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I want to talk briefly about the things that make collaboration such a powerful process.



What is Collaboration? 

 

What makes Collaboration difficult? 

 

And what makes Collaboration powerful? 
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First we will explore the meaning of the word collaboration.
Then I’d like to highlight two reason why collaboration is often difficult.
And finally, I will discuss the process of collaboration and what makes it so powerful for accelerated ESD development.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Impulsively, I turn to Dilbert to better understand collaboration in the workplace. 

READ CARTOON. Wally and Pointy-haired boss.



So what is Collaboration anyway? 
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So what is collaboration anyway?



Col·lab·o·ra·tion Defined 

• Dictionary definition—to cooperate with an agency or 
group with which one is not immediately connected 
 
 
 

www.merriam-webster.com 
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The dictionary gives us this definition—to cooperate with an agency or group with which one is not immediately connected.

Is typically what comes to mind when we hear the word collaboration? 



Col·lab·o·ra·tion Defined 

• Dictionary definition—to cooperate with an agency or 
group with which one is not immediately connected 
 

• What is the root of this word? 
 
 

www.merriam-webster.com 
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Let’s dig a little deeper into the subtle meanings associated with the word symbol “collaboration.”

What is the root of this word?



Col·lab·o·ra·tion Defined 

• Dictionary definition—to cooperate with an agency or 
group with which one is not immediately connected 
 

• What is the root of this word? 
– Labor 

• physical or mental exertion 
• Especially when difficult or exhausting 

 
 

www.merriam-webster.com 
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Labor, which Webster tells us is physical or mental exertion

**Especially when difficult or exhausting



Col·lab·o·ra·tion Defined 

• Dictionary definition—to cooperate with an agency or 
group with which one is not immediately connected 
 

• What is the root of this word? 
– Labor 

• physical or mental exertion 
• Especially when difficult or exhausting 

– co- 
• A prefix meaning together with others 

– -ation 
• A suffix meaning the process or act 

 
 
 

www.merriam-webster.com 
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Also,

Co—which is a prefix meaning “together with others,” and

Ation—which is  a suffix meaning “the process or act.”



Col·lab·o·ra·tion Defined 

• Dictionary definition—to cooperate with an agency or 
group with which one is not immediately connected 
 

• What is the root of this word? 
– Labor 

• physical or mental exertion 
• Especially when difficult or exhausting 

– co- 
• A prefix meaning together with others 

– -ation 
• A suffix meaning the process or act 

 

• Co-labor-ation—the process or act of physical/mental 
exertion together with others. 
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So collaboration implies “a process, or act, of physical and/or mental exertion, that is done together with others.
This is significant, because it is the through the process of communicating with others, exerting mental energy toward a common goal, that creative, synergistic alternatives are born.  
It is through the process of co-laboring, that, as a group, you come up with an idea or alternative that no individual could produce on their own.
Sometimes that is referred to as Synergy.



Synergy in Collaboration 

Mathematical interpretation—when the product 
of a group is greater than the sum of its parts. 

 
Compromise: 1+1=1.5 

 
Synergy: 1+1=3 

 
The group produces results that individuals 

could not produce independently. 
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The mathematical interpretation of Synergy is “when the product of the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 
This is different from compromise, where 1 plus 1 equals 1 and a half.
Synergy is when 1 plus 1 equals 3, 4 or 5.
Through collaboration, a group can come up with alternatives that individuals could not produce on their own.



What makes Collaboration difficult? 

• People and organizations are all different 
– Think in different ways about different things 

– Have different goals or strategies 
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So what makes collaboration difficult. 
Well, people and organizations are all very different. 
They think in different ways and about different things. And they have different goals or different strategies to meet their goals.
The difficulty is in reconciling diverse perspectives, goals and attitudes in a way that everyone is happy and excited about.
This takes tremendous energy, skill, and practice—and is therefore, difficult.



What makes Collaboration difficult? 

• People and organizations are all different 
– Think in different ways about different things 

– Have different goals or strategies 

 

• It requires a learning attitude 
– Open to the ideas, goals of others 

– Honesty about your own assumptions 

– Willingness to change your thinking 
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It is also difficult because all involved must have a learning attitude. 
If any member of the group tries to impose their will, or degrade the ideas of others, collaboration dies. 
People become guarded and unwilling to share their ideas or expose their own assumptions. 



What makes Collaboration Powerful? 
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So what is it that makes collaboration so powerful?



What makes Collaboration Powerful? 

• People and organizations are all different 
– Think in different ways about different things 

– Have different goals or strategies 
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The things that make collaboration difficult are also the very things that make it powerful. 
Because people see things differently, group members can learn from one another. 
Someone may propose something that you never thought of before, or say something that clarifies your own thinking. 
When this happens, the results are not additive, but exponential (i.e. synergistic). 
The value of the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
The two ideas together  are worth more together, than both ideas independently.



What makes Collaboration Powerful? 

• People and organizations are all different 
– Think in different ways about different things 

– Have different goals or strategies 

 

• It requires a learning attitude 
– Open to the ideas, goals of others 

– Honesty about your own assumptions 

– Willingness to change your thinking 
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However, the level of synergy achieved is a function of the groups’ commitment to learning, and is requisite of every member in the group.
This means being open to the ideas and goals of others
Being honest and open about the assumptions underlying your own thinking
And being willing to change your own thinking
This is particularly hard for most people, but the rewards are great.
It take practice and energy. 
It also requires a certain level of maturity—a balance between courage and consideration



Principles of Collaboration 

• Think of your own ideas as input, not outcome 
 

• Listen to learn, rather than judge 
 

• Collaboration can occur in every medium of 
communication, and in any moment 
 

• The level of synergy achieved is a function of 
the groups’ commitment to learning 
 

• Commitment is a function of involvement 
– No involvement = no commitment 
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So here are a few principles to consider as we strive to collaborate more effectively.



Collaborations for ESD Development 

There is no single “right way” to produce ESDs, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 but there is a right way to collaborate! 

 

 
Photos courtesy of Miranda Meehan and Tamzen Stringham 
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To conclude:
Today’s agenda is full of exemplary collaboration efforts in ESD development from across the country. Some are formal ESD development agreements between agencies. Others are less formal or opportunistic. 
They vary in scope, duration, expense, participants, etc., but they are all producing great results with limited resources.
These collaborative projects are contributing to ESD development/refinement at very little cost to NRCS and its partners. 
Simply put, there is no single “right way” to produce ESDs, but there is a right way to collaborate effectively



Collaborations for ESD Development 

“The greatest reward of collaboration is not knowing 
initially what the outcome will be, and then watching it 
unfold creatively and synergistically, as part of a team.” 
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The greatest reward of collaboration is not knowing initially what the outcome will be, and then watching it unfold creatively, synergistically, and with your team.
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