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Collaboration is Holy and Good 
Collaboration is good, right? We can do things together that we cannot do alone. Different people bring different perspectives 
and skills to the task at hand. Complementarity is key to the proverbial whole being greater than the sum of the parts. 

So where do most of experience collaboration in our professional lives? Perhaps the most common locus is in meetings. We 
bring together the diverse membership of a team in order to move a project forward, to harness good ideas in creative and 
innovative ways. 

So, why are most meetings terrible? 
We typically accomplish much less in a meeting than the sum of the time and effort represented by those who attend. As often 
as not enthusiasm is killed rather than generated. Lazy consensus and group think often has us landing on conclusions that are 
contrary to the considered judgment of EVERYONE present. Good ideas get shot down before they can be explored; bad ideas 
survive too long because no one wants to be mean. Participants who get the floor attempt to say everything they are thinking 
because they don't know when they get another chance making the discussion meander from random point to random point. 

Let's Call an Ethnographer 
Those are just our impressions. Let's be scientific about this and look at real meetings to see if we can figure out what's going 
on.  Let's imagine an ethnographer was sent to study our meetings. We ask her to record people's contributions and then code 
them for what sort of information was being added to the group's knowledge space. 

Many statements on the transcript are expressions of emotion. "I really like that we are considering doing something off 
campus." "It worries me that we never talk about transfer students." "I'm not comfortable with how quantitative this 

conversation has become." Sometimes these are just spontaneous outbursts but other times they function as direction changers. 
The only "civil" next statement is one that says "OK, then let's go this other way" even if that's not what the speaker wants. 

Another common mode of contributing to the conversation is to offer criticism for an idea currently on the table or 
something someone just said. Often this is gentle: "I wonder if that's always the case." Sometimes it's harsh, "That 

would never work, no one would come." Sometimes it's implicit, "We tried something like that last year…." Sometimes it's 
technical and totally on the mark: "If we try to run one of these each week, we'll exceed the budget by October." We notice that 
it takes only a small bit of negative criticism to bounce ideas out of consideration and to slow down the rate at which new ideas 
are offered by others. 

Another kind of contribution to meeting conversation is just plain information. Sometimes this is in a response to a 
question: "Amy, how many people did we have at this event last year?" "Twenty three, I think." Sometimes someone is 

just giving a report. And sometimes we are correcting something someone said: "Actually, I think it was on Sunday last year." 

Another family of contributions served tomove existing ideas forward. Some of these zero in on underlying ideas: 
"Oh, so it seems that these various things we have mentioned are all rooted in the idea that student affairs should be 

STUDENT affairs! They all point to us being less in the drivers seat!" Or the comments point out the value of an idea already 
on the table: "One thing that's good about the merger plan is it ties right in with the efficiency conversation we were having last 
week." This sort of contribution is the opposite of critical contributions which stress the danger or risk of an idea on the table. 
Contributions in this vein are generative: "Another way we might publicize the event is to get faculty members to wear silly 
hats!" or extrapolating: "If it would be a good idea to have the club leaders attend the workshop, why not just offer the 
workshop FOR each of the clubs?!?" or interpolating: "We could do that all semester long!" 
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Similar, but not the same as the above are contributions that take the conversation in new directions, that add 
alternatives to the mix that just were not there before. These contributions are frequent in fertile brainstorming 

sessions. "What if we brought in a food truck?" "Have we ever had a clown give the opening prayer at one of these 
ceremonies?" "What if ourtarget tuition were zero?!" "We could start the meeting with a study hall half hour and not expect 
people to read the material ahead of time." In this mode contributions can (and sometimes should) be crazy ones that test the 
boundaries. When it goes well, the conversation has a sense of movement, no one is slowing down to engage in judgment, your 
unusual ideas motivate and free my thinking so that I think of things I'd never have thought of. This style of contribution is 
different from the previous one in that it involves alternatives to what's already been said rather than building on that material. 

Finally, our ethnographers noted, some comments are just about process: "How much time do we have left?" "Can 
we get back to the question we started with?" "We haven't heard from Amal yet." 

But Meetings are Still Awful 
OK, but we still don't have a sense of the problem. One reason collaboration is hard is that most meetings fall into one of two 
modes of collaboration: collaboration as argument or collaboration as hug. 

In collaboration as argument participants bring their ideas and their best critical instincts to the table. 
When they are allowed to speak they put their ideas in front of their collaborators and then their 
collaborators have at them. This is the classic "marketplace of ideas" where good ideas survive and the 
flaws in bad ideas are revealed. This adversarial approach is an important part of science and politics. 
But it fails on the assumption that all ideas are equally "ready for battle," it wears people down, and it 
causes conversations to bounce around erratically. Some good ideas are "strangled in the crib" and more often than not the 
survivors are not so much the best ideas as the ones that nobody hated. It's a recipe for mediocre outcomes and unhappy 
participants who will not give their most creative energy next time. 

Collaboration as hug is pleasant in every way that collaboration as argument is not. In this "nice" mode, all 
ideas are treated as equal, sudden whims are just as valid as carefully thought out analyses. Logic and 
consistency should not get in the way of participation and hearing everyone's voice. The ethos is one of mutual 
grooming and the focus is on feeling good about the activity. The group will often settle on the last idea 
expressed or try to construct some Frankenstein monstrosity that uses a bit of everyone's contributions. 

An Alternative: Parallel Thinking 
One way to see these two styles of collaboration is that the first is everyone facing every which way and the second is everyone 
arranged in a circle each scratching the back or stroking the hair of the one in front. The alternative combines both of these: 
everyone looks in the same direction, but the direction can be changed 

 
We define six styles of thinking/contributing, identifying each one with a hat of a different color. Then we self consciously 
characterize our collaborative contributions by announcing what color hat we are wearing: "Let me make a red hat comment - 
this exercise makes me uncomfortable." After we build our capacity to recognize the different styles of thinking, we organize 
our meetings in terms of "red hat time, white hat time, blue hat time," etc. 


