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Collaboration - like innovation - continues to be a hot topic across professions and 

industries. Collaborating (we are told) offers the potential to succeed with projects that 

are difficult or impossible to accomplish by ourselves. Mention "collaboration" to 

colleagues however and you are likely to be greeted with grimaces. 

 

Collaboration, it turns out, is hard. And peoples' experience with collaboration reflects 

that difficulty. One reason for the difficulty is that sustainable, programmatic 

collaboration requires an aggregate of organizational commitments and capacities that are 

not generally a part of our scheduled work routines. Without those resources, successful 

and sustained collaboration is difficult, if not impossible. As a result, such projects are 

often abandoned outright or fizzle once interest is lost or the initial evangelist moves on 

to do battle with a new windmill - one way or another these projects end prematurely. 

And our colleagues know that. They've been there. They are initiative-weary. Thus the 

grimaces. 

 

But if you develop an appreciation for the organizational capacities necessary for 

successful implementation you will be better positioned to master collaboration and 

prepare a foundation for a successful implementation. 

 

To begin with, we tend to use the word “collaboration” pretty loosely. In practice, the 

term serves as a convenient (and overused) label for various degrees of participation 

in what is actually a continuum of working relationships among individuals, departments, 

or organizations. Collaboration as a working relationship is only one station on a 

continuum of inter-organizational or inter-personal working models, each of which has 

attributes that require the commitment of specific capacities. 
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While it is irresponsible and simplistic to suggest there is some neat and tidy checklist to 

follow that will ensure successful collaboration, there are tools that can help. Arthur 

Himmelman's Collaboration Continuum is one such tool. Whether you are an executive 

outlining a strategic collaboration, or a manager proposing such an initiative to senior 

leadership, framing your proposal within a structured approach that demonstrates an 

awareness of organizational requirements will help communicate the scope of the 

challenge, the necessary organizational commitment, as well as the opportunity.  

 

Many of course are quite familiar with tools of collaboration and have honed the 

leadership skills necessary to pull off a complex collaborative project. However, 

experience over the past few years reveals that many are finding themselves responsible 

for such projects only to discover that their most familiar project management tools don't 

quite scale to the task of inter-organizational collaboration. This post on the 

Collaboration Continuum is for the latter group. (Experienced project managers may find 

it valuable to add the Continuum to their current toolkit as well.)  

 

The Collaboration Continuum. 

Himmelman outlines the Collaboration Continuum in Collaboration for a Change: 

Definitions, Decision-making Models, Roles, and Collaboration Process Guide. The 

Continuum includes four stations: networking, coordinating, cooperating, 

and collaborating. (It is not unusual to hear people describe their project as a 

"collaboration" even when, in practice, it more closely maps to one of the other station.) 

Each station along the continuum details specific attributes and each builds upon the 

previous station(s): 

 

NETWORKING - the simplest of the stations - involves little more than exchanging 

information. Networking typically reflects some initial degree of trust, limited time 

availability or commitment, and no need to share turf or resources. 
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COORDINATING also involves information exchange. This station on the continuum 

requires more organizational involvement than networking with a slightly higher level of 

trust, slightly more time commitment, and minimal sharing of resources but still no need 

for the sharing of turf. In addition, participants in a coordinating group may alter some 

individual activities to some degree for mutual benefit and to achieve a common 

purpose.    

 

COOPERATING typically involves exchanging information, altering 

activities, and resource sharing (e.g., human, financial, or infrastructure) for mutual 

benefit and to achieve a common purpose. 

 

More formal than coordinating, Cooperating requires increased altering of activities 

(existing positions may be modified to provide time for committed participation), 

increasingly formal organizational involvement and more substantial time commitment. 

Cooperating also requires a higher level of trust, and the sharing of turf. Resources shared 

can include human, financial, and infrastructure. As a result, cooperating at this level may 

involve written agreements such as Memoranda of Understanding. 

 

COLLABORATING continues to build on all of the stations of the continuum. In 

addition to the exchange of information, altering activities, and resource sharing, 

collaboration involves substantial organizational involvement, very high level of trust, a 

commitment to enhancing the capacity of the other for mutual benefit (and to achieve a 

common purpose), and extensive sharing of turf. 

 

In this definition the qualitative difference between cooperating and Collaborating is the 

willingness to "enhance each other's capacity for mutual benefit and a common purpose." 

Collaboration is a working relationship in which you and your organization actively 

strive to help your partner organization become increasingly proficient at their stated 

objectives. Collaborators are clear that the shared purpose reveals similarity in stated 

objectives and that the importance of their partners’ success is as great as their own - that 

their own success depends on their partners’ success. Collaborating partners willingly 
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share the risks, responsibilities, resources, and rewards of the work (Himmelman, Four 

Shared Rs of Collaboration, 2015). Because you have worked hard to define a Shared 

Purpose, this capacity becomes easier to live up to and demonstrate success. 

 

Per Himmelman, "It is important to emphasize that each of the four strategies can be 

appropriate for particular circumstances depending on the degree to which the three 

most common barriers to working together -- time, trust, and turf -- can be overcome." It 

is equally valuable to note that, as the descriptions of the stations illustrate, to rise to the 

level of collaboration, organizational investment and sharing must increase significantly 

with movement along the continuum:  

 
 

As Himmelman notes, each of these four working strategies can be justifiably appropriate 

for particular circumstances. None is more valuable or "better" than the other. There are 

situations where it may be sufficient to network and provide correct and updated 

information on programs and services. In other circumstances, organizations and teams 

may need to develop more complex relationships to meet objectives and needs more 

effectively.  
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WHY THIS IS USEFUL 

It is useful to identify where your project lies on the collaboration continuum in order to 

target the necessary organizational resources that map to the station you inhabit - 

especially if you aim to advance along the continuum. Knowing where you are on that 

continuum will help you identify organizational capacities required for the station you are 

aiming for. Identifying those requirements will help position you to provide a clear 

proposal to ensure that the capacities you rely on will be available for programmatic 

success and sustainability: 

 

 



	   6	  

In this definition it is easy to see how the need for organizational investment must 

increase to ensure that real collaboration can hope to succeed. It is also clear how easy it 

is (and how frustrating) to begin a "collaboration" with enthusiasm only to watch it 

struggle - even wither - in the absence of organizational collaborative capacity. To truly 

collaborate your organization must demonstrate the capacity to share resources, turf, and 

leadership; alter activities - even modify job descriptions if necessary; and, most 

importantly, work to help "the other" be better at what they do and, in the process 

improve on what you do. 

 

As Jesse Lyn Stoner notes in Let's Stop Confusing Cooperation and Teamwork with 

Collaboration, “Collaboration is working together to create something new in support of 

a shared vision [emphasis added]. The key points are that is [sic] is not an individual 

effort, something new is created, and that the glue is the shared vision.” 

 

Effective collaboration creates something new and strategically useful that couldn’t have 

been created alone. Defining that shared purpose to which you both can commit will be 

key to that last and most important aspect. Where are you organizationally with respect to 

these capacities?  

 

Below are nine metrics derived from the Collaboration Continuum to help you gauge 

where you are in your organizational capacity to collaborate. These can be used to draft a 

survey instrument, interview questions, or project workshop discussions. (A sample 

survey in PDF format is also freely available for download. Feel free to and modify to 

suit your needs). Here are the metrics to share with your colleagues. The responses will 

help illuminate your collaborative potential: 

 

 1. Project teams actively exchange information across institutional boundaries for mutual 

benefit. 

2. The partner organizations have increased organizational involvement in and 

commitment to the project. 
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3. Administrators and staff at partner organizations have altered their assignments and 

workflow to achieve the stated objectives of the project. 

4. Partner organizations share resources across institutional boundaries. 

5. Partner organizations have increased allocation of staff time dedicated to the 

collaboration. 

6. Partner organizations demonstrate that they value sharing the risks as well as the 

rewards of collaborating. 

7. Participants demonstrate a capacity for trust and sharing access to their "turf.” 

8. The necessary written agreements between organizations have been developed, 

reviewed, and adopted. 

9. Consortium partners demonstrate willingness and enthusiasm to learn from one another 

and help even when competing to some extent.   


