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Praise for


THE COLLABORATION BREAKTHROUGH


“Collaboration is the only way to navigate today’s complex, ever-changing, global workplaces. This book provides the essential steps for making it happen.”


Naomi Whittel


Chief Executive Officer Reserveage Nutrition and featured on the QVC Shopping Network


“Take a walk in Mike’s shoes and you’ll be glad you did! Understanding your workplace colleagues, to engage them, to create and build with them, this is what helps ensure success in business and this is what The Collaboration Breakthrough will teach you.”


Ed Killeen


Chief Operating Officer Uncle Bob’s Self Storage


“An executive team must set the example for collaboration in their organization. The Collaboration Breakthrough is a toolkit for every leader.”


David J. Nasca


President & Chief Executive Officer Evans Bank, N.A.


“When collaboration fails, entire companies rot slowly from fractious conflict. This book does more than describe an idyllic workplace. It walks us step-by-step towards growing trust and effective communication on teams.”


Greg Harris


Chief Executive Officer Quantum Workplace & Best Places to Work™ Contest


“The Collaboration Breakthrough is an entertaining and insightful guide for solving important and difficult issues faced in today’s workplace.”


Jamie Latiano Jacobs


Vice President People and Culture, Renovate America and Vice President, National Human Resources Association


“The Collaboration Breakthrough is an incredible resource to identify and priortize action items to influence change in any organization.”


Christie Joseph


Vice President of Human Resources, Pegula Sports and Entertainment, Buffalo Bills and Buffalo Sabres


“In every company there is an unwritten undercurrent of how work gets done. This undercurrent is simply ‘collaboration’; and when done effectively it is a key differentiator for any company in any industry. The Collaboration Breakthrough is the book that finally gives professionals the insight needed to be exceptional collaborators both at work and in everyday life.”


Joshua White


Vice President Learning and Organizational Development, Simon


“It’s amazing how impactful Amy can be by keeping things simple and making it easy for people to understand how to be effective with each other and to personally influence organizational effectiveness.”


Eugenio Perrier


Chief Marketing Officer, Sabra Dipping Company


“The Collaboration Breakthrough was the perfect next step for our managerial training program.”


Kelli Hennessy


Director, Organizational Development and Training, University at Buffalo


“Collaboration will create a workplace with confident employees that trust one another.”


Anna Marie Cellino


President National Fuel Gas Distribution Corporation


“The Collaboration Breakthrough gives anyone at any level the confidence and courage to improve the way they work with their co-workers and the results that they deliver.”


Jeff Streb


Director of Human Resources, US Technology Solutions, Ingram Micro Inc.


“This step-by-step guide provides a simple framework for making collaboration the cornerstone of your company culture.”


David Rendall


Author of The Freak Factor
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For Michael and Grace,


May you always find Collaborative Workplaces or have the courage to create them!
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INTRODUCTION


The Case for Collaboration


Any fool can make things complex. It takes a genius to make something simple.


We get it ... you’re tired. Trying to keep all those balls in the air is simply exhausting. Today’s workplace is more complex than ever. Getting products to market is complicated by challenges with few single causes or simple solutions. A steady stream of new technologies creates big changes every day. You work across unfamiliar cultures and inconvenient time zones. And, if that weren’t enough, volatile economic conditions have made predicting the future nearly impossible.


You juggle demands from customers, bosses, peers, direct reports, and others who often don’t agree with each other or have the patience to wait. With all of the distractions and priorities, it’s difficult to get your most important work accomplished. You work too much, yet you still don’t have enough time for creative thinking and innovation. And you don’t feel appreciated, which makes sense because what you do doesn’t seem to make much of a difference anyway. Sometimes you may be thankful that you just survived another week.


To push ahead, businesses use agile development, big data, ERP systems, matrix management, and open office spaces—tactics that are designed to make work easier but actually make life more complicated. Hierarchical or matrix reporting structures hamper innovation, teamwork, accountability, and results. And despite an abundance of training programs designed to get “millennials” to be “disruptors” and “synergize” their “it factors” to drive “engagement,” buzzword programs have only created more complexity and more work. No wonder you’re more stretched and stressed than ever before.


Oddly enough, a simple answer has always been right in front of you. Regardless of all the changes taking place in organizations, one thing remains constant: the people who work there. Around the world, in all kinds of workplaces, you and other talented, passionate people show up each day, wanting to be successful and wanting to feel fulfilled. Your goals? To make progress, enjoy what you do, be treated fairly, learn and grow, and take pride in your work.


THERE IS A BRIGHT SIDE


Organizations that weather economic storms, come first to market with new ideas and approaches, grow a satisfied customer base, and excel financially have found the solution is really quite simple. Imagine for a moment, a workplace where
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What would life be like? Would you achieve your goals? Would customers and partners become enthusiastic and loyal fans? Would you crush your competition? Would you feel your own personal level of ownership increase? Would you and your coworkers be skipping to work? We think so. In fact, we know so.


This workplace exists. We call it a Collaborative Workplace, a workplace where simple tools and common-sense frameworks invite people to make things happen. In a Collaborative Workplace people think differently and achieve more.


IF IT’S SO SIMPLE, WHY ISN’T EVERYONE DOING IT?


For starters, collaboration seems hard to measure. “Touchy-feely” might be how some executives see it. To them, traditional, quantifiable measures of success are more reliable. Yet, study after study shows CEOs often worry most about people problems.


Building collaboration also takes a consistent, long-term approach. Contrast that with tactical actions—say a marketing campaign or a training program that can be short-term and flexible. Like any kind of fitness program, creating a Collaborative Workplace takes discipline. This is not a mugs and posters program; it’s a way of life.


Perhaps the biggest reason people don’t collaborate is it requires facing the realities of human behavior, behavior that even the most committed people find difficult to comprehend, let alone address. Instead, they wait for their boss, the CEO, or the board of directors to deal with the tough issues when, in reality, every person has the power to influence others to build a better workplace—a Collaborative Workplace. This is the collaboration breakthrough. It’s a shift in your thinking that drives a better approach to how you work with others.


We’ve spent the past 20 years studying collaboration in the workplace. We’ve worked in and with some of the most dysfunctional workplaces and some of the most amazing workplaces. We’ve surveyed thousands of workers to understand their challenges and ideas for creating more collaboration. And in our quest to provide strategic solutions and simple tools, our clients have grown their organizations, launched new products faster than ever before, implemented sweeping changes with less pain, expedited merger and acquisition processes, and won awards as industry leaders. Their employees don’t quit (mentally or literally), and the number and quality of applicants interested in joining them soars.


One of the most compelling results came from our client, John, a chief operating officer of a large health system. In a January coaching session, John shared their many successes of the prior year: new service lines, better quality, more satisfied patients. For the first time in many years, they hit their profit targets. When asked what drove this success, John replied, “It’s simple. We’re just treating people better. We’re thinking differently about our team members, and that’s affecting the decisions we make and the results we achieve. We work together to make the changes we all want to see in health care.”


John’s right. It’s as simple as that.


The collaboration breakthrough isn’t complicated at all, and this book will show you how to achieve it.


LET’S HAVE SOME FUN


We’ve written this book in a way that we hope you’ll find entertaining. You’ll meet Mike Learner, a bright (almost fictitious) finance grad who has just started his first job as an accountant at an (almost fictitious) manufacturing firm. You’ll walk alongside Mike as he experiences four different workplaces and the collaboration breakthrough. You’ll likely recognize your current workplace among them and also identify which one you’d like to have. We’re confident you’ll choose the Collaborative Workplace, so in part two we give you the hands-on tools and additional information you need to make the shift on your own, wherever you are and regardless of your job title.


As you’re about to learn, creating the collaboration breakthrough is not only doable, it’s essential in today’s highly chaotic, competitive, uncertain, and ever-changing business landscape. The only question is:


Do you have the courage to make it happen?




 








PART ONE

THE FABLE










 


CHAPTER 1


The Dream Workplace


The Collaborative Workplace: The more people know, the more they can contribute.


Hey, it’s nice to meet you! I’m Mike Learner, and I work in the finance department at Lakeside Manufacturing. I’ve been with Lakeside for six months now, and I absolutely love it. This is my first job out of college, and I feel as if I hit the cool job lottery. This company is the perfect fit for me, and I have a feeling Lakeside feels the same way. The HR manager said they hired me because I demonstrated respect, responsibility, and results in college and in my prior jobs. Respect, responsibility, and results, or the “Three Rs” as they’re referred to around here, aren’t just some meaningless catchphrase. From what I can see, our executive team and managers demonstrate them in everything they say and do, and they expect all of us to carry them out as well. That’s not hard to do when everyone around me is so positive and focused on our shared goals. I know it sounds like a cliché, but we really do operate like a well-oiled machine here.


My first three months at Lakeside were a whirlwind of meetings with executives, managers, and employees at every level. It was fun getting acquainted with everyone; they seemed genuinely happy to welcome me aboard and to get to know me too. During my first three months on the job, I spent a week in every department so I could begin to understand how each one contributes to Lakeside’s success and to get to know people across the organization. I also participated in weekly training sessions to learn the company’s core processes. Every day was a revelation for me. It was like walking through a real-world primer on how to run a business where people have confidence in one another and produce excellent results together.


TEAM CIRCLES KEEP US CONNECTED AND FOCUSED


I quickly learned that there are routines at Lakeside designed to get us all rowing in the same direction. As the former captain of my college crew team, I know how important this is. For example, first thing every Monday morning, we have a meeting known as Team Circle. It’s not only called a circle because we sit in a circle but also because there is no hierarchy in these meetings. We’re all equal regardless of our position and tenure. How many business teams can say that about their meetings? Not very many, based on what I hear from my college buddies who work in other jobs. One of my friends told me that she thinks she ages at ten times the normal rate during her company’s meetings, and I don’t think she was kidding when she said that. At Lakeside we don’t use a conference room or anything that formal when we get together. We just pull our chairs into a circle. The chairs don’t even match. One is trendy and stylish. One is a traditional wooden chair like you’d find in your grandmother’s attic. One is bold and large. The funny thing is I sort of feel like the chairs actually match the personalities of my eclectic team members.


Our Team Circle is guided by Ann, our team captain. Ann was appointed to serve in this role for one year because she is really good at getting teams excited about their work. Job rotations are frequent at Lakeside because changing roles is a great way to learn new things while walking a mile in someone else’s shoes. The team captain position is no exception; it rotates every 12 to 18 months. Team captains are chosen based on their personal career goals, positive feedback from coworkers, and how well they inspire the company’s values in others. Ann launches each Team Circle by reminding us of our three most important goals for the quarter. Right now, our “big three” are to (1) sell $2 million in product, (2) achieve 98 percent on-time delivery, and (3) implement the next modules of our new automated accounting system. It might seem odd to begin a finance team meeting with goals having to do with sales and on-time delivery, but at Lakeside, the same “big three” goals apply to every person in every department. Each of us is clear on what the goals are and how we contribute to them.


After Ann reminds us of the “big three,” my five peers and I each have three minutes to update the group on the previous week’s accomplishments and this week’s plan. Everyone is prepared because the agenda seldom varies. This sort of consistency keeps everyone on the same page. Our favorite part of Team Circle is when we vote on who gets to keep the team trophy on their desk that week. We choose these people because they’ve done something that brought us one step closer to a “big three” goal or because they’ve done something that demonstrated one or more of the Three Rs. All of our most critical goals and values are constantly reinforced. It’s awesome!


I know I’m making it sound as if everything’s always perfect at Lakeside, but the truth is we have problems just as every business does. The difference is that we actively deal with our problems as a team rather than trying to pretend they’re not there or trying to pass them off to someone else.


In our last Team Circle, my coworker Steve announced, “Houston, we have a problem!” The rest of us simultaneously shouted in response, “Let’s tackle it!”
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