LEADING EDGE Consultants

Collaboration Strategy
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Introduction
The CEO was absolutely furious.   “How on earth did we mess up?    We have the best people in the industry, the best systems, and yet we have upset one of our very best customers to the point at which they have disengaged with us.  Why don’t we ever seem to work as a team”?

The CEO has asked a very important question.   Why indeed did they not get together and solve the problem?   There may be many obvious reasons and just as many hidden reasons behind a lack of vital collaboration between experts.  With today’s highly complex products and services, a whole team of knowledgeable staff may be needed to resolve customer issues.

In this short article, I will attempt to put some of these issues in perspective, and show that there are indeed ways that we can come to terms with this difficult situation.

What is it?

Collaboration is defined as being the ability of two or more people or teams to transfer data and learn from each other.  The distinguishing feature is the opportunity for many-on-many dynamic interactions and knowledge sharing, unlike e-mail which is a static ‘push’ system and generally used for one-on-one or one-on-many.

According to Michael Schrage, author of Shared Minds, the goal of collaboration must ultimately be the creation of value, not merely the value as the sum of individual efforts but, more importantly, value born from the exponential product of the collective interactions among the collaborators. 

The key to collaboration lies in trust and a shared space where collaborators have immediate and equal access for interaction.    We will explore these items later in this article.

What are the requirements?

Basically, they boil down to creating an environment of freedom, respect, tolerance, and trust.   In this shared space the collaborators need to feel trusted to explore and experiment, to try and to fail without recrimination, to be able to bounce ideas off colleagues, and to enjoy a shared goal that they believe to be important.

The goal should be significant enough that it demands of the individual far more than they can accomplish by working alone.  Note however, that collaborators tend to scatter as soon as a goal is achieved, and re-form their relationships to go after the next.   It is a fluid and dynamic environment.

Collaborators do not necessarily work from 9 to 5, especially in knowledge industries.    They work best when they have the freedom to work informally, formally, synchronously with others, asynchronously, in teams and alone.   In other words, there is a large range of working behaviors exhibited in successful collaboration.    Just think how easy it is to stifle collaboration with rigid work practices and company policy that was created with another form of work in mind.

What about Teamwork?

It’s the act of many individuals working together to achieve a common goal.   It is a proven fact that teams can achieve very high levels of performance and achieve things against almost insurmountable odds.  It also happens to be great fun to be on a winning team, so there is obviously a motivation to encourage greater levels of team activity in our businesses today.

Therefore, teamwork and a collaborative environment are a critical success factor in today’s tough markets, and necessary to defeat the outdated hierarchical organisations models that we are so fond of.

Organisational Models

There is a gradual transition taking place that is moving us in the right direction to take advantage of collaboration strategies.

· The legacy organisations, that feature strongly managed and separated functions is coming under great pressure to change.    There is a realisation that this form of organisation is far too slow to react to the fast changing markets.   These organisations are beginning to involve teams in process re-engineering as a first step.   The teams are beginning to demonstrate and to demand that organisational changes are needed.

· In intermediate organisations, more emphasis is given to the key processes, and more collaboration is emerging.    Computers for example have adopted the client-server approach so as to get away from an over reliance on central control.   More teams are in place to go after problems.

· In the more modern version of organisations, teams are everywhere.   Powerful collaboration strategies are either in place or planned.   Attitudes have changed as has policy, so as to allow for more freedom and trust.  IT systems are providing the right communications environment for effective collaboration.   This collective systems approach relies on GroupWare.

GroupWare

There are many definitions of GroupWare around.   Most of these come from vendors who want to associate their products with the ultimate solution to all of the customer’s problems.  Most of us would agree that at least the following components must be present in a good GroupWare system:

· A shareable knowledge base

· Easy and immediate access, from multiple locations at any time

· An electronic ‘space’ for discussion and agreement if geography separates the team

· Tools and utilities for communicating, sharing and voting on issues

Clearly a lot of what is said to be GroupWare is providing the connectivity between team members, and this is the province of the IT department and communication specialists  On the technical side, GroupWare technology relies upon:

· Electronic Mail, Internet, Intranet, and World Wide Web

· Shared databases, that are managed to be kept current

· Shared electronic ‘spaces’ for collaboration, and idea sharing.

Guidelines for Success

Without doubt, the success of collaboration is a complex mix of technology and mind-set.   Both elements must be recognised and confronted before a successful collaboration environment can exist.  Technology must provide the connectivity, while the mind-set changes provide the right attitudes, and encourage the right behaviors.

Part of the mind-set change is an attitude that the objective of collaboration strategy is to improve creativity, productivity, quality and competitiveness and not just a “better e-mail” system.  Another part is a policy change to reward good collaboration and celebrate success.

Summary

Collaboration is not just a good idea.  It is becoming vital for us to make progress in an increasingly complex and fast changing world.   No longer are individuals able to solve problems as they used to do.    Our reward systems need to be updated to reflect this.

Another aspect of collaboration is how to set up a collaborative team in the first place.   Companies who still rely on Job Descriptions are well behind in identifying staff who have the right competencies to quickly solve critical problems, or collaborate on critical projects.   Companies, who have adopted competency management by contrast, are in a much better position.  This will be the subject of my next article.

GroupWare connectivity and database (knowledge base) products are available off-the-shelf from large vendors such as Lotus, but they will not succeed unless we make collaboration the expectation of knowledge work.   Without this element, it just dissolves into another fancy e-mail system.
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