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Abstract 
 

While there has been research on the topic of collaboration among nonprofit organizations, little or no studies 
have been conducted on the challenges Community Action Agency (CAA) leaders encounter when joining forces 
with other non-profit organizations. This qualitative phenomenological study examines, describes and unearths 
such challenges. The sample was drawn from one multi-service agency spanning seven counties on the east coast 
of the United States. An interview consisting of semi-structured interview questions was used to guide the 
researcher during the interview process.  Eight leaders from the organization participated in this study. As the 
results of individual interviews and data analysis, the findings were clear.  Three major themes emerged that lead 
to rich descriptions of the challenges organizational leaders faced when collaborating with nonprofit 
organizations that provide similar services. The implications were clear that leaders did not fully collaborate due 
to the lack of trust or where they willing to share trade secrets, resources or territory. Future studies on anti-
poverty agencies were recommended. 
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1. Introduction 
 

“Collaboration is essential to the joint production of human services organizations, yet what is meant by 
collaboration is seldom specified” (Mayhew, 2012, p.113). While collaboration is defined in many ways, for the 
purpose of this article, it is not only when two or more organizations work together; it signifies an agreement 
between organizations to align support activities such as human resources, planning, and financial management 
(Mayhew, 2012; Shortell, Gillies, Anderson, Erickson, & Mitchell, 2000) as well as other opportunities that 
benefit organizations. The underlying push towards collaboration is the belief that by working together human 
services agencies can integrate their services and resources resulting in a more effective and efficient way of 
delivering services addressing the needs of customers in a more comprehensive manner (Konrand, 1996; Bunger 
2012)). Yet, there are perceived risks involved in collaboration between nonprofit organizations. Leaders of 
nonprofit Community Action Agencies (CAAs) face the risks that collaboration and competition can undermine 
coordination because the success of one organization in obtaining funding, employees and customers may come at 
the expense of a partner, leading to failure and dissolution (Bunger, 2012; Baker, Faulkner, & Fisher, 1998) 
 

Despite the risks, evidence demonstrates that competition between nonprofit organizations do collaborate 
(Valente, Corognes, Stevens, & Cousineau, 2008) and trust may offset the risks of collaborating with the 
competition (Bunger, 2012; Uzzi, 1997). It is widely accepted that trust figures prominently in inter-
organizational collaboration (Bunger, 2012). Little is known about the challenges non-profit CAA leaders face 
and degree to which the collaborations impact non-profit organizations. This qualitative study was designed to 
describe the challenges non-profit community action agency leaders face in collaborating with other non-profit 
human services organizations.  
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2. Collaboration 
 

Collaboration can be defined as two or organizations or entities working together to achieve an expected outcome. 
However according to (Byrne & Hansberry, 2007). “such overuse of the term can serve to dilute the power of true 
collaboration, which has been defined as mutually beneficial and well defined relationship entered into by two or 
more organizations to achieve common goals” (p. 75).  The relationship includes a commitment to the definition 
of mutual relationships and respect; shared development of goals and structure; shared responsibilities, mutual 
authority and responsibility, sharing resources and rewards (Mattessich & Monsey 1993).                                                                                                                             
 

Collaboration is the backbone of a multi-layer service delivery system, with inter-organizational relationships 
occurring at different levels among a variety of organizations (Mayhew, 2012). The focus of collaboration is 
evident in the fact that governmental funding streams often required of ongoing human service collaboration 
human service collaboration in order for communities to secure funding (Sandfort, 1999). The idea of 
collaboration is embraced in the field of human services since policy makers and practitioners realize that on 
single organization is in the position to successfully address the multifaceted problems that face society (Mayhew, 
2012). Yet, organizational leaders are challenged with the concept of collaborating with similar service delivery 
organizations.  
 

Matthews (2014) quoted President Lyndon B. Johnson – “We strengthen the ability of free nations everywhere to 
develop independence and raise their standard of living, and thereby frustrate those who prey on poverty. To do 
this the rich must do our part. President Johnson declared unconditional war on poverty”.  The term unconditional 
war on poverty refers to a set of initiatives by the Johnson administration, passed by congress and implemented by 
his Cabinet agencies (Matthews, 2014). President Johnson said in his 1964 State of the Union Address that our 
purpose is not relieve the symptoms of poverty, but to cure it and to prevent it.  No single piece of legislation is 
going to suffice (American Rhetoric, Online Speech Bank - Lyndon Baines Johnson – First State of the Union 
Address). www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/b/1964stateoftheunion.http.) 
 

The economic opportunity act of 1964 (EOA) was the centerpiece of President Johnson’s War on Poverty, which 
in turn was a major thrust of the “Great Society” legislative agenda of the Johnson  administration,  The EOA was 
passed in August 1964. It provided for job training, adult education, and loans to small businesses to attack the 
roots of unemployment and poverty.  In addition the EOA established over a thousand of Community Action 
Agencies (CAA’s) at the local level to implement Great Society programs. CAAs varied, some were nonprofit 
groups, some being city agencies, while others where community controlled groups. The Green Amendment of 
1967 stipulated that the local elected officials had the authority to designate the official CAA for their areas – 
Economic Opportunity Act (1964) (Source: G. David Garson– wps, prehall.com/wps/media/objects/751/769950/ 
Documents-Library/eoa1964.htm) 
 

The Economic Opportunity Act provided funding for Community Action Agencies which are local private non-
profit and public government organizations that have directly served the needs of the low-income. Act of August 
20, 1964 (Economic Opportunity Act of 1964), Public Law 88-452, 78 SAT 508, mobilized the human and 
financial resources of the Nation to combat poverty in the United States (research.archives.gov/id/299896). 
United States Public Law 88-452, Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. Sec. 202. Title II Urban and rural 
community action programs. Part A-General Community Action Programs  
(uscode.house.gov/statutes/pl/85/425.pdf).  
 

3. Collaboration Challenges Facing Non-profit Community Action Agency Leaders 
 

Why should nonprofit organizations collaborate? Byrne and Hansberry (2007) asserted that funding sources want 
to ensure efficient and effective programs and organizations. Thus, collaborating and coordinating service 
delivery, organizations reinforce their resources to help move individuals and families toward independence. 
Reisch & Sommerfeld (2003) stated “the three common reasons for collaboration were joint advocacy, training 
and technical assistance, and resource sharing” (p 311). In addition, the combining of limited resources strengthen 
nonprofits ability to deliver services and reduce the duplication of benefit pay outs (Reisch & Sommerfeld, 2003).  
The National Network for Collaboration (1995) argued that collaboration, in contrast to coordination and 
cooperation, requires a commitment to mutual relationships; jointly developed structure and shared 
responsibilities; joint authority and accountability for success; and shared rewards. 
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As a result of engaging in collaborative efforts, nonprofit organizations faced greater internal and external 
challenges in serving the public (Center for Substance Abuse Prevention 1999).  The Center for Substance Abuse 
Prevention (1999) also asserts that nonprofit groups identified the following challenges that must be addressed in 
order to effectively manage the organizations: 
 

1. Lack of shared information and communications among systems. 
2. Limited evaluation/effectiveness data regarding currently existing programs 
3. Fragmented delivery systems and duplication of efforts. 
4. Lack of information of programs and services currently available in the community.   

 

Competition between agencies is always an issue (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000). It occurs when two or more 
organizations that operate within the same territory depend on the same resources to provide goods and services 
for the same client base (Hunt, 2007).  With a limited number of available resources an organization that is 
effective, efficient and successful in obtaining resources, reduces the likelihood of similar agencies for obtaining 
the same assets. Therefore, competition emerges when an organization’s success in winning new funds, hiring 
qualified staff, or cornering a new market niche of clients comes at the expense of another agency (Bengtsson & 
Kock, 2000).  
 

According to Bunger (2012): 
 

Nonprofit human service organizations operating within the same regional network are often faced with dual 
pressure to compete as well as coordinate administrative operations (by sharing funding, staff, or space) to 
enhance efficiency. Emerging quantitative research evidence has demonstrated that competing organizations 
coordinate, despite the risks. Trust or perceived trustworthiness between two organizations may mitigate the 
negative influence of competition on coordination (p.1155).  
 
In an era of greater dependency on government funded programs, policies that require increased collaboration 
amongst human services agencies have become more complex to establish and even harder to implement. While 
proponents of resource mobilization echo the need for inter-organizational cooperation, there are some who 
recognize competitive tendencies between nonprofit organizations such as turf, legitimacy, problematic (Zald & 
McCarthy, 1987).  
 

As funding for nonprofits is increasingly targeted toward the costs of service delivery, rather than agency 
operations (Smith, 2010), nonprofit organizations are under pressure to reduce administrative costs. “The 
contracts and grants funding relationships between government and nonprofit agencies have been instrumental in 
essential delivery of services for individuals, families and communities in need since the 1950’s. However, 
several dynamics inhibit successful collaboration today” (Norris-Tirrell, 2014 p.317).  Evidence of coordination 
among competitors has emerged in the nonprofit human services field (Valente, Coroges, & Stevens, 2008). For 
example, it has been well-documented that human service organizations that share similar funding sources, 
geographic proximity, age (Shumate, Fulk, & Monge, 2005), and service sector (Bolland & Wilson, 1994; Rivard 
& Morrissey, 2003) fears competitors.     
 

Organizational leaders are repeatedly confronted with a predicament to collaborate with agencies competing for 
the same resources (Smith, 2010). Sharing administrative resources like space, funding, or staff expertise may 
promote efficiencies that help organizations survive in resource-scarce environments, or secure a competitive 
advantage when applying for grants and contracts from funders that value coordination, and low administrative 
costs (Bunger, 2012). Competition can undermine coordination and increase tension between organizations 
because one organizations’ success in obtaining needed funding, clients, or staff may come at the expense of a 
partner, leading to partnership failure or dissolution (Baker, Faulkner, & Fisher, 1998).  
 

Yet, many researchers proposed that nonprofit organizations competing with one another, like those in the for-
profit sector, coordinate with the competition (Tsasis, 2009; Bunger, 2012). However, unlike the for-profit sector, 
this simultaneous cooperative–competitive dynamic among nonprofit agencies has not been explicitly and 
empirically examined (Tsasis, 2009). 
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4. Conceptual Framework 
 

While the existing literature points to a deep examination and understanding of collaboration, cooperation, and 
competition between for-profit organizations, there is a scarcity of research on the challenges of Community 
Action agency leaders face when collaborating with other human services nonprofit organizations, for this reason 
organizations are unaware of this topic from a qualitative vantage point.  To address this gap, this study was 
designed to describe the challenges non-profit community action agency leaders face in collaborating with other 
non-profit human services organizations.  
 

5. Research Questions 
 

1. What challenges do organizational leaders of Community Action Agencies face when collaborating with 
similar service delivery organizations? 
 

2. How can the challenges be address in order to strengthen Community Action Agencies and non-profit 
agencies collaboration? 

 

6. Method 
 

This study is a qualitative phenomenological research design with the accompanying method of semi-structured 
interviews. The purpose of qualitative research is to discover, explore and describe phenomena (Norwood, 2000; 
Sayre, 2001).  Phenomenology is a specific type of qualitative research that attempts to provide information and 
develop understanding about lived experiences (Norwood, 2000).  As a type of qualitative research, a 
phenomenological study is guided by the generic question, what is the structure and essence of the experience? 
(Norwood, 2000; Robson, 2002).  According to Golanfshani (2003), all qualitative research is phenomenological 
in nature; however, because phenomenology focuses on experience and understanding, it stands alone as a method 
of qualitative research.  Cassell and Symon (2004) asserted that phenomenology is a philosophical tradition that 
has made a substantial impact on the social sciences, especially on the development of qualitative research. 
 

The phenomenological approach was used to describe the lived experiences of non-profit community action 
agency leaders regarding inter-organizational collaborations. The phenomenological approach involves analyzing 
phenomena in real life settings using a range of different types of evidence (Gopinathan, Lewin and Glenton, 
2014). For purpose of this study leaders are defined as individuals within the CAA having the title of 
Administrator, which in other environments equate to the position of a Vice President. The data does not represent 
the entire population of all nonprofits that operate in the region however it does represent all of the administrators 
in the agency. In describing the experiences of the participants, common themes emerged revealing their 
perceptions. Thus, the richness of the lived experiences adds depth to this study. 
 

6.1 Participant Selection  
 

The selection of participants for research is the first step in the data collection process. “In a phenomenological 
study may be located at a single site, although they need not be” (Creswell, 1998, p. 111). The sample for this 
study was drawn from a non-profit CAA with a 501 © 3 Internal Revenue Service (IRS) income tax designation. 
At the time of conducting this research, the CAA had a 50 year history of providing direct services to individuals 
and families through various programs and projects. The agency’s foundation was laid by President Johnson’s 
declaration of war on poverty.  
 

Participants were recruited for this study through in-person, face-to-face personal contacts followed by email 
conformations. By using the personal contact approach, a rapport with the participants as well as with potential 
key informants was established. Each of the participants were invited because they met the same eligibility 
criteria in that they were: 
 

1. In the position of an Administrator; 
2. Involved in working with the collaborative efforts of the agency; and 
3. Employed at the nonprofit agency under investigation for at least five years. 
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Program directors, coordinators and managers were excluded from the sample. They were excluded because of 
factors that would likely have prohibited them from access to “high level” documents, such as across the board 
program requirements.  
 
The sample size in a phenomenological study varies from 2 – 25, however there is no agreed upon number of 
participants required (Klenke, 2008). Thus, eight individuals consented to be the sample size in this study. In this 
saturation was reached at six participants. However, it was important for this researcher to interview the entire 
group of administrators. Therefore the total number of participants for this research was eight. 
 

6.2 Pre-Data Collection 
 

Prior to the data collection, interview protocols were established and an Interview Guide developed and evaluated 
for content validity. A panel of experts (3 individuals) should be used to evaluate the content of a questionnaire to 
ensure content validity (Sayre 2001; Wengraf 2001).  For the purpose of this study 3 experts were used to 
evaluate the interview guide and research questions for content validity.  The experts included a CEO from human 
services agency with over thirty years of experience aiding individuals and families in becoming self-sufficient; a 
professor from a southern university who possessed a keen knowledge in qualitative research and organizational 
leaders; and a clinical psychologist who has expertise in interviewing techniques and strategies. An Interview 
Guide consisting of semi-structured interview questions was developed and used to help guide the researcher 
through the interview process.   
 

Study participants were not identified by their actual names nonetheless synonyms or codes were used to conceal 
their identities. Anonymity is critical when conducting phenomenological studies and must be taken seriously 
throughout the process. Informed consent forms were provided for each participant, giving the researcher written 
consent to interview the participants. Participants were informed that they had the right to stop the interview at 
any time they needed. The interviews were conducted in a private and natural setting to add comfort to and 
anonymity for the informants.   
 

Each participant was asked if they would be willing to be interviewed for this research study.  They were 
informed that the interviews could go beyond an hour and would be recorder for the interviewee to reflect on the 
responses and descriptions of the phenomenon. Secondary data such as inter and intra-agency reports and 
program requirements were examined to give the researcher an understanding of the depth of collaborations.  
 

7. Data Collection 
 

The most appropriate data collection strategy for a phenomenological research is the interview (Padilia-Diaz, 
2015).  For this study the researcher was the main instrument for data collection. Data were collected through 
one-on-one; face-to-face; semi-structured interviews designed to describe the experiences of non-profit CAA 
leaders who were involved in inter-agency collaborations. The open-ended questions asked participant to reflect 
on their experiences in collaborating with other human services non-profit agencies and to the best of their 
abilities, give in-depth responses. Additional probing questions were asked to gain clarity of the participants’ 
responses.  The average duration of the interviews was sixty minutes.  
 

Audio recorders were used which allowed the researcher to revisit the responses and make meaning of the 
content. Multiple audio devices were used to record the informants’ response. This strategy was use to safeguard 
against malfunctions of any one device thus reducing the likelihood of interruptions and delays in collecting data. 
Once the experiences of each participant was shared and there was no need for further examination the interview 
ended. Once all of the interviews were completed, interviews were transcribed verbatim. 
 

8. Data Analysis 
 

Data analysis began at the time of the interview.  The researcher formed initial assumptions by identifying key 
terms that emerged during the interviews. Field notes and observations are critical for the analysis process. As 
with the interviews, according to Bronstien, Ball, Mellin, Wade-Mdivanian, and Andrews-Butcher (2011) notes 
serve as raw data. The researcher immersed himself in the data by reading and rereading the verbatim transcripts 
to get a sense of not only the information but also to become familiar with the participants. While reading and 
evaluating the transcripts, the research was able to identify key statements.  
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While qualitative software such as MAXQDA could have been used for the analysis process, hand analysis data 
was the method used to analyze data in this phenomenological study.  A hand analysis may be preferred when the 
researcher is analyzing a small database, less than 500 pages of transcripts and field notes, and can easily keep 
track of files and locate text pages (Creswell, 2005). Creswell postulates, that hand analysis of qualitative data 
means that researchers read the data, mark the data by hand and divide it into parts.  He further stated analyzing 
text data involves using color-coding to parts of the text or cut and paste text sentences on cards. 
 

8. Results 
 

As a result of the data analysis, major themes emerged describing the challenges non-profit community action 
agency leaders face in collaborating with non-profit human services organizations. To response to research 
question #1- What challenges do organizational leaders of Community Action Agencies face when collaborating 
with similar service delivery organizations? The most prevalent was trust. Organizational leaders felt that they 
could not trust leaders of other organizations for fear of losing the competitive edge over the competition.   

1. P1 stated “if share our resources other agencies will be able to use our stuff to improve their organizations”.   
2. P4 stated “by trusting others we open ourselves up to become vulnerable. Thereby setting us up for losing 

programs.”   
3. P5 reported “Um, trust is not only a major issue between our agency and other agencies, we hardly trust our 

own intra-agency programs. 
4. P3 said, “Um, yes we share resources and information with other organizations that are doing the same 

things as some of the program that I oversee. I can name one which we are in competition with them. I 
personally don’t trust them. They want our customers as well as our money. No I don’t trust them.” 

5. Competition was also a resounding theme when it came to identifying the challenges or barriers for 
collaborating.  

6. P3 reported, “Absolutely! We are definitely in completion with other agencies.  That is one of the chinks in 
the armor of welfare reform.  It becomes inherent upon the agency to want to collaborate because in lots of 
instances these programs were designed to be performance based. Which means if I help them [customers] I 
made the money, if you helped them [customers] you got the money - so it doesn’t make sense to send them 
to you if I can provide the help, maybe in a smaller capacity than you can? It becomes a money making 
venture.”   

7. P8 indicated that “We are in competition with other organizations as long as there is money involved.  Other 
organizations will compete with us for customers and funds when it is beneficial to them.”  

8. P5 reported, “Are you kidding? We are definitely in competition with agencies for customers but with an 
organization as large as ours, we sometimes compete against ourselves for the same customers. What I mean 
is when to similar programs like Head Start and two other early childhood education programs under 
separate “umbrellas” the customer pool is diminished. As a result, trust becomes a major issue especially 
when we begin talking about money” 

9. P7 indicated that “It’s hard because it’s very competitive now. For instance, the organization where I work 
provides a lot of the same services that the welfare to work does.” “With such duplications trust becomes an 
issue.”  

10. The third major theme that emerged was shared governance.  Organizational leaders were not willing to 
concede to other organizations power.  There appear to be an apprehension to agree to allow one 
organization to have more authority than the other. This presented a major challenge as relationships have 
become strained and inter-organizations communications failed.  

11. P7 stated, “My experience collaborations don’t work.  I can’t think of any time that we’ve collaborated 
with another agency that we didn’t fall flat on our face – that it [collaboration] didn’t work.  Every 
collaboration effort that we’ve had, even if that collaboration didn’t continue after a certain period of time, I 
still feel like all of the collaborations have been negative and have not worked with no benefits to our 
customers. This is because we nor they are willing to give up our positions of power.” 

12. P8 asserted that “If we can’t trust them how can we work with them. Even when attempts have been made 
to come to the table, sort of speak, we fail to agree on which of us will take the lead on the initiative. 

13. Research question 2 asked, how can the challenges be address in order to strengthen Community Action 
Agencies and non-profit agencies collaboration?  
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The responses were consistent in that the major themes varied little. Amongst the responses was the need to 
engage in serious conversations about the term Collaboration.  What does it mean? What’s needed to make it 
work? 

14. P8 said, “We need to bring all of the major players to the table to have a serious discussion on how we 
can actually collaborate and how we can help our customers. 

15. P6 noted, “If we can establish rapports up front rather than waiting to engage in and develop relationship 
when funders mandate we do so, it will go a long way in establishing trust. 

16. P3 reported “we must avoid the fear of one agency being better positioned than the other.  This where the 
E.D.s need to come together and develop realistic plans that will be beneficial for all”. 

 

9. Discussion 
 

This study intimates that organizational leaders had similar experiences when working in collaboration with other 
human services organizations.  Sharing resources like employees, knowledge, customers, and funding caused 
concerns for leaders. While these findings may be consistent with the findings from other studies, what makes this 
research unique is the type of organization from which the data is collected.  Literature is very clear, many studies 
concentrate on non-profit organizations as a single entity, an investigation non-profit organization through the 
lens of Community Action Agencies (CAA) was paramount for organizational leadership literature.  
 

When organization leaders from a multi-service CAA, which serve customers from multiple jurisdictions, attempt 
to collaborate with other non-profits that provide similar services to the same customer population multiple 
challenges emerge. The attempt to share customers, leverage funds and establish relations challenged leaders to 
give up their perceived power and become susceptible to a weakening of the organization.  As organizations enter 
into collaborative contractual agreements, trust, competition and shared governance becomes increasingly 
problematic. Despite funding sources expectations as prescribed in contractual agreements, memorandums of 
understanding as well as program guidelines, leaders struggled with maintaining compliance with the regulatory 
expectations.  In fact, it was discovered after reviewing many of the funding contractual agreements those 
organizations were mandated to engage in partnerships and collaboration.   
 

To address the challenges non-profit community action agency leaders face in collaborating with other non-profit 
human services organizations, leaders must change their mindsets and allow themselves to become vulnerable.  
Vulnerable in that there must be a willingness to have serious discussions about each organizations role in the 
collaborative effort. Such discussions could help mend relationships, improve trust, reduce the perception of the 
competitive edge, and establish share governance. But more importantly, as a result, the efficiency and 
effectiveness by which services are delivered will be improved as organizations work toward a shared goal; 
moving customers toward self-reliance and possibly eliminating the duplication of services. Finally, 
organizational leaders will be able to strengthen their agencies which could lead to organization longevity and 
sustainability.   

10. Conclusions 
 

Many of the conclusions drawn from this study could be beneficial to organizational leaders across of the 
spectrum of organizations. Investigating organization leader’s perceptions of collaboration through the lens of 
community action agency (CAAs) is new, yet it contributes to the limited research on CAAs. By researching 
leaders’ perceptions of collaborations provided an insight into how collaborations are perceived and how 
organization leaders face the challenges of collaboration.  While facing the challenges and creating avenues by 
which to address them, the extent of establishing strong relationships with other organization becomes critical for 
the survival of non-profit and more specifically CAAs. 
 

By sharing resources (funding, customers, and human resources) organizations understand the importance of 
working closely with other organizations that provide similar services to the same customer base. In doing so, in 
order to maintain a level of compliance with the regulations set-forth by funding entities, organizations would 
position themselves for future funding. Finally, it is evident, based on the data, genuine challenges exists as 
collaborating is very problematic. The data also revealed the need to begin serious conversations about the 
importance of working collaboratively with each other.   
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11. Recommendations 
 

This study has its limitations.  Investigating one organization does not mean the findings can be generalized 
across all CAAs throughout the country. Replicating this study in other communities throughout the United States 
would be beneficial to add to the growing body of research. The following are potential areas for investigation: 
 

1. The perceptions of organizations leaders in CAAs on intra -agency partnerships; 
2. An investigation into workload of workers when collaborating:  
3. Workers perceptions of intra-agency competition; and 
4. The barriers that mid-level managers face when collaborating both intra and inter-agency; and  
5. An investigation using a different methodology would be beneficial. 
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