
 
 

Introducing and Managing Collaboration 

Helen Kelly  

Most managers have seen the results of encouraging workers to 
collaborate: more innovation, improved quality and knowledge 
sharing.  – Betsy Burton, Gartner Group Analyst  

In 1989, I visited a small Lancashire UK company, Addison Tube 
Forming. The handyman/company driver collected me at the train 
station on his way to participate in a strategic planning meeting. A 
strategic planning meeting? “Planners don’t run day to day 
operations,” he said. “Even small course corrections could have a 
big impact. So every team considers the trial scenarios noting 
potential effects on operations, finances, resource requirements, 
impact over time, that sort of thing. If we have strategy ideas of 
our own, we include them in our notes. We work like this with 
smaller projects, too. All ideas welcome; you can’t predict who 
will have the great ones.”  

Today at Siemens Turkey, the strategy group holds universal 
consultation, too, though collaboration starts online. Planners 
post scenarios and invite all employees to respond—in words or 
artwork like charts and graphs—and offer analysis, suggestions, 
out of the box thinking and entirely new ideas. Unit managers roll 
up employee responses and work face to face with the strategy 
team. Strategy Director Alper Alsan says the collaboration 
reminds people to test assumptions, encourages cross functional 
conversations, and enriches the strategy group’s thinking.  

In these very different settings a generation apart, group effort is 
successful for similar reasons. Collective intelligence can fill gaps 
in knowledge—which is welcome since few of us have time to 
keep up just in our own specialisations. The conversation brings 
people together who may never have met. The culture values, 
supports, and rewards learning, so people are able to discuss 
freely what has worked and what hasn’t; they help one another 
consider why and how to apply what’s learned to the next time.  
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Of course, despite the potential for benefit, collaboration is easier 
to say than put into place. Speaking candidly with colleagues, 
subordinates, people in different functions, or with managers—
offering help or asking for it, perhaps disclosing what you don’t 
know—can leave people feeling vulnerable. Gatekeepers lose 
their source of control. Those who bestow respect by job title will 
be asked to judge individuals by insight and ideas, irrespective of 
the jobs they do.  

Starting out, then, collaboration can take a bit of managing. Here 
are some tips.  

Create a Picture 

When you speak about collaboration or invite people to work 
together, present examples about and benefits to the individuals. 
It will help if you create a picture in your mind’s eye of specific 
activities that might be stronger for collaboration and consider 
where employees might agree. 

The Terms of Engagement 

In a collaborative environment, people share both responsibility 
and power. You may not wish to use such blunt words; however, 
you would do well to gain agreement that teamwork of any kind 
means being attentive to every person’s contribution, and often 
means compromise. You may decide to discuss the matter 
informally or at a series of meetings; what’s important is allowing 
time for concerns to surface. 

Start Small 

Online project management, document sharing, email, and the 
European Collaborative Research Projects scheme are 
collaborative activities.  

You see that there are many and varied possibilities for 
collaboration. Start slowly; you can expand the scope gradually 
over time. Here is a couple of jumping off points. 

 



 Hold a meeting to introduce the subject and discuss the pros and 
cons. 
 

 Invite suggestions for small collaborative projects—and once 
everyone has agreed on one, follow through. 
 

 Start right in with a collaborative project by creating a virtual 
team. A virtual team comes together to do a piece of work, and 
then dissolves. 

Caveats 
Wherever you begin, be prepared to talk about the stumbling 
blocks like shyness and new kinds of trust. Indirectly or directly, 
remind people that petty politics crushes group effort, that 
sharing power takes determination, and that it is everyone’s job 
to ensure the integrity of the effort. 

Whatever you do, make sure the focus is crystal clear. Then be 
patient and keep track of results, correcting the course as you go. 

Think Strategically 

Collaboration offers a unique opportunity to iron out difficult 
behaviour and communication issues, reduce learning curves, and 
join forces to make better decisions. Propose a project that will 
help address an issue you wish to resolve. Too little information 
sharing? Hold lunch meetings expressly for purposes of discussing 
an area of recent research. Too little input from technicians? Call 
a meeting inviting one or two representatives from every 
employee group to resolve a local issue—and let the groups 
decide who to send. Those who are most ready for collaboration 
will volunteer. 

For reasons of culture or personal reserve, do professionals 
hesitate to express the full flow of their abilities? Bring together a 
small group of people with complimentary talents to work on a 
high-value high-visibility project that calls for brainstorming and 
creative solutions. 

Start at the Top 

When things don’t go as hoped, the finger pointing begins. Which 
team let us down? Who didn’t work hard enough, fast enough, 
carefully enough? The culprit may not be in the execution. Better 
to look at the assumptions. Was there enough resource? Did 



anyone confirm that those assigned to tasks were equipped with 
the knowledge, experience, judgment, skil, and capabilities 
required to do those tasks? Did the project designer sketch out an 
implementation plan before giving the go ahead? The 
assumptions from which goals flow are the key success factor. 
Whether planning or evaluating a collaborative effort, keep that in 
mind. 

Helen Kelly is an ALN world Contributing Editor covering 
management and science internationally. HelenKellyLtd@aol.com 

References 

 Burton, Betsy. "Best Practices for Delivering Business Value From 
Collaboration ." May 2005. Gartner Group, Web. 
www.gartner.com/DisplayDocument?doc_cd=127844. 
 

 Expert Choice. 2009. www.expertchoice.com 
 

 “Friend this: Scientists will find research partners more easily, 
thanks to new $12.2 million NIH grant establishing national 
‘VIVOweb’ network”. Cornell University. 21 October 2009. 
 

 “Scheme Evaluation and Science Policy Assessment.” 2009. 
European Collaborative Research Projects. 
www.esf.org/activities/eurocores/running-programmes/ecrp.html 

 

Posted January 1, 2010 

http://www.alnmag.com/articles/2010/01/introducing-and-

managing-collaboration 

http://www.gartner.com/DisplayDocument?doc_cd=127844
http://www.expertchoice.com/
http://www.esf.org/activities/eurocores/running-programmes/ecrp.html

