



Collaborate Or Die

Where Is Your Sustainable Competitive Advantage? 

The enemy is everywhere. Trust no one. If you want something done right then do it yourself. If we didn't build it then it must be second rate. Pretty basic thoughts. Ones that go back to being a 10 year old, looking at the world as if no one else could ever understand you, your ideas and your feelings. 

Then as we grow up and move on we take these feelings with us. We join companies that have years of structure around keeping the knowledge in-house, under cover and wrapped up with non-competes, exclusives and non-disclosures. 

The realization has come to pass that "collaborate or die" should be tattooed on a manager's forehead. Why foreheads? So that everyone can SEE that it is OK to work with others not in the fold. Not only do companies have a hard time with collaboration with other businesses, but also other departments within the same company! 

For too long there was a Cold War mentality about management, business and the competition. Even suppliers were looked at as possible leaks of thinking. And this was true just a few years ago. But with the development path (or more like explosion) of new technologies, new players and new business models, the old way of thinking about business is like the WWI French Maginot Line (a 100 mile underground fortress built by the French after WWI to prepare for possible future invasion from Germany again). Well, lo-and-behold a really neat new weapon/technology, the airplane, made the concept obsolete before WW2 even started. The old line thinking of trenching, stonewalling, and "must be made here" is worthless in a world where any manager can go out and find tons of information on any possible topic. Where any employee can e-mail the CEO of their company. Where everything is being built for ease of communications and sharing (i.e. files, data, documents, thoughts and even emotions). 

The change on collaboration needs to start with the people, the managers, and the business drivers within an organization. Time and time again I come across people who still fear the "unknown" of collaboration. Or even worse, collaboration that is one-sided (all for them, little for anyone else).

An important directional change is needed and it needs to start in the schools, the associations, and the journals of business. It's OK not to do everything yourself. It's OK to look for partners, and others to "jointly" develop and grow a business, a product or a technology. Collaboration begins not with engineers, or research people, or IT people, it begins with the business managers of a company and their willingness to look outside their fortress. 

Many U.S. businesses have spent a great deal of dollars and time to create a culture that looks at anyone not on the payroll as a threat, a leak, someone that is not to be trusted. Collaboration requires defined and tested trust, and a willingness to start with the idea that the other person might just bring something of value!

The Maginot Line companies build (even the new Dot.com's - where "you must drink the Cool-Aid or you are not to be trusted) will in the end be as useless as the physical one built at the beginning of the last century. It almost ties to the human Psyche of "if I collaborate maybe others will not think I'm important, I'm not worth the salary I'm paid." Human nature within a business setting might be driven to not collaborate. It might be more about the individual’s introspection on what they are worth alone, or in "control" vs. a collaborative effort (many parts making a stronger whole). 

Now this doesn't mean you shouldn't use sound judgment. You still need to make sure that your mission to collaborate is filled with exploration, with due diligence, with reviews and written understandings. It does mean begin with the thought to collaborate with another business, maybe even a competitor. Even another department or just one other individual besides yourself is a good thing to do. 

Corporate isolationism creates the problem of being unprepared or unrealistic of what the market will drop on a company or industry. This isolationism of thought, this inability to grow beyond a corporation's brand and knowledge leads to big problems. All answers come from within and most of the time the answers are just a mirror image of nods and agreements. Confirmations that the leader was right. And in the end progress is either not found or it's forced.

Collaboration can speed up new ideas and offerings, reduce development costs and stress on an organization. It can lead to new ideas never thought of before when a business looks outward. So maybe the French government at the start of the last century would have been wiser to spend the $100 million (in 1920 dollars) to find ways to bring the two countries together and work together, than to separate them (both physically and culturally). 

One point of clarification. Don't get confused. Collaboration is not consensus management. Consensus management is the destroyer of advancement. Consensus  management is creator of all things mediocre and "plain vanilla." Consensus management is what happens when there is a lack of direction, passion and will that shows no element of leadership. While on the other hand, collaboration is the honest sharing and mingling of the strengths of two, three or more businesses, people and/or products to create something new, and sometimes something bold. Collaboration requires a direction and demands true leadership. Collaboration strengthens, while consensus management weakens.

BusinessHive Collaboration Ideas: 

*Look through your industry association directory and see who is on the list. Send them a letter introducing yourself and your products/services. Even give the letter a tone of not sure where this will end up, but I wanted to touch base and..." 

*Are there services or features that you know would add value to your products, your company, but you can't afford the development costs? Find the top 5 players that already have a focused business on these, add on value opportunities and see if they want to become a supplier partner, or team up and do a joint marketing and development effort. 

*Have you ever even met the competition? Might be worth talking with them at tradeshows, at conferences and maybe even meeting on their turf. Sometimes you will find that you have more in common than you think. There might be opportunities to carry out industry wide development or research efforts helping both companies. And sometimes, there might be opportunities to build combination products (this has been done successfully in the agricultural chemical industry for years) where two competing products are combined to create a new third product that both can sell. 

*The client can sometimes be the best place to look for ideas on collaboration. Clients love to be turned to as mentors or as industry experts. Ask them how can we make the products better, the service better, who does it best in their minds, etc. Based on this information build a target list of possible collaborators and extend the hand of interest first. 

*Attend conferences that might be vertical in nature and/or specific to an industry and walk the floor. Listen to the speakers. Form some new ideas or bring some with you. Have a simple leave behind on your business/product. Then go at it; speak with as many people as possible, listen to as many ideas as there are booths to look at. Don't go with the goal to sell anything - just to meet, talk and grow your understanding of the businesses and people in the industry

. 

*For collaboration to work it is necessary to have the mindset that it's OK for us and the other business to make profit, and that we will have some bumps along the way but the end destination is one we need/want/are excited about reaching. Remember that few things are perfect and that perfection is a dream we work towards but seldom, if ever reach. 

*******
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