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COMING  TOGETHER  ON  COLLABORATION

"Col laborat ion "  i s  a  term ,  l ike  most ,

with  a  mixed  bag  of  meaning .  Dur ing

the  Second  World  War ,  the  term

"col laborat ion "  was  decidedly

negat ive ,  re fer r ing  to  those  who  s ided

with  the  Axis  powers   in  carry ing  out

atroc i t ies .   Interest ingly ,  one  of  my

cl ients  actual ly  def ined

"col laborat ion "  as  "working  with  the

enemy . "  Col laborat ion ,  at  i t s  best ,

does ,  in  fact ,  mean  working  with

those  who  th ink  di f ferent ly  -  so  i f  that

di f ference  i s  perce ived  as  in imica l ,  his

def in i t ion  i s  correct .  

In  common  par lance ,  however ,

“col laborat ion ”  i s  often  used

interchangeably  with  "coöperat ion , "  a

fa i r ly  benign  connotat ion .  This  i s

okay ,  except  for  the  loss  of  the  more

act ive  "working  together "  aspect  that

col laborat ion  impl ies .  To  be

cooperat ive ,  I  can  s imply  make  you

aware  of  what  I  am  doing  and  walk

away .  To  col laborate ,  you  and  I  must

engage .  

And  for  many  who  have  actual ly  taken

part  in  col laborat ive  processes ,  the

term  may  have  near ly  as  negat ive  an

assoc iat ion  as  the  WWII  vers ion ,  in

that  those  exper iences  can  be  t ime -

consuming ,  rabbi t - t ra i l  chas ing ,

unproduct ive  and  f rust rat ing .  

These  three  meanings  represent ,  for

many ,  how  “col laborat ion ”  i s  typ ica l ly

understood :   

1 )  something  threatening ,  border ing

on  betraya l ;   

2 )  something  fa i r ly  benign  requi r ing

l i t t le  ef for t ;   

3 )  something  idea l ized ,  but  in

pract ice ,  a  t ime -suck ing  disaster .  



Despi te  i t s  var iabi l i ty  and  imprec is ion ,  "col laborat ion "  i s  st i l l ,  in  my  mind ,   the  best

term   for  the  act  and  intent  of  working  together  toward  a  common  end .  And  I  wil l

accept  some  imprec is ion  s ince  what  I  mean  to  convey  by  “col laborat ion ”   i s  a

commodity  in  urgent  demand  today .  Indeed ,  col laborat ion  i s  being  cal led  for  in

near ly  every  rea lm :  the  env i ronment ,  economics ,  technology ,  heal th ,  governance

and  pol i t ics .  And  the  reason  to  me  i s  pla in :  
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From  a  col lect ion  of  diverse  v iewpoints  comes  a  broader ,  more

complete  understanding  of  the  subject  matter .    

From  th is  greater  understanding ,  new  awareness ,  perspect ives  and

ideas  natura l ly  emerge .  

From  th is  incubator  of  new  th ink ing ,  comes  innovat ion  -  ent i re ly  new

ways  to  address  problems  that  before  seemed  insurmountable .  
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And  now ,  because  we  are  in  the  midst  of  so  many  confounding ,  complex ,  and

potent ia l ly  game -changing  i s sues ,  we  need  innovat ion  l ike  crazy .  

So  how  does  gett ing  a  bunch  of  di f ferent  v iewpoints  (maybe  even  conf l ic t ing )

together  make  for  fu l le r  understanding?  You  might  th ink  i t ’s  just  the  oppos i te :  that

the  more  people  agree ,  the  eas ier  i t  i s  to  delve  into  the  matter  and  break  new

ground .  I  th ink  th is  does  work  in   those  s i tuat ions  where  we  want  to  understand

something  in  greater  spec i f ic i ty  and  deta i l .  That 's  why  spec ia l i s ts  del iver  papers  to

a  smal l  group  of  s imi lar  experts :  so  they  can  get  feedback  on  the  rare f ied  v iew  they

are  seek ing .  And  that 's  extremely  usefu l ,  but  what  I 'm  ta lk ing  about  i s  when  the

experts  are  stumped ,  when  there  i s  no  expert  yet  because  we ’ re  st i l l  grappl ing  with

just  see ing  the  th ing .      

When  the  subject  i s  something  not  at  al l  spec i f ic  yet ,  but  rather  invo lves

mult ip le  areas  of  expert i se ,  i t  i s  complex  for  just  th is  reason .  I t  i s  cross -disc ip l inary

and  requi res  an  integrat ive  or  genera l i s t  v iew  to  see  al l  i t s  corners .  Things  l ike

c l imate  change ,  renewable  energy ,  global  recess ion ,   food  suppl ies ,  ocean  heal th ,

water  qual i ty ,  ai r  pol lut ion ,  and  pandemics ,  as  wel l  as  the  governance  st ructures

needed  to  address   these  i s sues ,  are  al l  examples .     I t  i s  my  exper ience  that  the

outs ider ,  the  newbie ,  somet imes  even  the  seemingly  s imple -minded  can  ask  a

quest ion  that  opens  up  poss ib i l i ty  in  ways  no  seasoned  expert  can  do .    Or  one

expert  asks  a  quest ion  of  an  expert  in  another  area ,  and  that  enl ivens  the  th ink ing

of  both .  The  very  presence  of  a  r ich  body  of  exper ience  and  perspect ive ,  even  i f

seemingly  oppos i t ional ,  i s  what  opens  up  th ink ing .  

I  have  witnessed   th is  t ime  and  t ime  again .  The  dynamic  that  takes  place  i s  c lear .

When  the  human  mind  pul l s  up  out  of  spec i f ic i ty  toward  a  broader  v iew ,  more  of  a

thing  can  be  seen  -  just  as  when  a  plane  takes  of f  and  suddenly  one  i s  no  longer

looking  at  the  runway ,  but  now  see ing  i t  as  a  smal l  t rack  in  the  expanded

landscape .  My  v iew  f rom  seat  A  and  your  v iew  f rom  seat  B  may  be  quite  di f ferent ,

and  we  need  each  other  to  create  a  complete  v iew  of  what  i s  out  there .  This  i s

what  convening  a  group  of  diverse  th inkers  can  mean :  achiev ing  a  v iew  that  i s

fu l le r ,  r icher ,  and  perhaps ,  even  new  in  ways  before  unimagined .  

From  the  broad  v iew ,  made  up  of  so  many  di f ferent  parts ,  new  connect ions  are

made .  Ideas  bump  up  against  unfami l ia r  ones ,  making  us  recons ider  long -held

bel ie fs .  Our  “habit  th ink ing ”  i s  chal lenged  -  what  we  know  becomes  uncerta in ,

doubtable ,  and  now  the  way  i s  paved  for  the  poss ib i l i ty  of  the  new .  

From  years  of  working  with  groups  on  so lv ing  big  problems ,  I  have  learned  that

when  a  group  i s  certa in  i t  knows  something  for  sure ,  i t ’s  often  t ime  to  get  some

outs iders  in  the  room  to  chal lenge  the  certa inty .  In  fact ,  we  do  th is  al l  the  t ime .    



When  we ’ re  fac ing  a  pers i s tent  problem ,  we

ta lk  to  others ;  we  seek  the i r  take  on  i t .  We  do

th is  to  open  our  th ink ing ,  get  new

perspect ives ,  f rom  which  we  can  see  th ings

di f fe rent ly  –  and  f ind  a  new  so lut ion .  

So ,  i t  makes  sense  that  when  our  col lect i ve

unders tanding  of  the  way  th ings  are  i s  not

gett ing  us  anywhere ,  the  best  course  of

act ion  i s  to  convene  a  diverse  group  to

engage  the  i s sue .  From  th i s  opening  of  the

mind  and  the  v iew ,  come  new  ideas .  And

these  ideas  may  not  even  be  new  (not  much

is ) ,  but  may  be  new  appl icat ions  of  an  old

idea ,  or  a  new  combinat ion  of  ideas ,  or  a  new

context  fo r  an  ex is t ing  idea .  

Al l  of  th i s  i s  innovat ion  -  and  of ten ,

innovat ion  i s  not  a  big  bang ,  but  rather  a

tweak  that  resu l t s  in  a  big  ef fect .  That 's  jus t

what  we ' re  look ing  fo r .  Real  innovat ion

comes  f rom  NEW  th ink ing ;  not  jus t  deeper

th ink ing  in to  one  area  or  defense  of  the

same  th ink ing ,  but  ent i re ly  new  ways  of

see ing  and  ta lk ing  about  the  subject  at

hand .  

That 's  the  case  fo r  col laborat ion .  

The  harder  part  i s ,  once  we  agree  we  want  i t

–  and  i t  seems  suddenly  that  a  lo t  of  us  do ,

how  do  we  go  about  i t ?  

How  many  t imes  have  I  heard  of  people

des i r ing  col laborat ion ,  who  go  in to  a  process

wi th  every  in tent ion  of  col laborat ing  -

play ing  nice ly  and  work ing  with  others  who

may  or  may  not  share  the  same  v iewpoint  or

exper ience  -  but  who  come  out  of  i t  battered

and  bru ised ,  or  s imply  bored  to  death  f rom

the  sheer  weight  of  conversat ion ,  of  giv ing

the  f loor  to  so  many  di f fe r ing  perspect ives ?

And  the  whole  enterpr i se  of ten  ends  up  in

noth ing .  Lots  of  t ime ,  money  and  in tent ion

burned  up  on  the  a l tar  of  col laborat ion ,  unt i l

people  jus t  withdraw  to  go  i t  a lone .  Too

of ten .  

This  matter  of  how  to  make  col laborat ion

meaningfu l  and  product ive  i s  covered  in .  

HOW  DOES  COLLABORATION  LEAD  TO

INNOVATION?

 ©  2011  REBECCA  REYNOLDS  CONSULTING ,  INC . PAGE  4



Ab o u t  

RRC  advances  v i s ionary  s t rategy  deve lopment

and  then  bui lds  the  requis i te  capac i ty  to

achieve  i t .  Core  capac i ty  areas  inc lude  execut ive

leadersh ip  advancement ,  governance  redes ign ,

I T  so lut ions ,  human  capi ta l  deve lopment ,  and

col laborat i ve  process—a l l  to  enable  success  in

dynamic  and  complex  env i ronments  with  long -

te rm  impact .   

Founded  in  1991 ,  RRC  has  served  hundreds  of

c l ients  in  the  government  and  non -

governmenta l  sectors  on  a  broad  range  of  i s sues .

Government  c l ients  inc lude  the  USDA  Forest

Serv ice ,  the  Nat iona l  Park  Serv ice ,  the  Bureau  of

Land  Management ,  and  the  US  Env i ronmenta l

Protect ion  Agency ,  as  wel l  as  col laborat ions

invo lv ing  the  spect rum  of  s takeholder  in terests

on  l and  management  and  bus iness  enterpr i se

i ssues .  

APPROACHING

CHANGE  AS  A  CALL

FOR  ADVANCEMENT

THAT  LEADS  TO

EXTRAORDINARY

OUTCOMES .

ADVANCING INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY TO

BRING ABOUT LARGE-SCALE CHANGE

Author ,  Rebecca  Reynolds  i s  CEO  and   

Pr inc ipa l  of  RRC ,  a  f i rm  spec ia l i z ing  in  

support ing  l a rge -sca le  change    

endeavors .     

Reynolds  i s  a  pioneer  in  bui ld ing    

ind iv idua l  and  group  capabi l i t y  to    

achieve  v i s ionary  leadersh ip  and   

s t rategy ,  col laborat i ve ly  deve loped  

a l ignment  on  innovat ive  so lut ions ,  and

inst i tut iona l  r igor  in  the i r  implementat ion .    

Reynolds  acts  as  s t rateg ic  adv iser  to  execut ive

leaders  on  complex  bus iness  and  leadersh ip

chal lenges  across  indust r ies  as  diverse  as  natura l

resources ,  the  ar ts ,  publ ic  pol icy ,  and  I T ,  on  i s sues

invo lv ing  diverse  s takeholders  and  long - te rm

ef fects .  
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