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Abstract
Collaboration is a hot issue, and is to an increasing extent recognised as a key driver of overall business performance, 
innovation capabilities and productivity. However, few companies methodically evaluate how well they perform in 
the area of collaboration, and few companies have implemented management and leadership principles to 
systematically improve collaborative performance. This article describes the commonly occurring mismatch between 
the potential impact of collaboration on business performance and the attention given to collaboration. Furthermore, 
the article explains why companies should approach collaboration strategically, and identify new ways of fostering 
and facilitating collaboration in a structured manner.  
The article proposes a value perspective on collaboration and provides a framework for classifying and managing 
different factors related to collaboration, and concludes with a list of specific action points for organisations that are 
interested in improving their collaborative performance and obtaining a higher Return on Investment (ROI) on their 
collaboration initiatives. 
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1 Introduction 

An MIT study on collaborative advantage [Hansen and Nohria, 2004] concludes that “firms 
come into being in order to enable human beings to achieve collaboratively what they could not 
achieve alone. If one accepts this as the true purpose of any organization, then the main focus of 
executives’ attention should be on how to foster collaboration within their companies.” As an 
important dimension of work, collaboration seems to be getting more attention both from 
researchers and industrial practitioners. However, in a 2006 study of C-level executives, IBM 
[IBM, 2006] found that collaboration and partnering is considered very important for innovation 
by over 75 percent of the 765 executives participating in the survey, yet only slightly more than 
50 percent responded that they collaborate to the extent that is required to reap the potential 
benefits. Hence, there still seems to be a gap between the perceived importance of collaboration, 
and the actual attention paid to collaboration. 
Collaboration is a dimension of work that has not yet been fully understood, neither in terms of 
components, patterns, routines, interactions, or business implications of new collaborative 
strategies and approaches. Measuring knowledge worker productivity is notoriously difficult, as 
the type of knowledge work that characterizes many different types of jobs today involves 
complex interactions with others, and many intangibles that are difficult to relate to other key 
metrics of corporate performance such as profitability, top and bottom line growth, et cetera. 
Whereas many tools promise efficiency gains, today’s knowledge work often depends on 
creativity and innovation capabilities that require a more comprehensive definition of 
productivity in a collaborative team context. Productivity is concerned with achieving business 
objectives faster, but these business objectives may be difficult to measure quantitatively. A 



single sentence marketing slogan or a simple idea concerning a process improvement can have 
much greater value than a product or a service that has required months or even years of 
expensive development work. The most risky projects with the highest potential are typically 
non-linear, shifting between breakthroughs and periods where there seem to be limited progress. 
This non-linearity invalidates many traditional productivity measures, as the value is often 
decoupled from measurable process outputs, at least along intermediary steps.  
Despite the problems with evaluating and managing collaboration, a range of recent studies 
emphasize the importance of collaboration as a key driver of business performance. One study 
show that workplace innovations account for 89% of multifactor productivity gains [Black and 
Lynch, 2001], while a survey of 946 decision makers in key positions [Gofus et. al., 2006] 
concludes that collaboration positively impacts an organization’s business performance, as 
collaboration constitutes twice the impact of a company’s strategic orientation and more than 
five times the impact of market and technological turbulence influences. The data collected in the 
study indicates that collaboration counts for 36% of overall business performance, a finding that 
suggests that collaboration is indeed a business area that should be monitored, facilitated and 
managed to make sure businesses reap the potential benefits.  
An interaction can be described as a mutual or reciprocal action or influence [Merriam Webster, 
2007]. The increasing specialization of work and complexity of products and services requires 
coordination, and the importance of interactions is growing. In a broad survey on interactions, 
McKinsey has defined interactions as “the searching, coordinating, and monitoring required to 
exchange goods and services” [Butler et. al., 1997; Johnson et. al., 2005]. As products and 
services are typically becoming more complex, the interaction overhead becomes substantial, 
and effectively managing this overhead becomes critically important. At an individual level, 
interactions peak at nearly 80 percent for experts, interpersonal knowledge workers, managers, 
and supervisors, typically a company’s highest paid workers. Even a modest productivity 
increase for these knowledge workers could have a substantial impact on business performance. 
When knowledge workers spend a majority of their time of collaborative activities, it makes 
sense to achieve overall performance improvement by addressing collaboration and interpersonal 
productivity rather than improving individual work performance. If collaborative activities 
consume 70-80% of a person’s time, the relative gain of improving the performance of those 
activities is significantly higher than improving the performance of individual activities. 
Based on a literature review, the following initial open-ended research questions have been 
formulated to explore how collaboration management can improve productivity and overall 
business performance: 
RQ # Research question description 

RQ1 What dimensions should be included in a collaboration management initiative? 
RQ2 What are the essential requirements for a business case framework aimed at providing decision 

support for a collaboration management initiative? 
RQ3 How can a systematic collaboration management initiative improve productivity and business 

performance in collaboration-intensive knowledge work? 

Table 1: Research questions 

2 Method

This research is based on a literature review in the areas of collaborative performance 
assessment, knowledge worker productivity and competitive advantages based on collaborative 
knowledge work. Within the literature review, special attention has been paid to an analysis of 
quantitative data collected through a combination of experiments, surveys and case studies. 
Consultations and extensive qualitative (semi-formal) interviews with practitioners from 
different industrial backgrounds have served as an additional source of input regarding 



prioritization of organizational issues and challenges related to managing collaborative 
performance improvement initiatives. These consultations and interviews were part of detailed 
case studies focusing on collaboration and knowledge work analysis within large, complex and 
inter-organisational projects of companies operating in the media and construction industries. 
The findings and conclusions from the literature review and the empirical research were 
combined into a of a collaboration business analysis framework, which is discussed in Section 5. 

3 Productivity in Collaborative Knowledge Work 

Productivity improvement in knowledge work depends on several factors, where IT investment 
or intensity of IT deployment only represents a single dimension. This position is supported by 
two studies indicating that comprehensive approaches involving co-development of IT related 
factors and decentralised work practices / contextualised methods [Brynjolfsson and Lorin, 1998; 
see Table 2] / management practices [Dorgan and Dowdy, 2004; see Table 3] lead to substantial 
productivity improvements. In these studies, improvement initiatives that address only single 
dimensions are less effective. 
IT S1 D W P2 M F P3 Comment 
High Low -3.7 % IT-driven approach, limited investment in methods 
Low Low 0 % Baseline 
Low High 1.6 %  Method-driven approach, limited investment in IT 
High High 4.6 % Co-investment in methods and IT 
IT S1  = IT stock (total IT inputs in a firm) 
D W P2  = Decentralised work practices 

M F P3  = Change in multifactor productivity: output divided by input costs (in constant 1990 US dollars) 

Table 2: Productivity related to IT stock and new, decentralised work practices 

IT D1 MP S2 T F P3 Comment 
High Low + 2 % IT-driven approach, poor management practices 
Low Low 0 Baseline 
Low High + 8 % Management-driven approach, limited IT deployment 
High High + 20 % Co-development of IT and management practices 
IT D1  = Intensity of IT deployment 
MP S2  = Management-practice score (low / high = 25th percentile and below / 75th percentile and above)  

T F P3  = Change in total factor productivity (low / high = 25th percentile and below / 75th percentile and above)

Table 3: Productivity related to IT deployment intensity and management-practice score 
The way collaborative work is organised and facilitated affects the nature of interactions, and 
these interactions’ ability to support fundamental business processes. Furthermore, research 
suggests that there are several examples of organisations that have made progress; innovative 
combinations of enabling technologies and new work and management practices make some 
high-performing companies more productive, profitable and innovative than their competitors, 
and significantly so [Dorgan and Dowdy, 2004, Beardsley et. al., 2006].
These studies demonstrate that implementing new IT tools alone does not automatically increase 
productivity, but that new IT tools can be an essential component in a broader system of 
organizational changes that does, including management practices.  
For this article, the following collaboration definition has been developed: 



Definition: Collaboration is defined as value-adding interactions that enable employees,
consultants, customers, suppliers, subcontractors and partners to achieve business
objectives, resolve issues and share knowledge effectively and efficiently.
The rationale behind this definition is that companies interested in taking a strategic view of 
collaboration as an enabler of improved performance, should focus on the value adding potential
of collaboration, and on the potential role of collaboration as an enabler of improved business 
performance. Improved collaboration management principles could contribute to translating this
strategic view into tangible business benefits. This is described in Section 4. 

4 Collaboration Management

Collaboration management can be described as the facilitation of high-performance processes
and productive interactions, through the management of the benefits of improved collaboration,
or the orchestration of the foundations and preconditions of productive collaboration.
Viewing users that rely on collaboration to achieve business objectives as “customers” may have 
interesting implications. These “customers” are then typically more or less satisfied with the 
tools and methods that are provided, promoted and required, and these tools’ and methods’
ability to support fundamental business processes. The figure below relates the Kano model
[Wikipedia, 2008] to different categories of factors that can be subject to development in a
collaboration management initiative. 

Figure 1: Viewing users depending on collaboration as customers
There is a tendency that excitement factors over time evolves into performance factors, and,
eventually, basic factors. E-mail was an excitement factor when first introduced; today it is an 
absolute necessity for most organisations, and therefore a basic factor. As an example, consider a
company providing business services that responds to a potential customer when contacted on 
the phone: “Sorry, we don’t use e-mail in our organisation, can you please send us a fax?”
This example demonstrates that having access to e-mail does not give you competitive 
advantage, while not having it clearly negatively affect competitiveness, as not using e-mail 
raises questions about the company’s willingness to meet the customer on the customer’s terms, 
and a prospective customer may question the service provider’s plain ability to deliver services 
that are aligned with the current situation.



Organisations can extract additional value from collaboration by exploring and orchestrating this 
mix of factors, and by developing a contextualised understanding of the typical organisational 
and performance-related implications that follow from different degrees of need fulfilment. This 
may help these organisations to develop a proper understanding of what tools, methods, or tool-
method combinations that actually constitute valuable contributions.  

5 Analysis and Results 

As indicated, viewing users that rely on collaboration as “customers”, have a number of possible 
implications that may reduce and / or improve collaborative performance, depending on the 
perspectives applied and the understanding of how those perspectives influence the quality of the 
decisions regarding how collaboration is fostered, facilitated and managed.

Erroneous excitement expectations: Organisations expecting excitement from 
successful implementations of what users consider basic factors, will be easily 
disappointed. Lack of excitement when dealing with these factors should not be 
considered a failure criterion, as indicated in the model depicted in Figure 1 above.  
Erroneous lack of dissatisfaction conclusions: Lack of dissatisfaction from not 
addressing excitement factors does not mean that there is no potential value added 
through addressing these factors. 
Missed value added opportunity: Underestimating the value added of exceeding 
customer expectations might reduce the potential added value, as the customer 
expectations may be low for a variety of reasons. This applied both to factors in the 
excitement and performance categories. 
Lack of awareness: Organisations may have the desired infrastructure, associated 
collaborative functionalities and / or methods available, with no apparent link between 
this and the level of satisfaction. This may be a result of limited or no awareness of the 
available tools and methods. Observations suggest that even a small investment in 
awareness building may yield significant productivity improvements. 
Lack of training: Similar to limited awareness as described above, lack of training may 
also severely limit the potential benefits of new collaboration infrastructures, associated 
collaborative functionalities and / or methods. Observations suggest that a modest 
investment in training may yield significant productivity improvements. 
Missed emerging trends: Indifference factors are factors where the application is not 
(yet) known. However, potential uses for these factors may emerge quickly as young 
people with forward-looking expectations are entering the workforce. 

RQ1: What dimensions should be included in a collaboration management initiative? 
Collaboration management should include: 

Collaboration capability development: Develop infrastructure and functionalities that 
fit business needs. 
Collaboration quality development: Develop competencies, skills and behavioural 
reward mechanisms that drive effective utilisation of and collaborative infrastructure and 
functionalities.

Co-development of collaboration capabilities and collaboration quality [Gofus et. al., 2006] 
involves matching infrastructure capabilities with business needs and developing competencies 
and other aspects that contribute to effective utilization of the potential productivity 
improvements that are made possible through the infrastructure. Furthermore, it involves using a 
value added perspective to manage the benefits of improved collaboration, and systematic 
facilitation of high-performance processes and productive interactions. 



RQ2: What are the essential requirements for a business case framework aimed at 
providing decision support for a collaboration management initiative? 
Table 4 below provides an overview of collaboration management requirements, including 
rationale and descriptions. 
Rationale Description 
Why to 
manage 

New collaboration approaches can improve productivity and overall business 
performance. It is necessary to describe the specific intentions behind a collaboration 
management initiative, to gain a proper understanding of what specific improvements are 
addressed. 

What to 
manage 

A collaboration management initiative should identify: 
Excitement factors: These should be identified and managed in terms of their potential 
of enabling competitive advantage. These are key differentiating factors if successfully 
linked to the achievement of business objectives. 
Performance factors: These factors should be identified and managed because of their 
linear relationship between need fulfilment and satisfaction. Most users will appreciate 
efforts that identify and address these factors. 
Basic factors: These factors cause severe dissatisfaction if needs are not met, and they 
must therefore be identified and managed. 
Indifference factors: These factors should be identified and monitored. It is not 
necessary to launch initiatives to manage these factors, but companies should develop an 
approach to include these factors in other collaboration management initiatives when and 
if they emerge as excitement, performance or basic factors. Most likely they will move 
into the excitement factors if based on new, emerging technologies, or they will move into 
the indifference category from one of the other categories when approaching end-of-life. 

When to 
manage 

In general, the portfolio of factors should be monitored at regular intervals to get a proper 
understanding of expectations and reactions when needs are met or, perhaps even more 
importantly, not met. In general, basic factors represent quick wins and should be 
managed at all times. Likewise, performance factors should be managed at all times since 
it is difficult to maintain high performance over time if these factors are not addressed. 
Excitement factors are not equally critical, but they can fulfil an important role if basic 
factors and performance factors are effectively addressed. Also, there is a tendency for 
excitement factors to become performance factors, and, eventually, basic factors. When 
there is a shift in expectations and a system or a method is expected in business contexts 
or is emerging as a standard, it is likely to have started this transition process. It is likely 
that this transition will be smoother if these factors are already managed as excitement 
factors. Indifference factors should be monitored and managed when they emerge in one 
of the other categories.  

How to 
manage 

Pro-active collaboration management involves managing a portfolio of collaboration 
practices, methods and tools. It also involves the process of identifying and classifying 
different factors that cause satisfaction and / or dissatisfaction and then effectively and 
systematically addressing those factors. 
The identified factors can be addressed by identifying the levers that maximise value 
created by managing excitement, performance and basic factors. These levers may be 
related to collaboration capability development (infrastructure, organisational structures) 
or collaboration quality development (awareness, training, management support, incentive 
mechanisms). 

Table 4: Collaboration management requirements; rationale and descriptions 
Collaboration management can add value both in terms of managing added benefits (excitement 
factors), managing reduced frustrations (basic factors), and managing linear relationships 
between need fulfilment and satisfaction levels (performance factors). 



It is strongly recommended to consider the value adding potential of high-performance 
collaboration processes, and make sure that relevant incentive mechanisms support this 
perspective. Rather modest additional investments in method (and in some instances 
infrastructure capabilities / functionality) may in some instances deliver a substantial added value 
compared to a “lowest common denominator” investment. It is therefore necessary to capture the 
value created through interactions as well as all associated costs.  
RQ3: How can a systematic collaboration management initiative improve productivity and 
business performance in collaboration-intensive knowledge work? 
Organisations should develop collaboration management practices to define a set of broad 
collaboration guidelines that support high-performance collaboration practices, by improving 
collaboration capabilities and collaboration quality. Command-and-control mechanisms and 
micromanagement of specific processes or interactions are neither productive nor desirable for 
the vast majority of users, and therefore unlikely to succeed. Collaboration management is 
therefore not about micromanaging the processes and activities taking place, but focuses instead 
on facilitating and fostering a constraint-free environment for any productive interaction that 
help the collaborators achieve business and project objectives.  
By identifying relevant factors, evaluating the degree of need fulfilment and mapping the results 
according to the different factor categories outlined in the Kano model described in Section 4, it 
is possible to gain an improved overview of different problems, and how addressing each issue 
will affect overall satisfaction levels. The model can be used to create clarity, focus and 
transparency, and for setting priorities. The model can also be used to monitor emerging / end-
of-life technologies and create a better understanding of when and how these should be 
integrated in the scope (or omitted if obsolete). This can be done by observing the shift from 
indifference factors to other categories, or vice versa. 
These priorities can then be used to define a roadmap of improvement initiatives that defines 
quick wins and long-term improvement initiatives. Overall satisfaction levels can then be 
improved by addressing each factor in a systematic, structured manner. The mapping of the 
different factors is likely to form clusters of factors that move along similar trajectories as the 
degree of need fulfilment improves.  

6 Conclusions 

Collaboration processes are by nature complex, contextualised, dynamic and unpredictable. 
Many companies have detailed descriptions of many types of processes, yet little is said 
explicitly about how employees, consultants and others should collaborate to achieve business 
objectives. This is a paradox, if one examines the high (and increasing) portion of the total work 
that is collaborative by nature, and the potential value this represents. Improving the performance 
of these collaboration processes has a potentially significant positive impact on productivity, 
innovation capabilities and knowledge worker performance. A number of studies indicating a 
clear correlation between intensity and quality of interactions and business performance, and 
several studies demonstrating that co-investment in technology [capabilities] and method 
[management practices / quality] yield significantly higher productivity improvement results than 
single dimension investments in technology or method alone. This is the basic motivation for 
developing more sophisticated collaboration management and leadership principles.  
High-performance collaboration can contribute to sustainable competitive advantages, 
innovation capabilities and productivity improvement. However, research indicates that there is a 
need for more structured approaches to reap the potential benefits. 
This article proposes a value perspective on collaboration and provides a framework for 
classifying and managing different factors related to collaboration. This framework is based on 
the Kano model, and it proposes a view of end users of collaboration tools and methods as 



customers. When applied in a collaboration context, the framework provides a simple, 
transparent way of classifying factors related to collaboration into basic, performance and 
excitement factors respectively. The proposed framework can be used to assess the value adding 
potential of different factors related to collaboration. By systematically addressing each of the 
identified issues in each of these categories, it is possible to manage the foundations of 
collaboration to an extent that improves productivity and overall satisfaction levels.  
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