
et’s make it official: team building is a waste of 
time. But maximizing collaboration to create value 
and profitability is essential. The “group hug” style 

of offsite where everyone gets together and makes nice 
after a tug of war in the mud just doesn’t cut it anymore. 
It doesn’t address the real problem. Organizations are 
running faster and faster just to stay even. So what do 
we need to understand about working together in order  
to succeed?   

by Greg Ranstrom
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The nature of work in the 21st century has become in-
creasingly complex; if you’re in a typical organization, you 
might be a member of five or more collaborative teams 
that include not just other employees or departments but 
external partners, vendors, community and government 
organizations. How do you make all those collaborative 
opportunities work? How do you make them profitable? 

Working alone is much easier; it just isn’t nearly as pro-
ductive. So we work together. And here’s where it begins 
to get complicated. Successful collaborators understand 
that there is no one right way to collaborate. To say “we 
need to collaborate” or “we need to work as a team” is not 
enough. The real work of collaboration requires creating 
the right occasions for collaboration and guiding specific 
interactions that lead to profitable results. Realizing the 
sheer volume and variety of the quality of the interactions 
necessary to produce profitable results reveals the inher-
ent complexity and challenge of collaboration.

Team building efforts fail when they focus on build-
ing rapport amongst all the members of a group when 
in fact rapport between some members is critical but be-
tween others it is not. The reality of teams is that they 
are complex collections of multiple collaborative units. 
Participants are members of many different collaborative 
units within and without the team. Moreover, differing 
levels of rapport are natural in any gathering of people. 
To expect the same depth of rapport among all is simply 
unrealistic, and often not in the best interest of the group 
or the results. 

Managers say that they want the people in their orga-
nizations to learn how to collaborate more. But in truth, 
nobody has the time to collaborate with everybody. In 
fact, successful collaboration often means figuring out 

how to collaborate less! We all know a colleague that cop-
ies everyone on every email or that provides ten times  
the data necessary for every decision. Organizations are 
full of interactions that appear collaborative, but in fact 
waste time. In the 21st century, people cannot afford to 
attend meetings unrelated to their goals. They cannot 
spend time team building with the wrong people. The 
challenge is to accomplish more with less. Organizational 
leaders must realize that their people don’t necessarily 
need to collaborate more; they must collaborate differ-
ently, more effectively, more profitably. 

All organizations are, by definition, collaborative. Or-
ganizations are formed in order to allow people to work 
together, to collaborate, toward some collective result. 
Collaboration can be done well or poorly. The problem 
organizations face is not lack of collaboration; the prob-
lem is lack of profitable collaboration.

Leaders who understand the new landscape of 
collaboration follow a process that includes five steps. 
First, they identify opportunities to create value. Second, 
they match appropriate capabilities to those opportunities. 
Third, within this web of relationships, they create 
forums that support the critical interactions that will 
produce maximum value for all the stakeholders.  Fourth, 
they develop and support stakeholders’ collaborative 
intelligence. Finally, they communicate what matters. 

Identify opportunities to create value
As Thomas Friedman famously observed in his recent 
bestseller, The World Is Flat, work is naturally moving 
globally to the places and organizations that can create 
value around an idea, a product, a service. Organiza-
tions that adhere to old forms of value creation risk being 

scientist from one of our client’s R&D labs reports to one person 
for administration and career development concerns, another for 
core scientific capability development, and he works for three 

project leaders. These five worlds each include different stakeholders that 
the scientist must relate to in different ways to accomplish his work. For  
example, while responding to the demands of his boss and the human 
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resources organization, he must find time to research, mentor young lab 
scientists, and develop relationships with academic institutions. He must also 
apply his scientific talents with his peers and several partner organizations 
on three projects to fulfill the needs of three different customers and the 
corporation’s business leaders. His world of work has become a complex web 
of relationships, each with its own unique demands.



overtaken by new, more innovative ideas, products, and  
services. The world is becoming increasingly impatient 
with the organization that cannot move fast enough into 
new lines and even marketplaces. In response, companies 
collaborate feverishly with customers, suppliers, even for-
mer competitors. The result? Inevitably, more confusion, 
and more calls for teamwork. This collaboration stuff is 
very, very hard to get right! 

We were hired to work with a gloal information tech-
nology (IT) group that was losing trust and credibility 
with its primary internal clients, the users of the customer 
platform, and with the broader organization that ob-
served continuing failures and missed deliverables. Many 
of the critical applications for managing customer and 
partner relationships were not working in a manner that 
the users of the technology expected. More than one of 
the many applications were simply failing. For example, 

the organization’s sales people could not retrieve the data  
they needed in time to serve and build high-quality  
customer relationships. In a candid conversation with a 
senior manager from a user organization, the customer 
platform group was given grades ranging from D’s (very 
poor) to B’s (pretty good) and the B’s were few.

The IT group members were highly educated and  
successful people used to getting A’s in a company that 
they valued. They were still very committed to doing 
great work, although recent setbacks and associated loss 
of credibility created a risk of losing talented profes-
sionals. As we dug deeper, we found that many of the  
capability issues were tied directly to the standard of value 
creation the end users expected from the IT group. The 
end users admitted that they would never give the global 
IT group an A grade. Through some difficult negotia-
tions, the groups clarified the standard of value creation 
that was reasonable to expect. Thus, the IT group could 
perform to a standard it expected from itself and meet a 
standard agreed to by the users. Credibility and trust were 

restored as the players in this collaborative system went to 
work on the critical elements required for success. The IT 
group recovered its reputation as a high value contribu-
tor to the business and continued to attract and retain 
talented professionals.

Match capabilities to opportunities to create value
We once worked with a manager who prided himself on 
his group’s team culture. The group was in fact very close-
knit. The members communicated well with each other, 
cared deeply about each other, and managed internal 
business quite effectively. Unfortunately, the rest of the 
organization viewed this team as a very difficult group 
with which to work. The manager proudly proclaimed 
his intent to take care of his team first, leaving the rest 
of the organization, its customers, and its shareholders  
as secondary priorities. Cleary this team had the skills  

for cooperative engagement within itself, but it did not 
collaborate well in the cross-functional forums that could 
deliver the most value for the business.  It is not always 
easy to know who should be working together with whom 
on what, but this is the first and most critical challenge of 
profitable collaboration. 

Collaborating well is only useful if you are col-
laborating on the right task with the right people. You  
can think of businesses as entities that combine various  
forms of capital—intellectual capital, financial capital, or  
social capital—in order to produce value for shareholders. 
Leaders must put together the right combination of ca-
pabilities, within and without the organization, to create 
maximum value. 

To take a simple example, a purchase involves a pa-
tron and a vendor. The patron represents the capability to 
pay, and the vendor represents the capability to deliver a 
solution. At the next level of complexity, a small project 
team consists of people who represent certain capabilities, 
various other stakeholders, and useful technology to aid 

Collaborating well is only useful if you are collaborating on the  
right task with the right people.
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their work. A much more complex system might involve 
capabilities that reside in multiple organizations, commu-
nities, and governments. Each entity brings some combi-
nation of capabilities important to the end result.

Create forums that support the critical interactions
Once capabilities are matched with opportunities to cre-
ate value, the next step is to design forums that support 
the critical interactions required by the collaborating  
entities. Infinite possibilities exist for interactions between 
collaborators. It is not as simple as saying you should be 
open and nice and do all things that team players do. 
That’s the “group hug” philosophy, and it isn’t enough. In 
fact, many important interactions are not very personal at 
all. I may simply need information that you enter into a 
database. Your contribution is critical to my success and 
we may never meet. Sometimes all that is necessary in 
an interaction is one-way communication; at other times 
deep rapport may be required. 

Consider the president of one of the seven businesses in 
a global petrochemical company with whom we worked. 
He came to us because of a problem of morale and a fear 
that he was facing a very costly issue of retention of his 
most senior scientists. He asked us to facilitate a meeting 

with his staff to address the problem. He believed that a 
two-day meeting was the appropriate forum to address 
the problem. We said we couldn’t participate in this solu-
tion. We had enough background information to know 
that the management team would spend the two days 
examining and challenging data without significantly 
changing anything that could make a positive difference. 
A standalone meeting among the senior staff would do 
nothing to generate commitment deeper in the organi-

zation, especially for the 200 scientists who were at risk 
of leaving the corporation. This manager had concluded 
that his staff could meet in a vacuum and solve a morale 
problem that others were experiencing. He had imagined 
a forum that included the wrong people. We understood 
that to increase the level of commitment of 200 employ-
ees required something different. Several months after our 
initial meeting with the president, he called us back to 
help reenergize his top 200 leaders. A large part of the 
solution relied on the creation of very different forums for 
the communication of meaning and passion throughout 
the organization. Creating the critical forum to engage 
the employees made all the difference.

Develop and support stakeholders’ collaborative intelligence
A leader can match capabilities to opportunities to create 
value and design forums that support critical interactions 
but still not add value to the business. Collaboration is 
not one person’s job; it is everybody’s job. To lead suc-
cessful collaboration, leaders must continually develop 
the individual and collective collaboration intelligence of  
all stakeholders.

We often use an experiential activity called Maximize® 
to help people understand collaborative intelligence. We 

have run this collaboration experiment with 
thousands of employees of hundreds of or-
ganizations in many different countries. The 
activity is quite simple. Large groups are 
split into smaller teams. Participants are then 

given a goal to “maximize revenue.” Revenue is gained 
as participants solve orienteering challenges that lead to 
the discovery of “products” that can then be delivered to  
the “customer.” 

The activity is quite reliable for the dynamics it creates in 
groups. Individuals and teams are first confronted with a co-
operation problem: should we compete or collaborate with 
the other teams? In fewer than five percent of the sessions, 
groups choose to collaborate immediately. Driven either by 
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The ability to collaborate well may be your 
most powerful competitive advantage. 
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task-focused tunnel vision or by the urge to beat the other 
teams, most participants work independently from members 
of other teams. On the other side of the continuum, five 
percent of the sessions produce some very unscrupulous 
activity to target the perceived “competition.” 

Eventually, participants see opportunities within the 
activity to maximize revenue through work with mem-
bers of other teams. As teams merge, participants are then 
challenged by a coordination problem. Rather than orga-
nizing the efforts of five people on a team, the challenge 
becomes organizing thirty or more people to quickly 
achieve results. Some groups manage this well and others 
do not. A classic failure in these sessions occurs when par-
ticipants congratulate themselves for realizing the poten-
tial for cooperative action, but then fail to implement any 
plans with the larger group. Cooperation by itself does 
not equal collaboration.

Individuals can dramatically influence the group’s 
effectiveness in this activity, but it takes more than one 
person’s leadership for the group to be successful. While 
someone might provide the vision for a more produc-
tive way of working together, some others must step in 
to help coordinate the new effort. Some individuals, de-
spite forming a team identity literally only twenty min-
utes before, become so protective of this identity that they 
choose not to collaborate with the others even when they 
see members of every other team producing better results 
through collaboration. 

Collaborative intelligence requires perspective to un-
derstand what capabilities and opportunities will deliver 
the best result and what forums will support the critical 
interactions. Collaborative intelligence also requires each 
individual to develop personal awareness of patterns of 
behavior that inhibit the critical interactions necessary for 
profitable collaboration. 

Communicate what matters
Finally, good communication is an essential tool to generate 
profitable collaboration; however, different situations call 
for radically different kinds of communications delivered 
via a variety of media. There is no doubt that paying 
attention to civility in human interactions generates a 

level of good will that can facilitate productivity. Paying 
attention only to civility gets you right back to the group 
hug mentality and lackluster results. Substance and focus 
are just as important to successful communications. 
Who needs to know what, and how best to convey 
that knowledge, are equally vital questions to consider. 
The quality of communication must facilitate people 
working together effectively. Are you seeking to engage 
commitment, generate learning, or initiate action? Would 
an email be most effective or a hand on the shoulder? You 
must consider content, timing, and media, because each 
will affect the outcome essentially. 

In sum, identify opportunities to create value. Match 
appropriate capabilities to those opportunities. Create fo-
rums that support the critical interactions that will pro-
duce maximum value for all the stakeholders. Develop 
and support stakeholders’ collaborative intelligence. And 
finally communicate what matters. That’s the essence of 
successful collaboration. It’s difficult and time-consum-
ing—and increasingly it’s how managers spend their days, 
and how they are judged. 

Twenty-first century organizations must collaborate  
to compete successfully. The ability to collaborate well 
may be your most powerful competitive advantage.  
Leaders who master profitable collaboration will be the 
most successful leaders of tomorrow.
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n the last decade, technology has expanded the possibilities to cre-
ate forums for collaboration. For example, the “blogosphere” can 
now almost instantaneously fact-check media reports. An ever-

changing global community of bloggers is making a huge difference 
to the quality of news reported in a way that would not be possible 
without the technology. This doesn’t mean everybody must blog to be 
successful collaborators. As Jim Collins discovered in his seminal study, 
Good to Great, great companies lead with technology only when the 
technology enables a core business. We believe the same holds true 
for collaboration technology: it is only useful if it enables the critical 
interactions necessary for the task at hand. 
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