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The culture of collaboration

INTRODUCTION
by Lynda Gratton

Building bridges
for success

The conventional view that business is all
about competition is being challenged by the
idea of collaboration, as companies look to find
ways of exploiting the power of partnership

I
t was not so long ago that business leaders
viewed competition as the most appropriate
way to achieve their goals. The basic
premise was that in any industrial environ-
ment there was a finite amount of potential
value and the savvy executive tried to beat
other companies by gaining as much of the

cake as possible.
This focus on competition was played out in

many ways. Executive boardrooms were filled
with the language of competition, with words such
as “winners”, “losers” and “battlefields” the norm.
People management practices extolled the virtues
of competition through the high value placed on
individualised bonuses and rewards.

Over the past five years, it has been striking
how this fundamental premise has begun to falter.
Instead of competition, the discussion in the exec-
utive offices is increasingly of collaboration. While
the former idea focuses on bosses and hierarchies,
and is about withholding knowledge and the exer-
cise of personal power, this new way of manage-
ment thinking is about working with peers, col-
leagues and other businesses.

Why collaboration is crucial
The emergence of collaboration is the result of a
number of intersecting trends.

■ The rise of partnership strategies
The first trend is a fundamental change in what
constitutes good business strategy and strategic
positioning. Over the past decade, it has become
clear that executives and their businesses are not,
in fact, competing for a piece of finite cake.
Instead, they are more interested in making the
cake bigger. In the jargon of business strategy, the
emphasis is less on “value appropriation” and
more on “value creation”, often in the context of
co-creation.

According to this logic, new markets can be
created – but to do so often requires erstwhile
competitors, customers and clients to work
together. This first became apparent in the phar-
maceutical industry, which had created and mar-
keted its products through alliances and joint ven-

tures for decades. These relationships allowed
individual companies to pull together the breadth
of talent and experience required to bring major
drugs to the market. The focus on working with
partners has forced the companies in this sector to
hone their partnership skills and build their col-
laborative capabilities.

These patterns of collaborative working are now
apparent in the telecommunications sectors and IT
where it is becoming increasingly untenable to “go
it alone”. Alliances and partnerships require the
capacity to work collaboratively with others who
you consider to be more like peers than suppliers.

■ The knowledge economy
The second trend is a rapid move into the knowl-
edge economy and the focus on innovation of
products or services. Research into the history of
innovation shows clearly that in the majority of
cases, innovations arise as the result of the collec-
tive experience and conversations of groups of
people.

Yet – and here is the real issue – people do not
willingly work with each other and share knowl-
edge unless they respect and trust each other.
Simply put, innovation is unlikely to occur with-
out some degree of a collaborative culture.

■ The working styles of Generation Y
While the first two trends are about the business
environment, the third trend involves the subtle
but profound generational changes that are
becoming apparent.

To understand these developments, step back for
a moment and think about the basic attitudes and
values of many of today’s CEOs and senior execu-
tives. These postwar baby boomers entered a
world of competition and individual endeavour.
Typically they had to battle to get a university
education, to get a job and to succeed in their
career. Competition was the name of the game and
they honed their competitive skills and practices
as they rose through the corporate hierarchy.

These generational cohorts are now in their late
40s and 50s. They may still have their hands on
the corporate steering wheel – but coming up after

them are two generations with very different atti-
tudes: Generation X and Generation Y.

Generation Y, now up to age 27, is particularly
adept at collaborating with others. This is a com-
munity-based generation that place enormous
value on working with their peers and shies away
from the individual competitive nature of the baby
boomers. So, as the baby boomers are succeeded in
the business world by a generation for whom col-
laboration is a basic attitude and competency –
and for whom collaborative technology is second
nature – it is entirely plausible that a more finely
tuned collaborative style will emerge.

■ Advances in collaborative technology
The final trend is technological. As I will show,
many of the collaborative experiences in compa-
nies take place in highly complex forms that rely
on advanced technology to support them. For
example, it is not easy to collaborate with some-
one in another country without asynchronous
communication technology such as voicemail and
e-mail. It is also difficult to share information
without a shared repository of knowledge. Tech-
nology has made possible what demography has
made plausible: a wired-up generation for whom
communities is central. You may not be on Face-
book or Second Life – but your teenage children
certainly are.

The complex nature of collaboration
How is collaboration actually taking place? At its
most simple, collaboration involves two or more
people actively engaging with each other. They
could be working on a joint project and sharing an
office, or even meeting each other over a coffee to
discuss a mutual issue.

However, in most cases, collaboration takes an
altogether more complicated form.

The magnitude of this complexity was illus-
trated in a recent study at London Business
School supported by the Advanced Institute of
Management. Over a period of three years, we
studied 52 teams in 15 companies located in both
the US and Europe. It became rapidly apparent
that collaboration is inevitably occurring in highly
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T
he days of government-owned monopo-
listic telephone companies using their
own proprietary technologies are long
gone. In today’s intensely competitive
global telecommunications market, BT
needs to minimise costs and create

shareholder value by launching some of its new
technologies into the marketplace. This is why it
injects selected technology into a partnership with
US-based New Venture Partners, which provides
funding and business expertise to launch them
into the market.

“It has gone amazingly well,” says Mike Carr,
chief science officer at BT Group. “This is both
because New Venture Partners was a good choice
in the first place and also because the shared goal
helps us both to be flexible and compromise
enough to achieve it effectively.”

The value of the technology that emerges in a
laboratory or university collaboration derives from
its surrounding business context. Mr Carr says, for
example, that good researchers and engineers may
have a great invention but often they are unable
to apply it to a real business problem in the
market. The objective of the collaboration is to
make the jump from a great invention to an
attractive business proposition, a process called
“incubation”.

New Venture Partners – which was originally
Lucent, the new ventures group of Lucent Tech-
nologies – had a similar relationship with Philips.
As a result, it is now managing an extensive
portfolio of companies and has launched nearly 50
new companies, of which about 10 have been sold
or floated.

Incubation is about applying good technology to
the unmet business needs of the market. BT
injects the intellectual property and the core tech-
nology team into the new company. New Venture
Partners funds the new business and recruits a
chief executive, and the heads of marketing and
finance respectively.

A business plan is produced, trials conducted
and the first customer signed up. Typically, this
takes nine months to a year. Venture capital is
then brought in to expand the business and estab-
lish it in the market.

“You do not tend to progress the technology
very much during incubation,” explains Mr Carr.
“The value creation is all about understanding the
market context and applying the technology to a
problem.”

The two companies began discussions on com-
bining forces as a result of an independent study
on corporate incubation published by Ernst and
Young, the accountancy firm, that voted Bright-
star, BT’s corporate incubator, as the best in
Europe and New Venture Partners as top in the
US. It took three months to work out a value
proposition and complete contractual negotiations.

“The success of collaborations always depends
on [the two partners] having similar goals,” says

Mr Carr. “What was also interesting about New
Venture Partners is that the individuals have a lot
of corporate experience. That enabled them to
understand our working practices and the way we
think and make decisions. That does not mean
that we are slow, we just think differently.”

The wider global partnership brings an impor-
tant element of credibility and confidence when
recruiting management teams at the most risky
early stage of a venture. It is also important when
with venture capitalists.

Staff from New Venture Partners are based at
BT’s research centre, actively “grazing” the oppor-
tunities. “You have to have a trusted open rela-
tionship,” says Harry Berry, a partner at New
Venture Partners. “We have the ‘right to roam’ BT
laboratories, look at technologies and talk to peo-
ple, and BT knows that we will not transgress its
intellectual property rights. It is the way to really
get creative ideas going. It is impossible if every-
thing is secret or hidden in little pockets.”

BT’s $2bn annual research and development
investment creates a massive number of opportu-
nities to commercialise technology. “The only way
we can handle these is to have New Venture
Partners people physically with us,” says Mr Carr.
“The good thing about them is the simple way
they can rationalise a business decision. They are
able to quickly appraise all the opportunities and
focus on the ones that are important.”

Mr Berry points out that having a third party
manage the spin out of innovation avoids a
number of cultural issues that could inhibit large
companies trying to do it themselves. For exam-
ple, the third party is not bound by human
resources policies in recruiting and paying a man-
agement team. It has a fund available to supply
capital when it is needed that is not restricted by
corporate budgets.

The other advantage is the trust that a long-
term relationship brings. A venture capitalist firm
may be very skilled in negotiating the best possi-
ble deal for itself in a one-off investment but a
long-term collaboration ensures both parties share
value equitably over a series of incubations.

“Although one of the reasons for BT ventures is
to make some money, our key reason is to get our
technology into the commercial world,” says
Mr Carr, “so we can go and buy it and incorporate
it into our services. That isn’t necessarily compati-
ble with a straightforward venture capitalist
whose only strategy is to make as much money as
possible.”

BT has spun out eight companies, five of them
since the collaboration with New Venture Part-
ners. Mr Carr expects to continue at a rate of
about two a year.

“We practice open innovation and it could be
more open than BT allowing us to manage their
interests,” concludes Mr Berry. “Successful incu-
bation is about bringing together disparate cul-
tures and working together in an open manner.”

C
as

e
st

ud
y Joined­up innovation

Two technology companies find common cause
in pursuing innovation, writes Rod Newing

think in real-time.”
But there is a danger of sharing too much

information. Microsoft’s Enterprise IQ Survey
2007, in partnership with Henley Management
College, found that an average workgroup of 25
people shares information 1,500 times a week and
intensive information users share over 5,000
times a week. Even then, 22 per cent of docu-
ments are considered to be out of date.

“People are drowning in data and feel over-
whelmed by information,” says Jean-Anne Stew-
art, director of corporate programmes at Henley
Management College. “There are issues of reliabil-
ity and accuracy, which may be contributing to
calling meetings to gather and share information.”

Although a wide range of corporate technolo-
gies exists to overcome some of the cultural
issues surrounding collaborative working, a new
range of consumer-based technologies is begin-
ning to establish itself in the enterprise. Often
referred to collectively as “Web 2.0”, the technol-
ogies include social networks, wikis and blogs.

“The teenagers of today are using technology to
communicate and collaborate like never before
but the business world is struggling to figure out
how to use them,” says Neil Sutton, general man-
ager for information technology services at BT.

When today’s teenagers start their careers in
the commercial world, it will have an impact on
the way we communicate. They will prefer differ-
ent ways of communicating, and this will affect
collaboration within, and between businesses –
but the business world is not ready for it.”

Stewart Mader, wiki evangelist at Atlassian, a
software systems company, points out that the
generation now entering the workforce are
experts in social media and are already collabo-
rating with each other. One of the reasons for the
success of Web 2.0 tools is that they blur the line
between pure business productivity and the
building of an emotional connection, a sense of
ownership and involvement, which allows people
to interact directly with other people to build
their knowledge.

“They approach knowledge as the product of
that organic, non-linear human connection and
collaboration,” he says. “Imagine unleashing that
potential in the professional world.”

People’s individual web profiles are the founda-
tion of social networks, allowing them to connect
to each other and to information. These profiles
add the necessary “context” to the collaboration.

IBM has been using the same approach for
eight years with its 475,000 “Blue Pages”
employee and partner profiles. These include an
individual’s experience, skills, projects they have
worked on, their patents and publications, the
content they have created, the activities they are
involved in and the communities in which they
participate.

“They are accessed 6m times a day to find
more about the people you know and to find the
people you don’t know,” says Jeff Schick, world-
wide vice-president for social software at the
company. “You really get a better understanding
of who the individual is, what they do and what
they know.”

The CIX electronic conferencing system has
been using the personal information of its users
to make connections since before the internet
became pervasive. “They are essential for build-
ing a mental picture of your remote colleagues,”
says Graham Davies, the company’s managing
director. “It helps us to predict how a person will
interpret and react to our ideas and suggestions,
in the same way their facial emotions and body
language would in a face-to-face situation.”

Clearly, technology can help to address a
number of cultural problems associated with col-
laboration – but not if they are used exclusively.
As Prof Cochrane concludes: “Collaboration still
works best if it is supported by human contact
that cements trust and familiarity on a regular
basis.”
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The second trend is a rapid move into the knowl-
edge economy and the focus on innovation of
products or services. Research into the history of
innovation shows clearly that in the majority of
cases, innovations arise as the result of the collec-
tive experience and conversations of groups of
people.

Yet – and here is the real issue – people do not
willingly work with each other and share knowl-
edge unless they respect and trust each other.
Simply put, innovation is unlikely to occur with-
out some degree of a collaborative culture.

■ The working styles of Generation Y
While the first two trends are about the business
environment, the third trend involves the subtle
but profound generational changes that are
becoming apparent.

To understand these developments, step back for
a moment and think about the basic attitudes and
values of many of today’s CEOs and senior execu-
tives. These postwar baby boomers entered a
world of competition and individual endeavour.
Typically they had to battle to get a university
education, to get a job and to succeed in their
career. Competition was the name of the game and
they honed their competitive skills and practices
as they rose through the corporate hierarchy.

These generational cohorts are now in their late
40s and 50s. They may still have their hands on
the corporate steering wheel – but coming up after

them are two generations with very different atti-
tudes: Generation X and Generation Y.

Generation Y, now up to age 27, is particularly
adept at collaborating with others. This is a com-
munity-based generation that place enormous
value on working with their peers and shies away
from the individual competitive nature of the baby
boomers. So, as the baby boomers are succeeded in
the business world by a generation for whom col-
laboration is a basic attitude and competency –
and for whom collaborative technology is second
nature – it is entirely plausible that a more finely
tuned collaborative style will emerge.

■ Advances in collaborative technology
The final trend is technological. As I will show,
many of the collaborative experiences in compa-
nies take place in highly complex forms that rely
on advanced technology to support them. For
example, it is not easy to collaborate with some-
one in another country without asynchronous
communication technology such as voicemail and
e-mail. It is also difficult to share information
without a shared repository of knowledge. Tech-
nology has made possible what demography has
made plausible: a wired-up generation for whom
communities is central. You may not be on Face-
book or Second Life – but your teenage children
certainly are.

The complex nature of collaboration
How is collaboration actually taking place? At its
most simple, collaboration involves two or more
people actively engaging with each other. They
could be working on a joint project and sharing an
office, or even meeting each other over a coffee to
discuss a mutual issue.

However, in most cases, collaboration takes an
altogether more complicated form.

The magnitude of this complexity was illus-
trated in a recent study at London Business
School supported by the Advanced Institute of
Management. Over a period of three years, we
studied 52 teams in 15 companies located in both
the US and Europe. It became rapidly apparent
that collaboration is inevitably occurring in highly
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T
he days of government-owned monopo-
listic telephone companies using their
own proprietary technologies are long
gone. In today’s intensely competitive
global telecommunications market, BT
needs to minimise costs and create

shareholder value by launching some of its new
technologies into the marketplace. This is why it
injects selected technology into a partnership with
US-based New Venture Partners, which provides
funding and business expertise to launch them
into the market.

“It has gone amazingly well,” says Mike Carr,
chief science officer at BT Group. “This is both
because New Venture Partners was a good choice
in the first place and also because the shared goal
helps us both to be flexible and compromise
enough to achieve it effectively.”

The value of the technology that emerges in a
laboratory or university collaboration derives from
its surrounding business context. Mr Carr says, for
example, that good researchers and engineers may
have a great invention but often they are unable
to apply it to a real business problem in the
market. The objective of the collaboration is to
make the jump from a great invention to an
attractive business proposition, a process called
“incubation”.

New Venture Partners – which was originally
Lucent, the new ventures group of Lucent Tech-
nologies – had a similar relationship with Philips.
As a result, it is now managing an extensive
portfolio of companies and has launched nearly 50
new companies, of which about 10 have been sold
or floated.

Incubation is about applying good technology to
the unmet business needs of the market. BT
injects the intellectual property and the core tech-
nology team into the new company. New Venture
Partners funds the new business and recruits a
chief executive, and the heads of marketing and
finance respectively.

A business plan is produced, trials conducted
and the first customer signed up. Typically, this
takes nine months to a year. Venture capital is
then brought in to expand the business and estab-
lish it in the market.

“You do not tend to progress the technology
very much during incubation,” explains Mr Carr.
“The value creation is all about understanding the
market context and applying the technology to a
problem.”

The two companies began discussions on com-
bining forces as a result of an independent study
on corporate incubation published by Ernst and
Young, the accountancy firm, that voted Bright-
star, BT’s corporate incubator, as the best in
Europe and New Venture Partners as top in the
US. It took three months to work out a value
proposition and complete contractual negotiations.

“The success of collaborations always depends
on [the two partners] having similar goals,” says

Mr Carr. “What was also interesting about New
Venture Partners is that the individuals have a lot
of corporate experience. That enabled them to
understand our working practices and the way we
think and make decisions. That does not mean
that we are slow, we just think differently.”

The wider global partnership brings an impor-
tant element of credibility and confidence when
recruiting management teams at the most risky
early stage of a venture. It is also important when
with venture capitalists.

Staff from New Venture Partners are based at
BT’s research centre, actively “grazing” the oppor-
tunities. “You have to have a trusted open rela-
tionship,” says Harry Berry, a partner at New
Venture Partners. “We have the ‘right to roam’ BT
laboratories, look at technologies and talk to peo-
ple, and BT knows that we will not transgress its
intellectual property rights. It is the way to really
get creative ideas going. It is impossible if every-
thing is secret or hidden in little pockets.”

BT’s $2bn annual research and development
investment creates a massive number of opportu-
nities to commercialise technology. “The only way
we can handle these is to have New Venture
Partners people physically with us,” says Mr Carr.
“The good thing about them is the simple way
they can rationalise a business decision. They are
able to quickly appraise all the opportunities and
focus on the ones that are important.”

Mr Berry points out that having a third party
manage the spin out of innovation avoids a
number of cultural issues that could inhibit large
companies trying to do it themselves. For exam-
ple, the third party is not bound by human
resources policies in recruiting and paying a man-
agement team. It has a fund available to supply
capital when it is needed that is not restricted by
corporate budgets.

The other advantage is the trust that a long-
term relationship brings. A venture capitalist firm
may be very skilled in negotiating the best possi-
ble deal for itself in a one-off investment but a
long-term collaboration ensures both parties share
value equitably over a series of incubations.

“Although one of the reasons for BT ventures is
to make some money, our key reason is to get our
technology into the commercial world,” says
Mr Carr, “so we can go and buy it and incorporate
it into our services. That isn’t necessarily compati-
ble with a straightforward venture capitalist
whose only strategy is to make as much money as
possible.”

BT has spun out eight companies, five of them
since the collaboration with New Venture Part-
ners. Mr Carr expects to continue at a rate of
about two a year.

“We practice open innovation and it could be
more open than BT allowing us to manage their
interests,” concludes Mr Berry. “Successful incu-
bation is about bringing together disparate cul-
tures and working together in an open manner.”
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Two technology companies find common cause
in pursuing innovation, writes Rod Newing

think in real-time.”
But there is a danger of sharing too much

information. Microsoft’s Enterprise IQ Survey
2007, in partnership with Henley Management
College, found that an average workgroup of 25
people shares information 1,500 times a week and
intensive information users share over 5,000
times a week. Even then, 22 per cent of docu-
ments are considered to be out of date.

“People are drowning in data and feel over-
whelmed by information,” says Jean-Anne Stew-
art, director of corporate programmes at Henley
Management College. “There are issues of reliabil-
ity and accuracy, which may be contributing to
calling meetings to gather and share information.”

Although a wide range of corporate technolo-
gies exists to overcome some of the cultural
issues surrounding collaborative working, a new
range of consumer-based technologies is begin-
ning to establish itself in the enterprise. Often
referred to collectively as “Web 2.0”, the technol-
ogies include social networks, wikis and blogs.

“The teenagers of today are using technology to
communicate and collaborate like never before
but the business world is struggling to figure out
how to use them,” says Neil Sutton, general man-
ager for information technology services at BT.

When today’s teenagers start their careers in
the commercial world, it will have an impact on
the way we communicate. They will prefer differ-
ent ways of communicating, and this will affect
collaboration within, and between businesses –
but the business world is not ready for it.”

Stewart Mader, wiki evangelist at Atlassian, a
software systems company, points out that the
generation now entering the workforce are
experts in social media and are already collabo-
rating with each other. One of the reasons for the
success of Web 2.0 tools is that they blur the line
between pure business productivity and the
building of an emotional connection, a sense of
ownership and involvement, which allows people
to interact directly with other people to build
their knowledge.

“They approach knowledge as the product of
that organic, non-linear human connection and
collaboration,” he says. “Imagine unleashing that
potential in the professional world.”

People’s individual web profiles are the founda-
tion of social networks, allowing them to connect
to each other and to information. These profiles
add the necessary “context” to the collaboration.

IBM has been using the same approach for
eight years with its 475,000 “Blue Pages”
employee and partner profiles. These include an
individual’s experience, skills, projects they have
worked on, their patents and publications, the
content they have created, the activities they are
involved in and the communities in which they
participate.

“They are accessed 6m times a day to find
more about the people you know and to find the
people you don’t know,” says Jeff Schick, world-
wide vice-president for social software at the
company. “You really get a better understanding
of who the individual is, what they do and what
they know.”

The CIX electronic conferencing system has
been using the personal information of its users
to make connections since before the internet
became pervasive. “They are essential for build-
ing a mental picture of your remote colleagues,”
says Graham Davies, the company’s managing
director. “It helps us to predict how a person will
interpret and react to our ideas and suggestions,
in the same way their facial emotions and body
language would in a face-to-face situation.”

Clearly, technology can help to address a
number of cultural problems associated with col-
laboration – but not if they are used exclusively.
As Prof Cochrane concludes: “Collaboration still
works best if it is supported by human contact
that cements trust and familiarity on a regular
basis.”
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