite in direct use or derivatives as: Farrell, S. & O’Herron, M. (2026). Collaborative stewardship toolkit. Parks California. https://calandscapestewardshipnetwork.org/collaborative-toolkit-2026. 

The latest online toolkit is at: https://calandscapestewardshipnetwork.org/collaborative-toolkit.  
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