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There’s a Difference Between
Cooperation and Collaboration
RON ASHKENAS

Everyone seems to agree that collaboration across functions is critical for major projects and
initiatives. The reality, however, is that meshing the skills and resources of different departments,
each focused on its own distinct targets, to achieve a larger organizational goal is much easier said
than done. In fact, it takes much more than people being willing to get together, share information,
and cooperate. It more importantly involves making tough decisions and trade-offs about what
and what not to do, in order to adjust workloads across areas with different priorities and bosses.
And despite all the well-meaning cooperative behaviors, this is often where interdepartmental
collaboration breaks down.
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Consider the following situations:

A large insurance company developed a new suite of products to meet unique customer needs.
But as the products were rolled out, it became clear that the product development and marketing
teams had not worked closely enough with the IT and customer service teams that were supposed
to support these products. These teams knew about the general product development strategy, but
they were not included in the detailed planning and roll out decisions, so they were left scrambling
to catch up by the time the products were launched. As a result, customers experienced delays and
errors in processing, the call centers were unprepared for questions, and the overall end-to-end cost
of the new products ended up being much higher than planned.
A global manufacturing firm wanted to customize a product component for one of its major
customers. Doing so required extensive design reconfiguration, with changes to electronics, cooling,
power, weight, pricing, and product delivery. Although every function agreed to take on the changes
that affected them, they all worked on them independently and with different time frames. What
each function didn’t realize was that their changes triggered adjustments for other departments, and
this led to a continual cycle of design changes. As a consequence, the product manager was unable to
finalize an integrated design and still couldn’t give the customer a firm quote or delivery schedule 18
months later.
The odd thing about these examples (and countless others) is that the managers in these companies
had been through various kinds of training about collaboration, teamwork, and the like. But despite
all of this education, they were still unable to truly achieve the desired outcome because they
confused pleasant, cooperative behavior with collaboration. In the insurance company, the product
developers kept the back office and customer service people informed, but they didn’t actively
engage them in a joint effort. In the manufacturing firm, the design ball was passed from function to
function with the assumption that eventually all of the pieces would fit together—each believed the
“overall solution” would be taken care of by someone else.
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Having worked with hundreds of managers over the years, I’ve seen that very few admit to being
poor collaborators, mostly because they mistake their cooperativeness for being collaborative. And
indeed, most managers are cooperative, friendly, and willing to share information—but what they
lack is the ability and flexibility to align their goals and resources with others in real time. Sometimes
this starts at the top of the organization when senior leaders don’t fully synchronize their strategies
and performance measures with each other. More often, however, the collaboration challenge
resides with department heads, product leaders, and major initiative managers who need to get
everyone on the same page—and shouldn’t wait for senior executives to force the issue for them.

To start truly collaborating, here are two steps that you should take:

First, consider the goal you’re trying to achieve. Map out the end-to-end work that you think will
be needed to get the outcome you want. What will your team be responsible for? What will you
need from other teams in the organization? As you create this map, sketch out the possible
sequencing of activities and timing that might be required. You want to create an explicit framework
that will serve as a collaboration contract. When people know what’s needed, in what form, and
by when, they can then tell you whether it’s possible or not, and then you can have a real dialogue
about what can be done.
Second, convene a working session with all of the required collaborators from different areas of
the company to review, revise, and make commitments to this collaboration contract. One of the
biggest mistakes that managers make is trying to foster what we might call “serial collaboration”,
i.e. going from one function to the next and trying to cobble together an agreement. Not only is
this time-consuming, but it rarely works since each change affects the next. The better alternative
is to get all of the needed collaborators in the room together as early as possible to work through
the plans, make adjustments, and find ways to share resources and align incentives. In fact, in the
manufacturing case cited above, it was only when the product manager brought together key people
from all of the critical functions and disciplines into a two-day workshop that she was able to finalize
the customized design.
The bottom line here is that cross-functional collaboration is easy to talk about but hard to do,
particularly because we tend to get stuck in cooperating mode. So if you are able to map out what’s
needed and bring the needed parties into alignment around it, you’ll not only make an impact
on your organization, but begin to develop some important collaborative skills that are often in
short supply.

SPONSOR PERSPECTIVE
If you’re still trying to figure out the secret to successful collaboration, you’re not alone. As this
report points out, countless managers have undergone collaboration training but still haven’t
achieved the outcomes they want. The problem is, they think their teams are collaborating when
they’re really just cooperating. And that distinction can make all the difference in the world.
At Google, we realized our most innovative and successful teams were the ones that collaborated
best, so we studied them carefully to see how they worked. What we learned is that to truly
collaborate, you have to:

Look for ideas everywhere

When you’re cooperating, you’re simply looking for answers. When you’re collaborating, you’re
also looking for the right people with the right questions to generate the next great idea. Those
questions and ideas can’t all come from just one person, one department or even one company, so
make sure you give your team the freedom and the tools to discover and work with a wide variety
of collaborators no matter where they are. By expanding your pool of resources you’ll increase your
areas of expertise, identify problems earlier, and delight customers with unexpected innovations.
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Work the way you live

People today shop for dinner while they’re in line at the bank and deposit checks while they’re
shopping at the grocery store. With smartphones and tablets always at hand, they simply get things
done when they need to. If you want your team to be as productive with work as they are in their
personal lives, you have to give them the same kind of technology—fast, simple, and intuitive mobile
apps that make it easy to collaborate effectively anywhere, anytime. When you make it convenient
and easy for people to work together it becomes second nature.

Use the right tools

As this report made clear, the most important advantage of collaboration is that it happens in real
time. When teams are merely passing files and information back and forth, it’s a warning sign
that they haven’t aligned their goals, strategies and resources. So, the best tools are those that let
everyone work together in real time on everything from project timelines to final presentations.
That’s why Google Apps for Work literally puts everyone on the same page with shared calendars,
forms, documents, spreadsheets and slides that let the entire team edit, comment and collaborate
at the same time.
To see how Google Apps for Work makes collaboration easy, visit us at: google.com/apps

A B O U T GOOGLE FOR WOR K

Google has transformed how we find and use information. Google for Work is leveraging the best of our
consumer products and tailoring them to the business environment to help users create a totally new way
of working that’s more fun and fulfilling. Learn more at google.com/apps or (855) 778-5079.
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