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WHO I AM AND WHAT


THIS BOOK IS ABOUT



I am Paul Williams, and I have been studying and providing guidance and advice on people-related issues across a number of industries for over 30 years.


This short book is a distillation of my experience in joining groups together to create truly high performance teams. These groups might comprise functions within the same organisation, clients with their suppliers, or groups from different countries. The common theme is that, even if it is difficult, it is imperative to create a true ‘one-team’ feel in order to produce a high performance culture.


This book is concerned with the concepts behind creating high performance collaborative teams, and looks at collaboration, organisational culture, management of change, the characteristics of high performance teams and how people can attain true excellence. It deals as much, if not more, with people-related issues as it does with processes and procedures, since it is people issues that are the key to the attainment of high levels of performance; however, these are often marginalised in a desire to focus on the more familiar issues concerning procedures and processes.


I have tried to introduce the concepts and issues in an interesting, pragmatic and readable way, and I hope that reading this book will help you shape both your own thinking and your plans for the future.


My own view is that most aspects of life are simply about decisions, consequences and memories. I hope that you feel you have made the right decision to read this book, and that as a consequence it will leave you with positive, helpful and enlightening memories.


If you would like to contact me after reading this book to continue a collaborative discussion my email is paulwilliams@wcgcollaboration.com
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WHAT IS COLLABORATION?


It’s Not New


Collaboration between people and groups is clearly not a novelty. For centuries people have, either by desire or necessity, sought to interact to achieve a common goal, be it for personal reasons, group survival, commercial success or sporting achievements.


Technological advances have now made collaboration easier, but it has to be remembered that collaboration is different to the interactions generated by the current proliferation of social media such as Facebook and Twitter. Collaboration has a specifically defined purpose which has been agreed upon by the parties interacting, and is intended to satisfy this objective.


Collaboration is Natural


Collaboration is a natural progression in the communication process. In my lifetime I have seen a transition from letters to telexes, faxes, emails and video conferencing (VC) connectivity; now, recent technological advances mean it is possible for remote groups to be joined together via visual, audio and data connectivity to produce one virtual team. This provides an organisation with the opportunity for a true paradigm shift, enabling everyone to challenge existing processes and procedures and create revolutionary new ways of working, leading to productivity improvements.


Dealing with People Issues


Effective collaboration depends upon:





•  installing the appropriate technology


•  creating the right physical environment


•  developing new organisational structures, processes and procedures


•  developing appropriate behaviours


•  creating an appropriate culture.





My own experience is that most organisations feel more comfortable and able to deal with activities which are not people-related – activities where they can design, document and implement any required modifications or changes under logical, controlled conditions. This is particularly applicable in industrial, manufacturing and technologically-driven organisations. However, such organisations can lack the ability to effectively deal with the ‘softer’ people issues which arise. These require the consideration of:





•  emotions


•  feelings


•  prejudices


•  relationships


•  behaviours.





In many organisations, leaders often delegate people issues to the HR (human resources) function, which in reality is wholly inappropriate. Although HR may provide a valuable resource to deal with conditions of employment, it should not be held accountable or responsible for the development of appropriate individual behaviours, nor relationships between individuals within teams. This should be the responsibility of the appointed leader.


Searching for the Answer


Throughout my career, I have seen numerous new techniques, processes and systems developed to help improve the efficiency of organisations, ranging from Terotechnology, Just-In-Time, Business Process Redesign, Lean Manufacturing and Kaizen, to name but a few. These are all laudable techniques to introduce new ways of working in order to improve operational and organisational efficiency for commercial advantage, but they often ignore the human element, and certainly don’t deal with collaboration.







Many years ago, I was involved in a number of governmental quangos looking at why the UK’s manufacturing efficiency lagged behind that of other developed countries, especially Japan. Numerous fact-finding missions looked for the reasons behind Japan’s attainment of higher efficiency levels, which resulted in the production of heavy tomes containing technical details that were eventually woven into white papers for dissemination amongst industry leaders. All the papers, however, failed to either identify or accept that perhaps the main reason for the attainment of higher efficiency levels in Japan was the diligence, attentiveness and work ethic of the workforce – maybe this was not highlighted as it was too painful to admit to!








It’s Not Just Another Technique


Collaborative working is not just another efficiency improvement technique or tool, but an enabler for creating one truly effective and efficient team. However, joining people together from different groups, who have different ways of working and who have individual mindsets, is not an easy process. It requires individuals to develop new allegiances and possibly have their own ideas and views challenged; this can cause natural resistance, leading to organisational dissonance.


In helping organisations to develop and implement collaborative working, my experience has shown that dealing with people issues is not only important but critical, yet I have found that these people issues are almost always relegated to the end of any agenda, be it concerning the design, development or implementation of any change programme. When it does eventually come to ‘people issues’, I have witnessed many a meeting where laptops are suddenly opened or hands disappear beneath the desk to check emails and texts on smartphones – possibly a none-too-subtle indication of the level of interest or importance placed on dealing with the softer issues of collaboration.


A contributing factor in putting people issues at the end of many agendas is probably discomfort in articulating and dealing with emotional, relationship and behavioural issues. In early engagement workshops designed to talk about collaboration, I have often asked those with teenage children how emotionally connected they feel they are to them. It transpires that the adults’ ability to connect with their own children has gradually diminished over time – they often feel they lack the language to relate to them, and so feel uncomfortable with emotional conversations. It is therefore no surprise that, when creating collaborative environments whose success relies upon surfacing and dealing with relationship issues, people issues are sidelined, ignored or simply paid lip-service to.


This book is designed to address this head on. It is solely about the people issues that need to be dealt with in joining groups together so that individuals can collaborate effectively and harmoniously to create high performance teams. There are no right or wrong answers, and there are no convenient templates which can be populated and applied. This book purely raises the topics that need to be addressed and provides the reader with an understanding of these issues, together with suggestions about how they might be tackled. The precise interventions required will, however, depend upon the existing attitudes, behaviours and mindsets of the groups being joined together in the pursuit of creating truly high performance teams.


A New Capability


It is also important to recognise and remember that collaboration is a new capability that individuals have the freedom to decide how and when to deploy. It cannot, therefore, be dictated or enforced; instead, individuals have to understand the potential of the capability and decide how to apply it themselves.


As we will see later, this element of choice means that the design and implementation of a change programme to embed collaborative working in any organisation relies heavily on individuals understanding the power of the capability and then deciding for themselves how it can be utilised. Hence, any implementation programme must be heavily biased towards educating people on the underlying concepts, rather than relying on traditional process-managed implementation programmes.


Collaboration depends upon successful, harmonious interactions with a wide variety of people from different backgrounds and experiences who may well see the world from different perspectives. This may mean letting go of opinions that help unite co-located groups and seeing the other group’s point of view. This enables them to see another group, which might once have been perceived as ‘the enemy’, as valuable colleagues.


Don’t Forget to Collaborate at Every Level in the Organisation!


We will be moving on to look at the benefits of collaboration and how groups can be joined together. There is, however, an inherent danger that, when joining groups together, the teams are united by enabling technologies, meaning that they can interact on a real-time basis, but that this does not necessarily extend to their senior managers, who are hence separated by a ‘collaboration gap’.







[image: images]








This results in understanding and alignment between the different teams, but creates the danger of misunderstanding between them and their senior managers, whose team members are being influenced by other groups, possibly without their knowledge; this can come as a surprise and lead to feelings of loss of control. This is illustrated in the diagram opposite.











	

KEY MESSAGES









	

•  Collaboration is a natural progression









	

•  Don’t delegate people-related issues – embrace them









	

•  In developing collaborative working, don’t put people issues last on any agenda









	

•  Don’t sideline, marginalise or trivialise people issues









	

•  Collaboration is a new capability, and individuals need to decide how to apply it for maximum benefit









	

•  Ensure people understand the concepts behind collaboration









	

•  Embrace new perspectives and let go of stereotypes









	

•  Collaborate at all levels in the organisation
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BENEFITS OF COLLABORATION



New Communication Systems


The introduction of any new communication system or process brings with it a range of benefits that will be the rationale behind it, provide a number of business advantages, and help the organisation potentially achieve improvements in operational performance and efficiency.


However, it is also true that every new communication system or process brings with it a number of disadvantages that need to be identified and managed. Clearly, if the disadvantages are sufficiently significant and serious, it would be appropriate to evaluate how they might be mitigated; and, indeed, if they outweigh the advantages, it is important to assess the wisdom of adopting the new communication system or process at all.


For example, the introduction of mobile phones brought the tangible and obvious advantage of being able to contact anyone at any time, but also an attendant disadvantage: the risk of being constantly disturbed. People therefore quickly learned to cope with this disadvantage by utilising messaging, alerts and diverts, or turning their phones off when they did not want to be disturbed.


Another disadvantage of the latest communication systems, be they mobile phones, laptops or tablets, is that people feel the need to respond immediately to an incoming call, text or email, even in meetings, so diverting their attention from what is being discussed. It is quite astounding how this habit has become virtually endemic in most organisations, accepted as common practice and not perceived for what it is – disruptive, inefficient and discourteous to others at the meeting. How many times have we all witnessed a question directed at someone who has had their attention diverted by another form of communication, only to be met with the response, “Sorry, what did you say?”







Curiously, this was vividly demonstrated to me a few years ago when queuing at a hotel reception to ask for directions to a local restaurant. The queue’s progress was continually interrupted by the receptionist feeling obliged to pause to answer the telephone, and so I decided to find the hotel’s reception number and call her from my mobile. Not surprisingly she answered, and I began to ask my question, and as I did so made my way forward to the front of the queue, only to be met with a wave of the hand indicating that she was busy on the phone! It acted as a powerful illustration of how difficult it is to break patterned communications behaviour.








It’s Not Big Brother


In the introduction of collaborative working, as we shall see later, there are both advantages and some attendant drawbacks. Whilst in my experience the drawbacks are relatively minor and can be controlled or mitigated, as with any major programme of change, individuals naturally focus on the negative issues first (a form of self-protection) and are often unable to let go of the perceived disadvantages and move forward, but instead dwell on, worry and fret about the negative consequences. This prevents them from moving on to consider and appreciate the major and more significant advantages of collaborative working.


One of the major issues which often arises is the introduction of cameras. They are an integral part of visual collaboration, yet people often view them negatively, feel they are somewhat intrusive, that they are being constantly watched, and see them as ‘Big Brother’.


This is something we will consider in more detail later when we look at how collaborative change programmes can be designed and implemented.


Don’t Marginalise Negativity


Again, something we will discuss later, in the section on managing change, is that any perceived disadvantages must not be marginalised or ignored, but must be taken seriously. Although they could appear relatively small in comparison to the obvious commercial advantages, they need to be discussed, debated and considered so their relevance can be seen in perspective and allowed to naturally dissipate.


There can, however, be occasions when the negativity is completely inappropriate, as was borne out in one collaboration assignment I was leading, which involved connecting a remote production facility with a head office support function. The head of the support function dwelt on the negative ramifications of providing collaborative connectivity, stating that it would reduce face-to-face contact, hence damaging personal relationships and leading to production inefficiencies; he was not at all swayed by the positive benefits, which were:
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