Collaboration

We use the word very casually and frequently in a variety of contexts.  On the surface it seems the word just means “work together.”  Whole books have been written on collaboration and countless articles as well.  Many have chosen to give the word additional meaning by adding certain criteria or characteristics to indicate that it is only certain types of “working together” that qualify as collaboration.  Instead of taking such a limited view of “true collaboration,” it makes more sense to view different types or levels of collaboration.   On one end would be the most basic types of collaboration which are easily completed. And on the other end would be the most demanding types of collaboration with very challenging expectations.  Quite naturally different needs would necessitate different types and levels of collaboration.
The DeVoe Division of Business has been exploring for several years now the research on “employability skills” or “professional skills,” many of which are referred to as “soft skills.”  Our search has been focused on what our graduates’ future employers are expecting or desiring when graduates begin their business careers.  Collaboration is on virtually every list of such employability skills and is broadly expected in team projects and assignments.
A team endeavor is usually required when the challenge or opportunity cannot be reasonably or adequately addressed by the expertise or experience of one individual or a group acting individually.  In other words, what is expected from the team is an end result that is of far greater quality than any individual effort could match.  Why is it reasonable to expect such value added?  It is because of the differences that we bring to the endeavor.  Different skills, different experiences and different perspectives are the source of the value added for any team effort.  But it doesn’t happen automatically.  The research is very clear and consistent that the following factors are critical to achieving the full potential of collaboration at this level.  The list looks like characteristics, mindsets and attitudes, which they are, but each is a choice on the part of each group member.  They don’t necessarily come naturally or easily to most of us.  In fact it takes commitment and determination to keep working at it when we discover we haven’t been doing very well on one or more them.  We need to encourage each other as we grow in these areas.  But most importantly we must choose to act on them as consistently as we can to reap the benefits.  Now for the list.
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	1
	Humility
	With humility I realize that my ideas are good but so are the ideas of others.  As strongly as I feel about my thoughts and perspectives on the items at hand, others probably feel just as strongly.  Such conviction on everyone’s part can lead to stalemate. This is the foundation on which many other items on this list are built.  Romans 12:3 and Philippians 2:3 challenge us to lower our view of ourselves and raise our view of others. This would also lead to the conclusion that whatever role I have played in the collaborative process, I don’t have to get credit for it as an individual.

	2
	Respect
	Building on the foundation of humility is respect for other members of the collaborative group.  That includes respect for the person, respecting their point of view, respecting their ideas to the extent of being willing to suspend judgment as ideas are shared and explored.  The goal is that every idea no matter its source is given a fair shake.

	3
	Value differences in others
	We will all get frustrated with the differences we see in others occasionally, but if we can remember that the primary source of our differences is God’s design in each of us and the opportunities he has given us, we can learn to see beauty in this aspect of His creative work. Valuing our differences is much more than tolerating those differences, more than just accepting our differences as part of God’s intent.  We can learn to appreciate and eventually value differences especially as we see the benefits that can be realized when we take full advantage of our differences.

	4
	Genuine listening
	A key factor in effectively engaging and acting on the above factors is the commitment to genuine listening.  For most of us this is hard work. Even if we are not outwardly distracted, our minds are racing and attempting to multitask.  The most common thing we do while listening is to form our response to what we think we hear.  But we frequently miss the point and our response is less effective.  In collaborative efforts, our priority is to listen for understanding.  I respect you enough to give you my full attention and do my best to understand the merits of your idea.  Nothing builds mutual respect like genuine listening.

	5
	Willingness to suspend preferences 
	One of the most interesting factors coming out of the research is the idea of suspending our preferred ideas and preferred approaches in order to better hear and understand the other person’s perspective.  It is not abandoning our ideas and our preferences, but temporarily setting them on the shelf out of respect for others. We are not likely to forget them and we can retrieve them at the appropriate time to build back into the discussion.  This is one of the most challenging choices to practice consistently and is not learned quickly.

	6
	Creativity
	This high-end level of collaboration is not a competitive process of convincing others we have the best ideas.  Nor is it a process of settling for a compromise that no one is excited about.  In the most effective cases of this type of collaboration, the outcome is the result of a creative process and the outcome does not resemble what anyone brought to the table or could have imagined.  It is developed during the collaboration and those who have participated take shared ownership. To reinforce the nature of this type of collaboration, it is the differences represented by the group members that made this creative result possible.

	7
	Openness to new ideas
	Underlying the entire collaboration is an openness to new ideas – the ideas brought to the process by group members who come from a very different perspective than I do and to new ideas that are generated during the collaboration.  Any desire and effort to pull a “tried and true” solution off the self to use will be addressed before it dampens or shuts down the creativity process.



In time, effective collaborative experiences will lead to a higher level of trust among group members and ultimately result in a growing sense of value and trust in the wisdom of the group.  But each of these factors remains a choice to be made on an ongoing basis.
