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Charles Darwin mentioned, 

“Those who learned to 

collaborate and improvise 

effectively prevailed”. 

 

Collaboration models and 

enablers in business, 

education, and social 

context have been 

researched extensively with 

management schools 

integrating the knowledge in 

multiple ways. While firms 

understand the importance 

of adoption, a lack of 

conceptual understanding 

and challenges with 

integration often result in 

unsuccessful 

implementation. The 

benefits are well known, the 

all-encompassing desire 

exists, the tools and 

frameworks are available 

and yet expectations seem 

to fall short. 

 

This article is not meant to 

provide empirical research 

on the subject, however it is 

a humble effort to refresh 

our thoughts on 

collaboration by bringing the 

perspectives together and 

expressing a set of simple 

principles. Collaboration is 

about working with one 

another to complete a 

common task. It is a 

recursive process through 

which people can view 

different aspects of a 

challenge to constructively 

and collectively explore the 

solutions, beyond the 

limitations of what would 

have been possible alone. It 

encourages knowledge 

workers to challenge the 

accepted norms of thought 

and it creates a culture that 

continuously seeks to set 

new standards and achieve 

higher performance. 

 

Collaboration is more than 

just the intersection of 

common goals as seen in 

co-operative ventures; it is a 

deep, collective 

determination to reach 

mutual objectives and 

achieve shared outcomes. As 

an intriguing endeavor it 

purposefully opens the 

possibilities for creativity 

through the sharing of 

knowledge, learning and 

building consensus. This 

approach to collaboration 

will influence positive, 

cooperative interaction and 

will push the boundaries of 

success. The performance 

benefits are endless, but if 

and only if, the principle 

remains present in the 

minds of management and it 

is continuously revisited and 

assessed. In order to build 

constructive, lasting 

partnerships; leaders and 

managers must encourage 

shared authority and power, 

embrace opportunities for 

personal development, 

display tolerance for open 

thinking and bring 

enthusiasm, energy and 

tenacity daily. 

 

A lack of conceptual 

understanding and 

challenges with integration 

often result in unsuccessful 

implementation 

 

Too often we see 

organizations fail to realize 

that internal collaboration is 

what makes them powerful 

in the face of competition. 

During my recent 

experiences on major cross-

functional initiatives, it was 

strikingly evident that 

people were not able to see 

the larger context and value 

of collaboration. The ever-

present attitude was that 

people were only willing to 

collaborate as long as others 

were willing to follow their 

rules and meet their desires. 
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The cross-functional agenda 

got lost in the debates of 

functional roles and 

responsibilities making the 

development of an ‘end-to-

end process perspective` 

challenging. Under such 

circumstances, a lack of 

trust and confidence limits 

the solution space or 

hinders innovative ideas 

resulting in an ineffective 

cross-functional team. This 

sort of inconsistent and 

troubling behavior leads to a 

self-defeating morale, and 

in no time, it becomes a 

futile effort to realize any 

benefit from such 

collaboration. 

 

I recall, 10 years ago while 

working for a supplier, our 

company provided design 

and analytical services to a 

manufacturer. During a 

competitive bidding 

negotiation, the customer’s 

planning manager 

proclaimed (with reference 

to the internal alignment of 

the project) that they were 

transitioning in becoming 

better at collaborating 

internally throughout their 

divisions. This progression 

allowed them to articulate 

the value expectation and 

evaluate the supplier’s 

proposition much more 

holistically than they were 

able to before. Therefore, 

negotiating as the supplier, 

we were faced with a 

tougher competitive 

situation. Reflecting upon 

this, collaboration was a key 

determinant of success 

decades back and is still 

something that makes a big 

difference in competitive 

markets. We find that 

average companies struggle 

with collaboration and 

therefore are unable to see 

the performance that 

leading companies manage 

to attain. These innate 

challenges are attributed to 

the fact that they are unable 

to break the barriers or silos 

in their own organizations. 

Customers take a back seat 

in the agenda in such cases 

and eventually it results in 

lost opportunities. 

 

The performance of 

collaboration benefits are 

endless, but if and only if, 

the principle remains 

present in the minds of 

management and it is 

continuously revisited and 

assessed 

 

Most of the change 

management and 

transformation management 

methodologies recommend 

a high level of management 

effort to bring in the 

necessary elements for 

establishing proper goal 

alignment of the cross-

functional team, developing 

executive sponsorship and 

demonstrating superior 

governance. Transformation 

is indeed worth the effort, 

but the question lies in its 

‘sustainability.’ In order to 

institutionalize global 

collaboration in a more 

sustainable manner we find 

the following requirements 

to be very prominent.  

 

1. Common Core Values 

To capitalize on the 

potential of collaboration, 

organizations must 

articulate a core set of 

common values. Those 

organizations that spend 

effort in articulating their 

core values usually find it 

easier to build a common 

ground and sense of 

purpose for the program, 

project or initiative. There is 

a requirement to create a 

culture and sense of 

identity, which is deeply-
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embedded and exists 

indefinitely. Furthermore, 

collaboration is about 

getting talents to operate as 

a team to achieve a common 

purpose by developing joint 

strategies. In the absence of 

clearly communicated core 

values, any time two 

separate entities come 

together and contribute in 

this new combined structure 

they risk their own resources 

and reputation.   

 

Collaboration was a key 

determinant of success 

decades back and is still 

something that makes a 

big difference in 

competitive markets 

 

In this knowledge era, there 

is more freethinking and 

open access to information 

across a wide range of 

spectrums. As intelligent 

resources spread globally 

work on a particular topic, 

they may easily get 

digressed from the original 

objective without even 

knowing the overall impact 

it brings in on other 

participants.  

 

On the other hand, if this 

unrestricted access and 

uninhibited thought is 

employed on a set of 

common values, the same 

freedom and randomness 

can open the doors to 

abundant solutions. The 

diversities and differences in 

approach, thinking, and 

solutions create a tension of 

positive nature, which at the 

end of the process brings in 

a lot of benefit for the 

cross-functional team. We 

not only appreciate new 

ideas for solutions, we can 

also appreciate new ideas 

that lead to a new problem 

altogether.  

 

2. The Way of Work 

The moment a cross-

functional team is 

organized, the first crucial 

step is to ensure that 

everybody understands the 

core values of the 

organization. Second, spend 

time on setting the ground 

rules, defining the ‘way-of-

work’ and outlining the 

relationships, roles and 

responsibilities. Devoting 

time to discussions on the 

‘way-of-work’ will create a 

bonding atmosphere and 

strengthen relationships. As 

a team, before jumping into 

solving a problem, most 

apprehensions and 

disagreements should be 

entirely avoided. 

 

If the initiative involves a 

transformation in the 

organization, then the team 

needs to understand clearly 

the purpose of the 

transformation, aligned with 

the core values. This will 

help with the sharing of 

power and the ownership of 

decisions. By aligning 

priorities and success 

metrics of different 

functional heads, it will 

result in collective decision-

making that satisfies the 

overall purpose. 

 

3. Continuous 

Communication 

For a collaborative approach 

to become and remain 

successful there must be 

continuous visual and verbal 

reminders to ensure the 

thought remains present in 

the minds of those involved. 

These notices can come in a 

variety of forms, such as; a 

small booklet containing the 

organizations statement of 

values, periodic newsletters 

conveying workplace 

philosophies, messages and 

inspirational quotes 
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displayed on walls, 

fundamental objectives and 

goals written on 

whiteboards, collaborative 

presentations and 

workshops, team exercises 

involving trust and 

dynamics, etc. Without a 

robust medium of 

communication, employees 

will fail to recognize the 

importance of 

demonstrating behaviors 

that are aligned with the 

core values. Values must be 

embraced in every aspect of 

the business and they must 

be refreshed for every new 

initiative that is embarked 

upon. 

 

This approach to 

collaboration needs to be 

reconfirmed at regular 

intervals in an ongoing 

pursuit 

 

It must be understood that 

this approach to 

collaboration should not 

only be executed at the 

beginning or inception of a 

new program—it needs to be 

reconfirmed at regular 

intervals in an ongoing 

pursuit. By frequently 

reaffirming the core values 

and clarifying the 

collaborative goals 

organizations are able to 

adapt and thrive in changing 

environments. Leaders are 

to re-energize minds by 

influencing a commitment to 

continuous learning while 

enhancing the joy of 

sharing. Even if challenges 

are not visible on the 

surface, application of these 

collaborative approaches in 

existing agendas will bring 

forth new opportunities for 

ongoing projects, practices 

and processes. 

  

Inter-company 

collaborations can be even 

more challenging as the 

differences and diversities 

are much broader, especially 

when there are large global 

distances. However, if two 

companies with well-

understood value systems 

launch a collaborative 

program, it is lot easier for 

them to find common 

ground. In all situations, it is 

just as important to bring 

forth the right level of 

leadership to enable the 

system for free thinking and 

innovation. 

 

Collaboration is a process 

that needs to be 

continuously developed, but 

it always begins with 

institutionalizing the core 

values and establishing a 

‘way-of-work.’ 

Unfortunately, there is no 

quick solution or short cuts, 

there needs to be a 

disciplined approach with 

commitment and passion. 

As key takeaways we would 

recommend that the topic of 

collaboration to be 

discussed both at the 

executive and working level. 

While launching any large 

initiatives leaders need to 

ask themselves the following 

questions and work on them 

diligently if the answers are 

not satisfactory. 

 

 Do we have the right team 

for creating a collaborative 

environment and 

challenging each other in 

the search of excellence? Is 

collaborative leadership 

development included in 

your Global Talent 

Management Program 

appearing at the top of the 

executive agenda? 

 

 “Every enterprise requires 

commitment to common 

goals and shared values,” 

Drucker emphasized in The 
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New Realities. “Without 

such commitment there is 

no enterprise; there is only 

a mob”. Do we have a 

common set of values and 

purpose that is clearly 

articulated, well 

understood and shared by 

the cross functional team?  

 

 Have we spent time in 

understanding and 

reinforcing the ‘way-of-

work’? Are we using our 

knowledge and 

experiences on 

Collaboration appropriately 

so people can apply the 

right practices and 

demonstrate collaborative 

leadership? 

 

 Do we have the right 

learning environment, 

allowing a learning curve 

for the journey but always 

aspiring to raise the bar? 

 

 Do we have the right 

communication process in 

place that will reinstate the 

value statements laying out 

the common ground and 

principles for the 

collaborative way of 

working, at both senior 

and working level?  
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