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Right Lane Consulting

collaboration strategy:
your key to unlocking collaborative advantage

Building a

Right thinking
Effective collaboration is one 
of the most valuable sources 
of competitive advantage. 
Unfortunately, as insular team 
priorities can often work against 
the joint goals of an alliance, 
spontaneous collaboration is rare. 

A collaboration strategy is 
an effective tool for building 
alignment and enabling 
cooperation. At Right Lane we’ve 
seen this technique produce 
dramatic and enduring results 
both when employed within an 
organisation, to remove friction 
between different functional units, 
and externally, to forge lasting 
alliances with external partners.

by zoe pappas & dr james mills
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Today’s business models are increasingly 
dependent on collaboration, both 
internally, between different business units 
and functional teams, and with external 
partners and stakeholders. In recent years, 
we have seen an increasing appetite 
for forging strategic alliances rather 
than maintaining purely transactional 
relationships. And for good reason: when 
healthy collaboration flourishes, strategic 
partnerships can unlock mutual value that 
far exceeds the benefits delivered through 
a simple outsourcing arrangement.

In this article we outline the three phases of 
Right Lane’s approach to building powerful 
collaborations and highlight the impact this 
approach has delivered for a client.

Collaborative advantage
Alliances are prolific in nature. A 
classic example of this is the symbiotic 
relationship between the sea anemone 
and the hermit crab. The crab actively 
recruits anemones which attach to its 
shell and ward off would be predators. In 
return, the anemone, ordinarily incapable 

of independent movement, is carried far 
across the ocean floor and feeds upon the 
crab’s leftovers.

Similarly, organisations with 
complementary capabilities can forge 
strong alliances that deliver mutual value 
for both parties. This is particularly effective 
when alliances enable allied partners 
to deliver an integrated service that any 
individual competitor would be unable to 
match, thus establishing a ‘collaborative 
advantage’ (Kanter 1994). A collaboration 
strategy is a powerful framework for 
formalising these alliances, ensuring they 
continue to deliver the mutual value they 
were created to unlock.

Collaborative advantage can not only be 
developed through external relationships. 
Most large organisations incorporate 
semi-autonomous functional teams 
with common stakeholder groups. By 
formalising the alliance between these 
teams, organisations can unlock a 
valuable internal source of collaborative 
advantage.
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Collaboration must be cultivated
When collaboration does not flourish 
organically, leaders must actively cultivate 
it. Our approach to building alignment 
between partners involves three steps. 
First, we assist teams to articulate a shared 
vision for the collaboration. Next, we 
establish a strategic framework to support 
the collaboration, clearly specifying 
the individual and joint objectives and 
the processes, values and behaviours 
required to achieve them. Finally, we work 
with our clients to agree mechanisms for 
monitoring, reviewing and enhancing the 
collaboration.

www.rightlane.com.au

Envision Establish Enhance

Create a 
shared vision

Sink deep roots Provide ongoing 
nourishment

Envision
Imagine being given a seedling along 
with instructions for its care but having 
no conception of how the plant will look 
when in bloom. It is likely that you would 
feel little motivation to care for your new 
companion. For this reason, seedlings 
are usually sold with a photo of the mature 
plant.

Similarly, creating a shared vision for the 
collaboration is an important first step in 
developing alignment between teams. 
This joint aspiration serves as a pervasive 
reminder of what the collaboration is 
working to achieve. It is the focal point 
around which teams can build their 
collaboration strategy. 

Establish
Collaboration exists to unlock sources 
of value that neither party could realise 
independently. Understanding these 
sources of value is essential for the 
collaboration to sink the deep roots 
required to reach them. There are various 
ways of framing this discussion. One 
approach we often take draws upon the 
work of Robert Kaplan, David Norton and 
Bjarne Rugelsjoen (2010).

The first step in this approach is to 
understand what each party stands to 
gain individually from the collaboration. In 
our client work we’ve seen that a lack of 
common understanding of each parties’ 
individual wins can be a major source 
of friction. For example, one alliance we 
recently worked with had deteriorated 
because, for one party, it was failing to 
deliver enough scale in new business to 
produce a net economic gain. We were 
able to get this alliance back on track 
by providing clarity around what each 

party needed from the collaboration and 
agreeing a way forward that delivers 
mutual value for both parties.

Once the benefits for each party are well 
understood we move on to consider the 
common goals of the collaboration. These 
are the customer or end-user focussed 
outcomes the collaboration is working to 
achieve. We then ask, ‘What joint initiatives 
and internal processes do we need to 
deliver these outcomes?’ and, ‘What 
values and behaviours are required for the 
collaboration to function effectively?’. We 
assist our clients to ‘bottom out’ these 
discussions and capture their outcomes in 
a collaboration strategy, or ‘compact’.

Enhance
Effective collaboration requires two 
forms of ongoing nourishment, a formal 
monitoring and review process and an 
ongoing commitment to building a shared 
culture. Like water and sunlight, both are 
required for the collaboration to thrive.

In addition to monitoring end-user 
outcomes, formal measurement, 
monitoring and review systems should 
be established to track adherence to 
the processes, values and behaviours 
articulated in the collaboration strategy. 
The key to making this work is establishing 
clear expectations and explicit 
accountability.

The second form of nourishment 
involves building a shared culture across 
the collaboration. There are several 
mechanisms for building team unity. In 
our experience, the most successful 
approaches regularly bring teams together 
in both social and professional contexts: 
for example through regular joint team 
meetings, social gatherings and staff 
secondments.

Approach to building alignment between partners
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want to know more? For more information contact Zoe Pappas:

zoe@rightlane.com.au
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ENVISION ESTABLISH ENHANCE

Separate ‘wins’ Joint ‘wins’ Culture and behaviours

88%

37%

n = 32

n = 19

+ 51%

One year afterBefore

Both teams have 
an aligned vision for 

the collaboration

44%

90%

n = 128

n = 66

+ 46%

Joint meetings have 
clear objectives, 

effective discussion, 
clear outcomes and 
defined next steps*

56% 58%

n =110n = 72

+ 2%

The collaboration is 
supported by clear 

decision making 
accountabilities and 
well communicated 
joint team KPI’s to 

which team members 
are held to account*

n = 64

40%

79%n = 36

+ 39%

Both teams have a 
clear understanding 
of each other’s roles 
and responsibilities*

62%
87%

n = 73

n = 128

+ 25%

The two teams 
have shared goals

*  This chart displays aggregated responses from multiple questions relating to these themes. 
Source:  Right Lane Consulting 2019, Client team alignment survey

Building collaboration in practice
We’ve seen this approach deliver dramatic 
changes, both when used internally 
to foster alignment across teams, and 
externally, to forge strong alliances that 
deliver mutual value. We recently ran a 
team alignment check-up after running a 
collaboration process for a dysfunctional 
internal collaboration. An anonymous poll 
delivered one year later revealed that 92% 
of staff believed collaboration between the 
two teams had improved. Of these, 91% 
agreed that this improvement had resulted 
in greater end-user outcomes.

The process of developing a collaboration 
strategy is in itself a powerful tool for 
building team alignment. However, as staff 
members move in and out of the teams the 

alignment built during any one-off process 
is likely to erode. Building a collaboration 
strategy provides a framework for 
onboarding new team members so that 
every new colleague strengthens the 
collaboration. The check-up we recently 
administered for one client revealed 
that, one year on, collaboration had 
dramatically improved despite the joint 
team having almost doubled in size (See 
Exhibit 1).

It is all too easy to accept friction between 
teams to be the natural state, unavoidable, 
or simply too hard to address. However, 
in our experience, by putting the spotlight 
on collaboration, teams can dramatically 
reduce friction, and by doing so unlock 
their collaborative advantage. 

Exhibit 1: Proportion of respondents that agreed with statements posed before and one year after the team alignment process

One year later ...   
92% of staff believed 
collaboration between the 
two teams had improved.

Of these, 91% agreed  
that this improvement 
had resulted in greater 
end-user outcomes.

mailto:marc%40rightlane.com.au?subject=
mailto:zoe%40rightlane.com.au?subject=
mailto:zoe%40rightlane.com.au?subject=
http://www.rightlane.com.au
http://www.rightlane.com.au


4www.rightlane.com.au

About Right Lane
Right Lane is a flourishing, top quality, management consulting firm. 

We employ our distinctive ideas and processes, and our absolute 
commitment to delivery, to help clients we care about pursue their inspiring 
missions.

We work alongside clients who do great work within the sectors they 
operate, and we are excited to be involved in creating outcomes that truly 
make a difference.

We are an ethical consulting firm with a strong belief in the work we do, and 
with a passion to give back to the broader community with the skills and 
expertise available within our walls. 

Right Lane was established in 1997 to help private, not for profit and public 
sector clients to clarify and accelerate their future plans. Over the past 
22 years, we have helped the executive teams and boards of over 250 
organisations to define and adapt their direction and strategy, identify and 
clarify their priorities, align their efforts with their aspirations, get their major 
projects started and finished, and measure and improve their performance.

B Corp certified - what does it mean?
In 2015 Right Lane became Australia’s first B Corp certified strategy 
consulting firm and the first to be recertified in 2017.

This follows Right Lane’s decision in 2011 to adopt ‘for benefit’ principles, 
including reasonable returns, inclusive ownership, stakeholder governance, 
transparency, and social and environmental responsibility. Capping our 
return on shareholder funds at reasonable levels, rather than seeking to 
maximise financial returns, has allowed our firm to pursue our purpose to 
contribute to a better society by helping organisations that do good, do 
better. 

B Corporations are a new kind of company that uses the power of business 
to solve social and environmental problems. Certified B Corporations meet 
higher standards of social and environmental performance, transparency, 
and accountability. The performance standards measure a company’s 
impact on all its stakeholders, including workers, suppliers, community, and 
the environment. It’s like Fair Trade certification but for the whole business. 
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