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ORGANISATIONAL COLLABORATION IS A PARTNERSHIP: FIRMS
MUST LEARN TO GIVE AND TAKE

Collaboration is a critical competence for organisations. It offers the possibility of very tangible benefits -
knowledge sharing, transfer, and creation for example. However, like any personal relationship, the
process of collaboration can be a messy one, not clearly defined, difficult to manage and often a
response to unplanned events or actions. It can lead to a very happy outcome - collaborative advantage
- or painfully slow progress and even separation - collaborative inertia. New research, however, shows
that firms can master the collaborative process and make it work to their advantage, if only they adopt
the right approach.

"There are a number of possible outcomes from a collaborative process," says Chris Huxham, co-author
of a new research briefing Give and Take: Understanding Attitudes to Learning in the Collaborative
Process. "These can be polarised under two headings. In collaborative advantage the synergistic
benefits of collaboration are realised. The more usual outcome, however, is that collaborations make
marginal, slow and difficult progress -- collaborative inertia. Any help therefore that can steer a
collaborative relationship towards a situation of collaborative advantage is invaluable."

Understanding the attitudes and approaches adopted towards learning in collaborative relationships, is
an essential tool to help manage the collaborative process towards a happy conclusion for everyone
involved. In the equivalent of marriage guidance for organisations, firms can use a theoretical framework
outlined by the briefing's authors to help the partners involved, understand and explore attitudes to
learning in collaborations. The result: a better chance of benefiting from their relationship.

"Understanding the attitudes and approaches adopted towards learning in collaborative relationships, is
an essential tool to help manage the collaborative process towards a beneficial outcome for all
partners," says Huxham.

Some ground rules for collaborating organisations
Collaborative organisations need to be aware that:

e There are some basic attitudes towards collaborative learning that shape the relationship.
Selfish-exploiting. Sharing-exchanging. Sharing-exploring. Sidelining-excluding.

e The basic attitudes are a good starting point, but they are only a small part of the picture.
Perspectives and attitudes are varied. Collaborative relationships are complicated.

Knowledge of both the attitudes involved, and which apply to which partner, is particularly important
because:

= The attitudes adopted by the organisation, both explicitly and implicitly, affect the nature of the
relationship and the way knowledge moves between the partners in a collaborative
relationship.

= If the attitudes are mismatched or unfavorably shared, then it may have an adverse impact on
the relationship.

= The stances adopted by the parties may indicate more general, unspoken, attitudes held by the
partners towards one another.

Attitudes towards learning play a critical role in deciding whether the relationship between collaborating
organisations blossoms into one of collaborative advantage, or drifts amid acrimony and argument
towards collaborative inertia. As a result, the conceptual framework for exploring and understanding
attitudes towards knowledge giving, taking and creating, should become an integral part of managing
any collaborative process.

The report: Give and Take: Understanding Attitudes to Learning in the Collaborative Process
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The authors: Chris Huxham, Advanced Institute of Management Research & University of Strathclyde,
Graduate School of Business; Paul Hibbert, Advanced Institute of Management Research, & University
of Strathclyde, Graduate School of Business.

Notes for Editors

» AIM Research is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and the
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) and was launched in
November 2002. AIM’s mission is to improve understanding of management’s contribution to
organisational performance, and thus UK well-being. AIM’s more specific objectives are: (i) to
conduct research that will identify actions to enhance the UK’s international competitiveness;
(i) to raise the scientific quality and international standing of UK research on international
competitiveness; (iii) to expand the size and capacity of the active research base for UK
research on management; and (iv) to develop the engagement of that capacity with world-
class research outside the UK and with practitioners as co-producers of knowledge about
management and other users of research within the UK. For more information on AIM visit
www.aimresearch.org

» The ESRC is the UK's largest funding agency for research and postgraduate training
relating to social and economic issues. It provides independent, high-quality, relevant
research to business, the public sector and Government. The ESRC invests more than £76
million every year in social science and at any time is supporting some 2,000 researchers in
academic institutions and research policy institutes. It also funds postgraduate training within
the social sciences to nurture the researchers of tomorrow. More at http://www.esrc.ac.uk

 The Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) is the UK’s main
agency for funding research in engineering and the physical sciences. The EPSRC invests
more than £500 million a year in research and postgraduate training, to help the nation handle
the next generation of technological change. The areas covered range from information
technology to structural engineering, and mathematics to materials science. This research
forms the basis for future economic development in the UK and improvements for everyone’s
health, lifestyle and culture. EPSRC also actively promotes public awareness of science and
engineering. EPSRC works alongside other Research Councils with responsibility for other
areas of research. The Research Councils work collectively on issues of common concern via
Research Councils UK. Website address for more information on EPSRC: www.epsrc.ac.uk

For more information contact:
Professor Andy Neely, Deputy Director, AIM, e-mail: aneely@london.edu,
tel: 0870 734 3000 or 07711 140198

Professor Chris Huxham, Senior Fellow, Advanced Institute of Management Research,
Strathclyde Graduate School of Business, e-mail: chris@gsb.strath.ac.uk

For General AIM Enquiries, Please Contact: Claire Fitzpatrick, Communications Officer, AlM,
email: cfitzpatrick@london.edu or tel: 020 7000 0517
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