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Establishing Common Ground for Collaboration in Virtual Organisations:
The death of distance, herding cats and calming our inner caveman
In the land of the woolly mammoth, prehistoric man was pre-wired
to communicate face-to-face, in tribes. It was essential for survival.
Haven’t we come a long way since cave paintings and smoke signals?
Our tribe is now global. Our communication is instantaneous and
it lets us collaborate at the speed of modern life.
But, while technology is fundamentally changing the way we
communicate in our everyday lives, are our prehistoric selves holding
us back from revolutionising the way we work?
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Leaving the cave behind

Outgrowing the physical office

Work is increasingly becoming what we do rather than where we are, as our

It’s true that people are finding it hard to leave their old ways of working behind.

technology untethers us from our desks. Offices are still one of our most powerful

London Business School’s Future of Work Consortium [1] points out that over 50 per

collaboration tools because they’re where we go to socialise about work. But, as

cent of us still work in a traditional office at a fixed desk. Packed commuter trains

long as we have the wi-fi wings to fly into the cloud, we can choose to connect and

and rush-hour traffic jams show us that the world of work maybe hasn’t changed as

collaborate wherever we happen to be using a host of other tools.

much as the digital revolution might have initially promised.

Today we collaborate in partially distributed teams with some people that we see on

The truth is that co-location may look like an easy solution for fostering

a daily basis, but some we don’t and others who we might never meet. Global

collaboration but it doesn’t guarantee it. It’s just as easy to feel isolated in an office

collaboration adds the extra challenge of time zone shift as well as cultural,

as it is working from a remote location, and to people in many offices the colleagues

language and communication barriers. But technology means that distance doesn’t

just five bays down might just as well be on the moon.

matter anymore. We can work with people wherever they’re located. It’s the death
of distance as an issue.

What’s more, face-to-face is becoming a luxury at best and an impracticality at
worst. For a start, the people we’re collaborating with could be in New Delhi, New

The paradox for collaboration is that, as our physical proximity grows apart, we still need

York or Newcastle. Unless we want a healthy boost to our airmiles collection and a

to connect back together. Collaboration in non face-to-face situations isn’t

rather less healthy drain on our travel budgets plus a swollen carbon footprint, the

necessarily easy for our inner caveman to embrace. There’s still a feeling that ‘face time’

bulk of global collaboration has to be done remotely.

needs to be physical for organisations to collaborate effectively.
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‘As our physical proximity
grows apart, we still need
to connect back together.’

Employees need a sense of connection with their work, their colleagues, and their company. That’s getting
tougher as we’re less likely to work face to face. There’s a growing toolkit to help you create those connections
virtually: cloud, Jabber, Lync, sophisticated video conferencing options, enhanced audio quality. To explore
what’s available, and how you can use it, visit www.bt.com/collaboration

The business imperative for collaboration
So we need to find new ways for people to collaborate successfully together across
large distances. It’s vital for business success. Various studies have shown that
collaboration has around twice the impact of strategic orientation and five times the
impact of market and technological turbulence on business success. Partial or
complete failure to collaborate effectively can be expensive in time and money,
destroy organisational agility and erode previously strong working relationships.
Connectivity, collaboration and cloud technologies can enable us to work in very
different ways. Our inner caveman may resist such changes. But as the original
caveman learned, survival is about adapting to changing contexts.
Are we entering a new era where collaboration and teamwork become less about
where you are and more about who you’re connected to? Is this the only way to
survive in an era where agility rather than predictability is the key to success?

The collaboration paradox: the death of
distance or distance matters?
While some are proclaiming that distance is dead, others are attempting to cram as
many staff into a single building so that collaboration will occur simply because
people are forced to breath the same air.
Distance can be both a physical and a psychological barrier. Our tribal behaviour at
work can be based on geographical location, task or perceived similarity. Many of
these tribes are not reflected in any organizational structures or silos. They are
unwritten and often unrecognized and they can potentially wreck cross-team
cohesion and collaboration.
If we acknowledge that the office is, in itself, a powerful collaboration tool we also
need to rethink the design of the office to enable better collaboration and
productivity. The traditional open-plan office is generally designed with capacity
rather than collaboration in mind. We’re increasingly being more productive away from
the office – on trains, in coffee houses and at home. One size definitely doesn’t fit all
here – we sometimes need to be quiet, sometimes noisy, and sometimes we just need
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There has to be a strong business case to bring voice, mobile and data to every desktop in
your organisation over the same network. Learn how to make your business case
compelling at http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/solutions/improve_business_case

We’ve come up with five new ‘jobs’
that business leaders need to be able
to do to help their teams succeed in
the digital age. Here’s the first:

Architect: The best architects shape buildings to the needs of those who live and work within.

With the flexibility of the digital age, think of your office as a productivity tool rather than just a place
to work. It’s likely that the facility department’s repeatable approach doesn’t meet your organisation’s
needs. You need to get involved, to shape a work space that facilitates connections across the room,
or around the world.

an environment that lets us establish a common space for collaboration. We also often

Collaboration also implies some common ground – whether it’s physical (the office)

need to have a place where we, and likeminded others, ‘belong’. All this changes the

or virtual (from social media to video and everything in between). Finding common

dynamics of the way office spaces are designed as they incorporate the inevitable

ground is about a mutual sharing of cultural and local context, awareness of who’s

mixture of face-to-face and virtualised collaboration that businesses demand.

present (and who isn’t) and group familiarity. This provides largely invisible but
important scaffolding to support collaboration. It should allow groups to arrive

What is collaboration?
However, before we get too carried away, the first step is to understand how
collaboration actually works. The trouble is that there are more definitions of
collaboration out there than I’ve had meetings and there’s a whole science (called
‘collaboration engineering’) debating exactly what constitutes effective collaboration.
If we strip things to the basics, collaboration firstly requires more than one person. It’s
a social task – it relies on people to work together to achieve a shared goal by getting
them to talk, share, debate and create. A good collaboration tool, more than any other
technology, relies on other people having access to it and being willing to use it.
It’s also a process – it needs direction and purpose (and that purpose must, at some

quickly at common understanding, build trust, enable co-ordination and encourage
active participation.

How to get people to common ground in
a world of choice
Common ground also relies on one basic: it must be accessible to everyone you need
to collaborate with, and here again one size seldom fits all. A social network of one is
a lousy social network, a videoconference with someone without a webcam is
impractical and an email to a mailbox with 5,000 unread messages is unlikely to get
an instant answer (or any answer). We have a bewildering number of collaboration
tools at our fingertips.

point, create value). The endless round of meetings to talk about work rather than
doing the work is not inherently a problem with technology; it’s a problem with process.
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Extra job No.2

Craftsman: Our carpenter here, like all master craftsmen, has an array of tools. His art is in knowing
which is the right one for the job. The same is true for the collaboration tools available today. Part of
team leadership is knowing when to use what. When is audio better than video? Should you webjam
to brainstorm an idea round-the-clock with your global team? Lync or Outlook in an emergency?
You need to make the right choice, and lead by example.

Consider this scenario. You have an urgent decision to make. The team is mostly in
the office but two key players are absent. One of them is on a train at the time you
need a decision. The other is in a time zone eleven hours ahead. Do you:

Choosing the right digital tools
Email is common ground and likely to hit someone’s inbox immediately. But the time
people take to actually read and reply to it can vary enormously (probably because

(a)

Wait three weeks until the planets align and everyone is in the same space?

(b)

Make the decision without consulting any of the key stakeholders?

(c)

Send an email in the hope that everyone will read it and respond in the next

immediacy of feedback – try having a fulfilling debate where the answer to your

24 hours?

question comes back three days later.

Schedule a video call even though one of the absent members is on a

It’s also very low on social presence. Research has shown that collaboration done

variable network connection and the other is about to go to bed?

over less immediate and lower social presence tools can reduce effectiveness,

(d)

(e)

Schedule a voice call so the remote members can join in if they can, and
offer richer tools like video or web conferencing for those who can get
online, thus establishing some common ground?

Although it doesn’t rely on the other party being available, email is low in terms of

efficiency, involvement and mutuality as well as making interaction slower and more
difficult [2].
Email is a good information-sharing tool but a terrible collaboration tool.

Although video has the richest degree of social presence in this scenario, it isn’t
practical for everyone to use. It isn’t common ground.

they’re so busy collaborating synchronously that the asynchronous stuff can wait).

So the answer here is (e). It’s time to fall back on the tried and trusted voice call,
backed up with other tools.
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Extra job No.3

Radio show host: Video conferencing is still one of your most potent

collaboration tools; voice tends to be everyone’s common ground. Getting
everyone interested and engaged isn’t easy. You need the skills of a radio
show host, putting your invisible audience at ease and crafting a “show”
that provokes interaction.

Voice may be a common ground, but in complex organisations it’s often an
uncommonly complex mix of suppliers, tariffs, hardware and networks.
Unifying everything into one cohesive service contract makes your life easier.
http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/solutions/update_communications

Voice as a common ground
Voice is a very powerful common ground because it’s immediate, accessible and rich
in social presence. Our inner caveman responds well to voice as it was a critical tool
that helped us to hunt and survive. We can pick up changes in tone, hesitancy and
emotion in voice which is difficult to replicate through written collaboration tools
like instant messaging and social media.
It’s also synchronous, so decisions can be made in real time – which may be a
disadvantage for the person whose bedtime it is (you need sensitivity to time zones

These cues might also vary by culture, which adds an extra layer of complication. It
isn’t unusual for managers in this situation to increase common ground further by
getting the co-located people to sit in different rooms and dial in as well.

Newer voice technologies are evolving to give people even more audio cues. For
example, Dolby Voice gives users a high definition, spatial audio landscape, which
tricks the brain into interpreting sound in the same way it would in a face-to-face
meeting. The depth of high-definition voice means that the subtleties of turntaking become more natural. It becomes easier to identify who the speaker is, which
reduces misunderstandings.

for both voice and video calls as it’s always five o’clock somewhere) or those who are
in other synchronous meetings (whether physical or virtual).
But with voice calls where some people are face-to-face and others virtual, there
can be issues. The action in the room can dominate, leaving those in voice-only
space unable to get a word in edgeways or discern who’s speaking because they
lack the visual cues to know when it’s their turn to speak (eg gaze cues, head or hand
gestures, facial expression, voice pitch, intonation, pauses etc).
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Sound quality makes a huge difference to our perceptions. The film and music industries thrive on
this fact. Now businesses can, too. BT’s working with Dolby to bring crystal clear Dolby surround
sound, background noise reduction and voice separation to the conference call experience. To
experience that for yourself, take a look at the video at www.bt.com/collaboration

Make the most of all the options

The leader as connector

But being stuck on an endless highway of back-to-back voice calls has its own

Leadership underpins all of these things. Leaders need to be the ‘connectors’ for

dangers – the main one being attention. The longer the meeting and the more

collaboration activities in both the real and the virtual worlds. They need to make

participants involved, the less likely effective collaboration becomes. Managers

sure everyone is contributing, even if some of the team are out of sight (but not out

please note: a four-hour, voice-only meeting is only likely to hold people’s attention

of mind). The ability to structure activities, facilitate discussion, create synergy,

for about 30 minutes unless you supplement it with richer interactive technologies

engage employees and reward contribution and sharing is essential to get the best

like web conferencing or video, or hold at least part of it in face-to-face hubs.

out of people.

The other issue with voice – and this is both a problem and a virtue -- is that,

In a physical meeting a manager can see levels of engagement, body language and

although it’s a very rich, accessible and natural collaboration tool, it also lets us

commitment but in a virtual situation these are much harder to spot. Highly rich

multitask without others knowing it (the ‘mute’ button can mask all evils). This is

environments like video can provide some cues, but less high-fidelity environments

often seen as an advantage because we can work on multiple tasks at the same time.

do need managers to engineer social interactions, encourage contributions and keep

But the downside is that we may not be giving our full attention to the task at hand.

people focused.

That might be fine for an exceptionally tedious meeting but not for one where our
opinion might count, if we cared to listen and bothered to contribute.

You could argue that getting everyone on the same page and working towards
common goals is simply good leadership – regardless of the location of teams – but
it becomes even more important in highly-virtualised organisations.
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You can improve the day to day experience of voice calls by improving the audio quality of the call itself and
by enriching it with a range of other communications media such as video, web conferencing, presence and
instant messaging. http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/solutions/enhance_the_experience

In general, the more people talk to each other, the more they trust each
other. Making the most of today’s conferencing technologies can build
those interpersonal ties, even when people never meet face-to-face.
http://www.btconferencing.com/

Building trust is vital for collaboration

Process trust – the only really visible part of collaboration (especially virtual

Trust is the lynchpin of collaboration. If we don’t trust the people we’re collaborating

Task-based trust is developed through the reliability, consistency, competence and

with we probably won’t share our knowledge with them or respect what they’re

responsiveness of team members. Rather than being able to physically see what

saying. This is especially relevant in an era of flat, multi-partner and agile,

people are working on and overhear their conversations, the virtual team thrives on

knowledge-based organisations, where the focus is more on relationships and

delivery of promises, responsiveness, predictability and reliable performance. This is

expertise than on hierarchy and authority.

collaboration) is the task that people are working on and their contribution to it.

linked to awareness – understanding what other people’s roles are, what they’re
doing and contributing and, with that understanding, appreciating why they’re

Trust makes collaboration easier because it tends to promote co-operation and

behaving the way that they are. In non-co-located teams shared awareness needs

respect. But our inner caveman tends to build trust using the ABCs (antecedents,

to be established on a more formal basis. The ability to establish common ground

behaviours and consequences) – which means that trust develops over time. It relies

and norms around patterns of interaction is critical.

on observations of competency and reliability. Because of this it’s generally based on
the number and frequency of interactions with people, their contribution and the

Interpersonal trust – interpersonal trust tends to be a result of interacting on a

observable results of their actions.

regular basis with people, understanding their foibles, outlook on life and
perspectives. It’s the ‘social glue’ that makes teams work. Research shows that team

Two kinds of trust
This observability factor means trust can be difficult to develop at a distance. This is
largely because trust typically has two facets:

members collaborate more easily and naturally if they perceive themselves as being
alike [3]. The bigger the proportion of ‘strangers’ on the team and the more diversity
of background and experience there is, the less likely the team members are to share
knowledge or exhibit other collaborative behaviours. It’s because of this that
interpersonal trust is deeply critical to collaborative performance.
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Our special report The Great Technology Take-up has insights into the latest trends in collaboration in
the workplace. Find out which industries are leading the way, which personality types are most likely
to succeed in the virtual workplace, and get tips for the leaders of tomorrow. To download your copy
of the report go to www.bt.com/collaboration. The link is toward the bottom of that page.

Getting to know each other – virtually

Believing in a better way of working

Research from MIT [4] suggests that the number of exchanges among team

Trust also runs deeper than collaboration. Managers need to trust employees to do

members can account for 35 per cent of the variation in a team’s performance.

their work if they’re in a different location from them. The ‘if I can’t see them, how

Given most of the focus of virtual teams is around task, it’s difficult for them to rely

do I know they’re working’ attitude is still surprisingly endemic among all levels of

on the old ways of building trust like face-to-face meetings or going to the pub. But

management, despite all the technological progress we’ve made. And it can

extending discussions beyond those of formal meeting situations using webjams,

undermine an organisation’s ability to embrace new ways of working.

social media or virtual ‘coffee room’ chats can give a little more insight into people’s
motivations and interests.

A study in MIT Sloan Management Review [5] showed that employees who work
remotely from their team often end up getting lower performance evaluations,

Culture also plays a very large part in the importance of interpersonal trust –

smaller pay rises and fewer promotions than their office-based colleagues.

collectivist cultures like Asia and southern Europe, for instance, put a lot more
emphasis on interpersonal trust than process trust in how they do business. People

The study suggests the difference is ‘passive face time’ – simply being seen to be working

from individualistic cultures like western Europe, the US and Australia, are more

increases the perception that you’re doing a good job (despite no other information

willing to respond to ambiguous messages and may be more ready to trust others in

about what you’re working on or how well you’re doing ). It also says there are two types

a virtual context than those from collectivist cultures.

of ‘face time’ – expected (you work your contracted hours) and extracurricular (you’re
seen to be working beyond expected hours). These all contribute, at an unconscious

Leaders need to be able to cultivate both process trust and interpersonal trust in

level, to perceptions of commitment, dedication and dependability.

their teams, wherever they happen to be.
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Extra job No.4

Empath: Remember Deanna Troi from Star Trek: The Next Generation? As an “empath”
who could sense the feelings of others, she gained unique insight that regularly got the
crew out of trouble. Increasingly dispersed, “virtual” teams mean you can’t rely on sight
and water cooler conversation to sense trouble. You’ll need to develop other senses,
and be more sensitive, to pick up issues over collaborative technologies.

Extra job No. 5

Revolutionary: It means questioning the old ways of working by

showing they aren’t necessarily productive. It means challenging
those who favour the lazy ‘I can see them, so they must be working’
approach that the MIT/Sloan research highlights. And it means being
brave enough to stand up for a new way of flexible working.

In fact, the MIT/Sloan study found that managers were 9 per cent more likely to use
the words ‘dependable’ and ‘responsible’ to describe people who put in expected
face time (even if they had no clue what those people were doing) and 25 per cent
more likely to describe people as ‘committed’ and ‘dedicated’ if they put in
extracurricular face time.

Many of the solutions to these problems lie with good management. It means
challenging those who favour the rather lazy ‘I can see them, so they must be
working’ approach that the MIT/Sloan research highlights.

Of course there are also ‘virtual face time’ tactics that are used to combat the ‘out of
sight, out of mind’ problem – swapping physical face time (where people can see
you working) with virtual face time (where people can see when you’re not
working). This implies being constantly available online, responding to email
immediately whatever hour of the day it happens to arrive and sending constant
status updates to reassure people that work is being done. But this can lead to
lower productivity and higher stress as the boundaries between work and life start to
crumble and the temptation to be ‘open all hours’ grows. This lack of ‘off switch’ can
lead to burn out [6].

Ways that managers can help

It’s true that non co-located teams can experience lower shared understanding, agility,
communication and information exchange and more conflict between members. But
this can just as easily happen between floors or departments if there’s bad management.
Managers should know what their people are doing on a day-to-day basis. They
should measure people on their objective output rather than how long they’re
spending at their desks or hanging out online. They should also make the effort to
communicate and include all their team members in discussions, regardless of where
they happen to be.
Given the challenges, you can see why many of us still brave the rush hour to go to the
office every day and why people still choose face-to-face as a default way of collaborating.
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You can read about our project with the UK’s Greater Manchester Police, who cut their operating costs by £3.6
million. http://letstalk.globalservices.bt.com/en/2013/09/a-fast-approach-to-flexible-working/ or explore
our case study library to read about the many companies for whom we have introduced new collaborative
solutions. http://www.globalservices.bt.com/casestudy

Today’s businesses need to be able to connect every device people are using – from personal mobiles and tablets to corporate
laptops. The trend to let employees use their own devices has been hampered by security fears. This whitepaper by our executive
global head of business continuity, security and governance, Jeff Schmidt, explains how to develop a security policy and educate
your people about the issues. http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/insights/making_the_byod_trend_work_for_you

Many companies in the current economic environment are using dis-incentives to try

they’re doing at the time. These environments are characterised by high levels of

to reverse the trend and stop people travelling for meetings by introducing blanket

connectivity so that shared collaboration activities can be run from laptops, mobile

travel bans or imposing stringent rules for travel authorisation. But without the right

devices and shared displays. They frequently incorporate video (both high and low

collaboration tools, rewards, processes and management techniques, this is only likely

definition) in both formal and casual meeting spaces. They have acoustically

to cut productivity and harm employee commitment, engagement and contribution.

shielded areas where people can hold audio conferences without interrupting
others. Many of these environments claim to be able to accommodate more people

Reinventing proximity in physical and
virtual space
If distance still matters, the key is to ensure that proximity, whether it is physical or
virtual or a blend of both, is reinvented.
The physical office is key to collaboration, and it’s not just about face-to-face
anymore. The office has evolved into a space where video, audio and shared
information environments are providing common ground both for those there in
person and those beaming in virtually.

in less space and encourage better productivity by creating spaces that promote
more effective collaboration.
However, finding your colleague Bob now he no longer resides in desk five, floor
two can be a problem if you need to talk to him. Many companies have already
embedded active RFID tags into their employee ID cards so they can be located in
the office. Mobile devices can also be used to track physical location: by
automatically locating the nearest wi-fi hotspot users are logged into, by social
location technologies where the user checks in to the building and broadcasts that
to their social network, or even by getting users to scan a QR code on the desk
they’re sitting at so that their location can be mapped.

Many offices are moving towards activity-based working. This is where spaces are
designed to help employees collaborate and move around according to the task
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Can you do ‘twunch’?
These are ways that highly nomadic employees can literally ‘find their team’. They
can also provide the opportunity for serendipitous face-to-face encounters if team
members happen to be in the same city or building (providing impetus for ‘tweet
ups’ or ‘twunch’). But if data is used to monitor employees in a negative Big Brother
way employees are likely either not to use the technology or to be tempted to bend
the truth about their actual location.

How to build connections with
virtual workmates
Research has shown that if connecting with a team member online needs more than
one click, informal encounters won’t happen. It’s not unlike how people behave in
the real world. You’re not going to casually drop in on a colleague who’s on another
floor unless there’s a compelling reason. Applications like instant messaging and
video can do this, but only if they’re always open, whether on desktops or mobile

Just as physical spaces are changing to blend in with the virtual environment, virtual
spaces need to incorporate some of the critical cues that we use effectively in the
physical environment.
One of the key things that needs to be available in virtual space is social presence – the
degree of awareness that participants have of one another in either a physical or virtual
environment. We can see what people are doing and eavesdrop on conversations in the
physical office space, but how do we recreate that in virtual spaces?

devices. This might be desirable for stimulating conversations, but always having the
virtual office door open can also create privacy issues and make us vulnerable to
constant interruption.
Some team leaders ask their members to customise their instant messaging status or
social media mood message to invite or discourage informal interactions at any given
time. It’s the virtual approximation of being ‘out for lunch’ or closing your office door.
Collaboration technologies that are higher in social presence like video and voice,
come closer to mimicking the natural communication that our inner caveman is
comfortable with and should be easier to use than lower presence ones. But there
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One of our favourite examples of teams connecting over vast distances
is Tommy Hilfiger’s virtual fitting room. Read about it here.
http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/casestudy/tommy_hilfiger

Connect with us on social media. You can follow what we’re saying
and be part of the conversation yourself, all from one place.
http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/lets_talk

are many ways to increase social presence in lower bandwidth tools – enter a swarm

But these tools tend to rely on employee commitment and willingness to share.

of emoticons, emojis, ‘available’ green lights and ‘like’ buttons, which can provide

Inevitably, in most social enterprises 90 per cent of the content comes from 10 per

more non-verbal cues and clues about how people are feeling.

cent of the people. Social content works on a gift-economy basis – to gain influence
and status, you have to give away your expertise. Neuroscience shows that a reward

Creating forums for discussion

circuit is triggered in our brains when we co-operate with one another. Co-operation

Social media is a particularly interesting way to enhance asynchronous

with are one of the main motivators in their work. Motivation to share is less about

makes us feel good, which is why many employees cite that the people they work

communication and display social support and affiliation for ideas beyond your

coercion and money and more about passion, expertise, reputation and glory. But,

immediate team. It also has the virtue of being independent of time zones. Webjams

unless management values these things, contribution is likely to be limited.

are especially powerful for enabling large-scale discussions across global boundaries.
These are community discussion boards that are generally time-bounded (maybe

So compelling reasons to voluntarily engage are essential to this type of

running over a few days or a week), topic-driven and facilitated by experts.

collaboration. This creates a chicken-and-egg problem: it’s hard to promote an
engaging online social environment without a core group, but a core group is

These social tools can also unearth new experts and collaborators in an organisation

unlikely to form without an engaging environment.

but they depend on organisations having a transparent culture, where people are
both willing to share and rewarded for doing so. In return, employees have access to
more personal information about colleagues’ reputations, interests and expertise,
along with more peripheral awareness of what people are doing and whether they’re
both present and available to collaborate over other, more synchronous, means.
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The fundamentals of connectivity
and bandwidth
As the ultimate in digital social presence, we’re using video more and more, both in
our personal lives and our work. It’s also starting to migrate down to desktops,
tablets and smartphones. This means video is escaping from managers’ offices and
formal meeting suites (which always seem to be booked months in advance anyway)
into more accessible and informal collaboration spaces.
The rise of video has a knock-on effect beyond getting homeworkers out of their
pyjamas, which is about making sure the bandwidth in collaboration areas of the office,
home and ‘coffice’ (for those working in a coffee shop) can sustain high levels of activity.

Connectivity and bandwidth are the fundamental enabling factors for collaborative
common ground. It’s desirable to have presence information for the people involved with
collaboration, as well as to know what kind of bandwidth they have available to them.

Making it work
This is largely because interoperability, reliability and availability are crucial to any
type of virtual collaboration. Collaboration tools need to work because critical
decisions have to be made on them.
Face-to-face doesn’t crash, cut out or fail to connect but it does need a PhD in cat
herding – so we’re happy to try new ways of doing things. But we often only give
technologies one chance. Having a video conference collapse around your eyes midway through a critical discussion or having a significant someone drop off a voice
conference because they’ve lost the bridge, can significantly disrupt productivity.
This is further complicated by the Bring Your Own Device (BYOD), Bring Your Own
App (BYOA) and bring your own software trend. Connecting alien device one with
alien device two and corporate device three and four isn’t necessarily easy.
Fragmentation of user devices and platforms tends to work against effective
collaboration – agreement of common ground that everyone can access is vital.
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To make the most of the new technology you need a network that can deliver it. Find out
more about how to deliver communications around the world: www.bt.com/btconnect

You can lead a caveman to water…
but you can’t make them drink
Collaboration can’t happen in isolation – it’s about people, and unless those people
are willing, able and motivated to use collaboration tools, they won’t work.
Research has shown six factors likely to affect the acceptance of collaboration
technologies:

1. Previous experiences using the technology – our inner cavemen are
often rather uncomfortable with change. At work we’re unlikely to use a tool if we
aren’t confident it will get us to our goal, improve our productivity, be easy to use
and be guaranteed not to fail. This may be based on previous experience of the
technology but might also reflect the individual’s general confidence in using
technology (often based on familiarity), the fit with the particular task in hand and
how deeply they’re engaged in the activity in the first place. Education and
reassurance are key to getting people to adopt technologies, since the ‘Kevin
Costner’ principal of building it and they will come might be a bit overambitious.

2. Usability of the technology – the harder the technology is to use, the less
likely it will be used. Research has shown that people tend to use collaboration tools
based on the expectation that they’ll (a) be easy to set up, (b) be able to get hold of
the people involved (preferably in real time) and (c) be able to complete the task at
hand there and then.
Collaboration technologies need to make it easy for people to participate and
accomplish goals, provide feedback about how things are going and recognise
contribution. They should also enable teams to coalesce around a task and remove
the need for rigid structures. Effectively, the technology should become invisible.
In reality, most collaboration is concurrent as we increasingly multitask over a
number of platforms and modes. We can be on an audio conference while on
multiple chat sessions, monitoring social media feeds and doing our email at the
same time. And we might then switch from a fixed to a mobile device if we need to
move location mid-meeting. This means we need to be able to jump effectively
between modes and, critically, when we’re changing modes mid-task, we should be
able to take both the task and our identity across with us without having to break
the chain of thought or conversation that we’re pursuing.
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3. Familiarity with the people we’re collaborating with – the longer

set of introverted software developers from multiple countries and with differing

people work together, the more understanding and shared norms develop.

language competences on an audio conference is always an interesting experience.

Tuckman’s (1965) traditional model of group development – ie forming, storming,
norming, performing – is just as relevant in virtualised group dynamics as it is in

5. The task – it’s likely that the job in hand will have a huge bearing on the type of

physical groups. How much people already know each other will inevitably have a

collaboration tools needed. If the technology fits the needs of the task, then using

bearing on how well they collaborate and how rich the collaboration technologies

collaboration technology can produce better decisions and more ideas. But if the

need to be for them to establish ways of working. Teams that know each other well

technology is a poor fit, little is gained, at least initially. If the group is working on an

are more likely to ‘fill in the gaps’ even in the less rich collaboration technologies.

innovative task with less clear goals and no one ‘correct’ outcome, the collaboration

Remote collaboration often gets more effective faster if the group has come

tools used need to be able to support this less structured, knowledge-sharing,

together face-to-face at least once.

multiple-angled approach. On the other hand, a decision-making task needs shared
understanding of issues, discussion and consensus-building, which is best

4. Individual differences –age, engagement and personality type may also

performed with technologies that enable more synchronous communication and co-

influence attitudes to collaborating remotely. The most obvious example is the

ordination. One tool may not fit all in this environment.

contrast between Generation Y employees (typically very open collaborators who
enjoy using social media and chat to share) and baby boomers (not natural sharers

6. Social influence – since these are social technologies, their value is rooted in how

who tend to rely on email and phone as primary collaboration tools). But introverts

many other people are using them. If management and the rest of the team are

and extroverts also have distinct collaboration preferences – the former often prefer

collaborating using a particular set of tools, there will be peer pressure to conform. If

the anonymity of more text-based tools while the latter like a good chat on the phone

virtualised meetings become normal, there will be less pressure to default to face-to-face.

or by videoconference. Listening to an extrovert project manager attempting to rally a
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The future of more integrated technology

The task for business leaders

Although technology underpins the new world of collaboration, it’s the culture of

So it’s going to get easier but there’s still work to do. To make collaboration

communication and collaboration that gets it used. As we move into the future, the

effective, leaders need to:

tools we use to collaborate are likely to become more and more integrated across
multiple technologies. It will be easy to move from one channel to another,

Be an architect of collaboration spaces – acknowledge that the office is a

consolidate all communications into a single desktop and allow access across fixed

key collaboration space but also make sure the right tools are in place to establish

desktop, mobile, corporate device and the employee’s own devices. Our toolbox for

common ground in virtual space as well as physical space. Enable choice (including

collaboration will support a variety of collaboration tools that can be deployed

BYOD) but prevent fragmentation by making sure that common ground can be

depending on device, context and content for a more rich or less rich experience.

established on multiple platforms and identity and that content can be transferred
easily from one collaboration medium to another. Recognise that rich tools like voice

One size doesn’t fit all, though, and choice is vital to move into a more connected

and video are critical to establishing common ground but supplement them with

and collaborative future where face-to-face is no longer the default. It’s also vital to

other tools that can span time zones and culture.

make sure these powerful tools work alongside each other so that we can do the
same –with a single integrated toolkit that offers a choice of tools and simplifies and

Be an example – people will be more likely to adopt collaboration technologies if

accelerates people’s ability to collaborate.

they see their leaders, peers and key influencers using them. Leaders set the tone for
the way their employees collaborate. Setting an example by using collaboration tools
and rewarding and encouraging others to do the same will set a precedent in the
business. Making sure people aren’t simply rewarded by face time and are recognised
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Don’t know where to begin? Connecting with a collaboration expert can help you make sense of the
challenge and the opportunity. The BT Advise team offers several “quick starts” to help you scope your
needs and spring into action.
http://www.globalservices.bt.com/uk/en/products_category/professional_services_and_consultancy

instead for their contributions wherever they happen to be will also make sure they

Be a revolutionary – redefine the culture of an organisation from measurement

don’t just turn up to work but participate fully from wherever they’re based.

by ‘face time’ to measurement by contribution, sharing and output. Acknowledge
that face-to-face is important and valuable but enable and encourage other

Be a 'good’ host –build an understanding of who needs to collaborate with

methods for collaboration. Make sure leaders, managers and key influencers all

whom, what kind of collaboration they’re doing, where these people are located and

endorse and use multiple modes of collaboration.

what resources they need to collaborate. You also need to make sure collaboration
works effectively by hosting/facilitating collaboration sessions, rewarding and

Could it be that, like woolly mammoths, old ways of collaborating might finally

encouraging contribution and bridging both physical and virtual common ground.

become extinct? We need to bear in mind the wisdom of the 17th Century poet John
Dryden, who said: ‘We first make our habits, and then our habits make us’. With

Be inclusive – recognise that one size doesn’t fit all and that diversity can make

good leadership we can make sure that our primitive tribal habits don’t inhibit a

organisations richer. Different generations, personality types, cultures and professions

revolution in the way we work.

are all likely to have different attitudes to work, location and technologies and
providing choice is essential. But also recognise that choice can fragment people, and
that establishing common ground, rules of engagement and social norms is essential
for effective collaboration. Be aware that social glue is as critical to collaboration as
task-focused activities, especially in more collectivist cultures.
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