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Accountability with Collaboration

Editorial

OE Cam   De l iver ing Organisat ion Ef fect iveness

How the whole can be greater than the sum of its parts - collaborating with intent…

A very warm welcome to the third edition of The OE, in which we take a topical look 
at maximising business performance through collaboration.  Collaboration might 
seem an obvious desirable behavior to deliver business outcomes, however too 
much collaboration without the accountability to deliver can result in a lot of talk and 
no action; collective accountability really means no accountability at all.  In an 
environment where my performance is measured and rewarded, I need to be clear 
that collaboration is really in my interest.

This is indeed a di�cult challenge for one of our FTSE international clients right now.  
They achieve excellent performance without collaboration because of the 
independent performance of its separate business units.  In this case, the whole 
equals the sum of its parts - and it is a very good sum.  But how could they realise the 
bene�ts of collaboration between the business units, whilst at the same time 
maintain the single-minded focus of the individual units?  And, why should they? 

In this edition of The OE we address some of the dimensions of organisation 
e�ectiveness that underpin this conundrum.

We are very fortunate to have the guest contribution of David Hunt, MD of Ryder 
Europe who describes Ryder’s collaborative approach to acquiring Hill Hire, and how 
this has bene�ted both businesses in the acquisition, to (as if ) create a third that is 
the best of both.  Mark Goodridge in his lead article explores the challenge of 
collaboration underpinned by clear accountability and in Gary Ashton’s article, he 
describes the three pillars for building e�ective business partnerships.  Chris Legge, 
admits to being a “Trekkie” in the 70s, quotes Mr Spock, and introduces the notion of 
“social loa�ng”…. do read on… and Susan Carroll, describes how to reinforce a 
collaborative approach to navigate transformational change.

We hope you �nd this edition interesting, challenging and useful.  As always, we 
welcome your feedback.

Have a great summer!
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Accountability with Collaboration:
Limit the Chatter 

A few years back I spent some time with a major retailer 
who had a problem with the compartmentalisation of 
their business.  Each element of the business appeared 
to be working well in itself, but the silo walls between 
the elements seemed impenetrable.

A sensible solution seemed to be to work on collaboration.  
Consultants were duly brought in (not us!) to develop 
“socialisation”.  The idea was that decisions and prospective 
actions needed to be “socialised” with all those who might be 
impacted by the consequential changes.  This was designed to 
get involvement and to build commitment.  In practice, there 
were lots more meetings, discussions and debates, the result of 
which meant that communications improved and many more 
sta� felt they knew what was going on.  As so often, it was the 
unintended consequences that killed any potential value 
created.  Everything seemed to take longer; importantly no 
one seemed accountable for any decision.  When actions were 
late, “we’ve still not fully socialised the idea” came the response 
and the result – paralysis.

by MARK GOODRIDGE

So is the price we pay for increased collaboration the 
weakening of accountability, reduced speed of action and 
general ine�ectiveness?

This is a particularly pressing issue in complex global 
businesses; local decisions have to be made, actions taken, but 
we need local managers to take wider global or regional issues 
into account too.  Equally well, we need local managers to buy 
into and implement decisions that are being driven globally.  
To lead these issues, we put in place global managers who try 
to engage and collaborate with local managers, who in turn 
may see such attempts as a remote intrusion from people who 
don’t understand their world.  So who is accountable for what?  
Global leaders take global accountability for categories, 
product streams, technologies or functions.  Country 
managers take accountability for local results.  Neither can 
achieve their goals without buy-in and collaboration with the 
other and at the interfaces the trade-o�s are between global 
consistency and local sense.

We need accountability with collaboration.

I am directly responsible for my team’s results,
I may be accountable for the entire process.

Deliver
what I want

Hear 
Me!

My 
Function

Figure 1

Accountability and Responsibility
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Accountability is an often-misunderstood word.  There are 
di�erent meanings but the one that works for me is:

You are accountable for an outcome.  Literally it means “liable 
to be called into account to others, for things”.  It doesn’t talk to 
how you do things or what you need in order to do those 
things, you are accountable for the result.

At OE Cam, we make a distinction between accountability and 
responsibility.  The two words are often used interchangeably, 
but for us responsibility is having direct control over people, 
money and resources.  It is control over those things that you 
have in your team, your organisational unit.  You will have 
direct responsibility for some of the resources and people to 
deliver your accountabilities, but in all probability not all.  As 
Figure 1 illustrates, the customer has a need and expects to be 
listened to, hence “hear me!” and he expects it to be delivered, 
hence “deliver what I want”.  Accountability for delivering the 
chain of required actions is likely to cross several people’s 
responsibilities, particularly in a functional organisation. So is 
anyone accountable for the entire process?

If we take a customer process then few decisions are entirely 
within one person’s direct authority to make, and the 
implementation of those decisions may involve many more 
outside your direct responsibility.  As a retail store manager 
you are accountable for sales.  There is much you can do to 
drive up sales but what you can’t do is tell the customer to buy

 your merchandise, you can only in�uence.  It’s the same inside 
the organisation, you may want others to act in certain ways 
but you have no control or authority to make them do so. 

But why do I need to collaborate?  If I’m accountable then I 
should be allowed to get on and make the thing happen, if I’m 
accountable then I need the authority and the resources to 
make it happen.

The complication is that particularly in a complex organisation 
your accountability will have an impact on others in di�erent  
parts of the business.  For example, if you are in charge of 
buying then it is obvious that your decisions and actions will 
hugely impact store sales.  In fact, you will need others’ active 
support for your thing to happen.  If you don’t then your thing 
will be stillborn and you will be accountable for a failure.

Therefore we have to combine accountability with collaboration.  
One becomes impossible without the other.  The question is 
not around sharing the accountability; it is about you being 
accountable while working with a multi-disciplinary, often 
multi-cultural and multi-geographical team to deliver a result.  
In turn you will be invited to participate in the delivery of others’ 
accountabilities.  If you only do what is required to deliver your 
own accountabilities you will soon �nd little co-operation from 
others.  It is a reciprocal arrangement based on trust and mutual 
respect.

continued overleaf...
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The Singularity of Accountability and the Plurality 
of Collaboration

As far as possible, accountabilities should be singular, in other 
words one person has the accountability to deliver a particular 
outcome.  Teams may need to be involved to gain input, 
ownership and commitment (see Figure 2 below).  This does 
not mean that the accountability or the decision-making is 
necessarily shared.

How do I make this happen?  How can I be made accountable 
for things where I do not have direct responsibility?  This is the 
essence of the distinction between the two meanings.  You are 
accountable for making the right decisions, for gaining the 
commitment of others, to socialise the ideas, but you are also 
accountable for the time it takes and accountable for 
delivering the result.

Accountability with Collaboration: Limit the Chatter

So often when others are involved in making decisions, the 
accountability slips o� the shoulders of one person and ends 
up in the middle of the table with no one feeling that sharp 
need for delivery.  For some, having a meeting is a problem 
shared, others can see how complex the issue is and the fact 
that the meeting does not make as much progress as it should 
allows acceptable reasons and excuses for non-performance to 
come into play.  

In our concept of accountability, no meeting, no involvement 
of others can dilute your single point of accountability.  You 
need the collaboration of others to deliver your accountability.  
It is up to you to make this happen, within performance plans 
and timeframes.

Figure 2

Collaboration and Decision Making

If no-one else 
a�ected,
I decide

If others need to 
know, I decide and 
sell to others

If others' input is 
valuable to the 
decision, then 
I consult

If others' buy-in 
is desirable, then 
I involve them in 

the decision
 I make

If excluding 
another means 
high risk, then 
we will seek a 

jointly 
determined 

decision
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Telling people what to do in your own team is one way of 
getting things done.  When it comes to others outside your 
direct control, using direct and positional power and authority 
is unlikely to work.  (It may not work too well with your own 
team either!).  It is through assertive in�uencing that you align 
a disparate group of people to deliver your customer promise. 

As the accountable person you need to consider the nature of 
getting things done whether you are a global or local manager.  
There are three main ways:

If after all reasonable attempts you still get nowhere, then we 
have to question the alignment of the goals of the business.  If 
the global managers are so out of line with local management 
then there is a bigger conversation to be had.  Heads need to be 
knocked together and the principals (the bosses of the units) 
need to agree what they want and the priorities.  In other 
words, the issue has to be rapidly escalated to someone who is 
accountable for the trade-o�s between the two.

And �nally, a cautionary note on collaboration.  Undirected and 
without purpose it is sclerotic, it clogs up decision-making, 
freezes innovation…  I have just read “Quiet: The Power of 
Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking” 1. As an introvert 
myself I do think we have become too obsessed with talking, 
involving everyone in everything so that accountability 
becomes a mush - sweeping waves of intention displacing the 
last lot of intentions and all giving the impression of activity.

My colleague, Chris Legge talks about “Social Loa�ng – 
Collaborative Consequence or Individual Neglect?” which 
explores individual e�ort when individuals work together on a 
collective task, compared with when they work on an 
individual task.

This accountability I speak of is singular, determined, gets stu� 
done, limits the chatter to focus on the issue…  where there is 
no place for histrionics …

The culture in which this works best:

mark.goodridge@oecam.com

Direct and positional – “I’m the boss, do as I say” (the 
problem is in the situations you are confronting - you 
may not be the line boss of everyone whose support you 
need)

Expert or sapiential – the power that comes from being 
the recognised expert, the fount of knowledge and 
experience.  Others will recognise your expertise and 
defer to your judgements and decisions

Persuasion and in�uencing – getting others to buy into a 
common goal, through reasoning, maybe through 
reward and punishment (”if you do this, I’ll give you 
that”), through setting an example, through inspiring 
and energising others and exercising leadership skills.

So the main way we have of getting stu� done when neither 
the people nor the resources are directly under our command is 
through in�uence and persuasion.

Know your accountabilities, make sure they are de�ned 
as outcomes, deliverables, measures

Understand whose support you need to build to deliver 
those accountabilities – who are the stakeholders, who 
do you need to change to get this done

Plan for doing and persuading

Don’t let the collaboration dilute your accountability, you 
still have to deliver the result

Change the “they” to “I”.  “They refused to cooperate with 
my plans” needs to change to “I failed to persuade them”

Challenge yourself if you can’t get that support

Develop your skills of persuasion.

Low blame, high resolve
Performance measurement
Performance management
Trust and con�dence in others
Breadth of perspective
Con�dence in others and real con�dence in self
Prototyping, experimenting, being prepared to do 
before exhausting analysis…

Let the delivery of the thing do the talking!

This accountability I speak of is singular, 
determined, gets stuff done, limits the 
chatter to focus on the issue...

1  “Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking” 
- Susan Cain (March 2012)
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Ryder Europe Integrates Hill Hire:
A Collaborative Approach 

In June 2011, David Hunt, MD of Ryder Europe, the 
truck leasing company, led the £151m acquisition of 
Hill Hire, the truck and trailer rental company, to 
create a rental and leasing company with 10,000 
vehicles and a 5,000-strong customer base.

Ryder is synonymous with a conservative and 
low-risk approach.  This could have led Ryder to focus 
on systems integration �rst rather than people, but 
this was not the case. David Hunt tells us why.

I understood that successful integration would take thought, 
planning and time, and consequently anticipated that the 
integration of Hill Hire with Ryder would take about a year.  The 
acquisition would double the size of the business.  I was clear 
that I didn't want us to be one of those companies that 
changed the sign on the door and said the integration was 
complete.  I wanted to make sure that we did things right, and 
really understood who Ryder was acquiring in Hill Hire; where 
there would be opportunities and risks, what we could become 
with a new asset class, greater geographical reach, and what 
we could do with the people capability we would acquire. 

The easiest thing to focus on would have been the rational 
(systems gap analysis, rebranding etc.), but I was aware that if 
we put that ahead of the behavioural and cultural element, we 
were in danger of falling �at on our face. 

by DAVID HUNT,  VP & MD RYDER EUROPE

We had seen evidence of di�erent ways of working in Hill Hire 
that had been very successful for them.  For example, how they 
interfaced with their customers in a spot hire environment, 
was di�erent from Ryder’s approach in a leasing context, and 
how they were organised in their depots, was di�erent from 
the way we were organised.  There were things they could 
learn from us, and us from them.  Consequently we wanted to 
prioritise the cultural integration, to make sure that this was 
not simply a “colonial’’ acquisition, but much more a 
collaborative merger of two companies to “as if” create a third, 
that would leverage the best of both.  If this meant that there 
was a delay on the rational, then so be it. We knew Hill Hire sta� 
might be nervous; we knew they would be looking for 
guidance, but we also focused as much on Ryder sta�, as they 
would go through as much change as Hill Hire sta�, given that 
the new Ryder would be a changed company. 

We worked closely with Martyn Sakol and Gary Ashton of OE 
Cam through this period to review the cultures of both 
companies; 40% of sta� from both companies at all levels met to 
discuss the culture - the way they did things, in “no-holds-barred” 
workshops. The leadership had to walk the walk too: they had to 
focus on the behavioural/cultural and each bene�ted from a 
360º review and a psychological and competency review, to 
ensure we maximized our individual and collective e�ectiveness. 

This was and is a huge success.  By focusing �rst on the cultural, 
it’s meant that the rational has gone as well, if not better, and 
my key advice to ensure successful integration is to understand 
these cultural dimensions, and then use them to inform your 
decision making about what will work and what won’t. 
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david_hunt@ryder.com

Our review focused on commercial/sales culture, operational, 
people and corporate.  We were surprised at how similar and 
di�erent Hill Hire and Ryder were across these dimensions, but 
because we knew this early on, we avoided making mistakes 
that could have been costly, both �nancially, and in terms of 
morale and reputation, and we have been able to seize the 
opportunity to do things better.

We are now number one in the trailer rental market.  Hill Hire’s 
Bradford head o�ce closed at the end of last year and there 
has been some consolidation.  We identi�ed six sites that were 
within 10 miles from each other and we’ve consolidated those 
sites.  The word is ‘consolidated’ not ‘closed’.  The sites a�ected 
are: Glasgow, Leeds, Avonmouth, Birmingham, Hull and north 
Manchester. 

It is worth noting that �ve out of those six are Ryder depots folding 
into Hill Hire depots.  This was in part, because we had identi�ed 
in our culture review the way in which the Hill Hire depots were 
organised, and led, could be advantageous.  This would not be 
what people would have initially expected, and is evidence that 
we have taken the people and culture side seriously, to ensure we 
continuously improve our service to our customers. And, the 
entire Hill Hire account management team has stayed, as has Hill 
Hire’s senior management comprising of company sales 
director, operations director, and sales director for trailers.

The process also reinforced for us some of the strengths we 
thought Ryder had. Our key partners: Hewlett Packard, 
Mercedes-Benz, SDC, Daf, Montracon, and Bridgestone came 
to the party, saying they wanted to support Ryder in making 
something special.  Ryder’s emphasis is on own account, while 
Hill Hire was much more third party-focused.  And that 
combination of Ryder’s focus on light to medium trucks and 
Hill Hire’s focus on heavy trucks and trailers is a dream come 
true and gives us a great bedrock from which to build the 
business. There are opportunities for Ryder to add value to 
customers [its own and Hill Hire’s] and there are cross-selling 
opportunities, but Ryder has always sold on value and service, 
and that is not going to change. 

The transport and logistics industry has a history of 
integrations taking far too long or failing to gel.  In my view you 
have to accept that it takes time to build trust; you can’t build it 
overnight.  Everything you do a�ects that trust – so you have to 
do what you say you’re going to do and do it in the right way.

Perhaps what we have undertaken is a far wider review of our 
culture and underlying ways of working and utilised the 
acquisition as an opportunity to stimulate re�ection / change 
at individual, group, and inter group levels.  This was never 
going to be without consequences but is delivering a much 
healthier working environment. Because we have a multi-site 
environment with integrated systems and processes it is very 
easy to forget that the interaction of our people will dictate 
our company’s e�ciency and the customer service it delivers. 
All three levels work in combination, magnifying the positive 
impacts throughout the organisation (or not as the case may 
be!).

I think part of our success has been bringing in experienced 
professionals like OE Cam early and not being overly 
prescriptive in the �rst instance as to what we wanted to get 
out of it.  Rather to nurture the process and let it evolve as we 
learnt about the dynamics driving key areas and individuals 
within our company.  OE Cam have been very successful in 
creating trust and the right environment for people to feel able 
to shed some of their fears and open up which can only be a 
good thing.

I have always said that 95% of people come to work to do a 
good job but we all know it’s not that simple.  In this fast 
moving, ever-changing world it is how we understand, 
constructively engage and bring people together to deliver 
e�cient customer service that is key.  From my perspective, 
creating the environment to achieve this is becoming an 
increasingly important part of a senior executive’s role.

…this was not simply a “colonial’’ acquisition, but much more a collaborative merger of two 
companies to “as if” create a third, that would leverage the best of both.

By focusing first on the cultural, it‘s meant that the rational has gone as well if not better, and 
my key advice to ensure successful integration is to understand these cultural dimensions, 
and then use them to inform your decision making about what will work and what won’t. 



Figure 1

Increasing Need for Collaboration  (Adapted from Chesbrough & Teece -1996)
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Collaborating Between Businesses:
The Three Pillars to Partnership Success 

Collaboration with accountability is probably at its 
starkest when two or more businesses agree to work 
together.  Businesses are accountable to their owners 
for delivering pro�t growth, yet sometimes organic 
growth or acquisition are not viable options.  
Instead, when cost, time and risk are taken into 
account, working with others can emerge as the best 
solution.

For example, with Europe’s weak economic climate, looking to 
other continents for growth is becoming increasingly attractive.  
So a UK business creating a joint venture (JV) with a local 
business overseas minimizes the risk of entry by combining UK 
capability with local knowledge and assets.  For example, Home 
Retail Group has created a joint venture with Haier Group, one 
of its Chinese suppliers, to develop an Argos branded 
multi-channel, general merchandise retail business in China.  

by GARY ASHTON

But collaboration can come in other forms beyond the formal 
ownership structure of a JV.  One major success story is that of 
the Star Alliance of 25 airlines who share capacity and 
customers under common standards of customer service, 
security and technological infrastructure.  

Then there are looser networks such as the Silicon Fen where a 
combination of The University of Cambridge, venture 
capitalists, software, electronics and biotechnology businesses 
have located in one geographic area to make the most of their 
combined capabilities and funding.

And even the Third Sector has identi�ed the bene�t of 
collaboration with the recent creation of “Partner-Up”  - an 
independent marketplace where charities, social enterprises 
and housing associations can safely explore partnership 
options and receive support in deciding which organisations 
to approach.

HIGH

LOW

As incentives to take risks increases...

Integrated
Corporation

Corporation with
Autonomous Divisions

Joint Venture Alliance Networks

Centralised Decentralised
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In all cases, the common theme is that businesses are seeking 
to build something new, fresh and better than what they can 
do alone.  But as Figure 1 below indicates, as the incentive to 
take risks increases through the use of partnership 
arrangements, the ability to settle con�icts and coordinate 
activities decreases.  Hence the need for a strong capability in 
collaboration.

If your business �nds it di�cult collaborating internally, then 
think how much more di�cult it will be to collaborate 
externally.  Indeed, the internal cross-functional behaviours 
you see within your organisation can often be a good predictor 
of how good – or poor - you will be at collaborating with others 
externally.  

Based on our own research and experience, we work on the 
premise that there are three interconnecting pillars to building 
e�ective partnerships:

1. Strategic Alignment
2. Contractual Management
3. Relationship Management

So let’s look at each of these three pillars in turn.

1.  Strategic Alignment

This is about building a very clear business case that de�nes 
the investment requirements and bene�ts, which is attractive 
to the owners of each partner.  Over the years I have seen three 
business partnerships fail because the business case had not 
been thought through su�ciently at the start, with it only 
coming to light after a large dose of time, energy and money 
had been thrown at the collaboration, trying in vain to make it 
work.  When the balance of risk and reward is out of kilter, then 
the partnership will at some point fall over.

So the process of building the business case should actively �ush 
out what are the true objectives for each partner.  For example, is 
it short-term pro�t generation, long-term customer relationship 
development, or capability development?  The partners 
probably will have di�ering objectives, so the trick is working out 
how to align them.  And then there is the time dimension: over 
time the market and/or your own objectives may change, and so 
impact on the original business case. J. Golding, previously at 
Hewlett Packard, once cited that “fewer than 33% of alliances go 
beyond the �rst product”.  So being clear about your objectives 
and when you wish to achieve them is important.

continued overleaf...

HIGH

LOW

...the ability to settle con�icts and 
co-ordinate activities decreases

Integrated
Corporation

Corporation with
Autonomous Divisions

Joint Venture Alliance Networks

Centralised Decentralised
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In OE Cam’s experience, these three pillars need to work 
alongside each other.  So getting them right before any 
partnership is created is important.  In one of our development 
programmes, we help senior executives e�ectively manage 
their joint ventures by addressing these three pillars: 

Clarifying how the partners’ strategies align, and what 
each partner expects over the short, medium and long 
term

De�ning the metrics for the partnership, and identifying 
where accountabilities and decision authorities lie

Understanding each others’ ways of working, and 
building the capability to in�uence rather than control.

Working hard on these three upfront, and keeping a close 
watch on them as the partnership develops, will increase your 
chances of partnership success.

Collaborating Between Businesses: The Three Pillars to Partnership Success

One CEO of a JV reflected: 
there is a need to re-examine all three pillars regularly between partners, to 
ensure that alignment of strategy, contract and relationship still holds, and to 
be explicit where any adjustments have to be made.  Management teams 
change, people at the top move on (as has been in the the case of our JV 
partner), and corporate strategic priorities evolve. One partner's ambition for 
the JV may grow while the other partner's might diminish.  Ensuring the 
relationship is good enough to recognise and address this at the time would 
seem important, and making appropriate contractual adjustments where 
required.  

gary.ashton@oecam.com

2.  Contractual Management

The next step is to turn the business case into operational 
reality by helping establish performance measures and 
expectations, and the rules of the partnership game.  Turning 
words into metrics is a good way of ensuring nothing is lost in 
translation. Similarly identifying where accountabilities sit for 
delivering on these targets, who makes what decisions, and 
how decisions are made, is important to ensure clarity of roles 
for when the partnership commences.  The rules should also 
build in dispute resolution and the exit strategy.  Be realistic 
and don’t expect a marriage made in heaven.

3.  Relationship Management

Contractual management is a necessary, but on its own not 
su�cient, requirement for partnership success.  The rules of the 
game should just be a safety net, which are only activated 
when things become problematic.  What partnerships really 
seek is to operate beyond the contract, and generate a level of 
trust between each of them, which gives con�dence in truth, 
reliability and worth of each partner.

This is why di�erences in country and organisational cultures 
can either inhibit or enable the performance of a partnership.  
So understanding and addressing where there is a di�erence in 
what is valued and what people focus on, can help prevent 
future di�culties.  

Relationship management also requires an ability to in�uence 
rather than control others, managing the stakeholders of the 
respective partners, and being open with each other about the 
level of commitment, expectations and performance. 



1  “Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 37” 
- Latane, Williams & Harkins - (1979)
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Social Loa�ng:
Collaborative Consequence or Individual Neglect ?

by CHRIS LEGGE

As a child of the 70’s I grew up with Star Trek and 
admit to being a bit of a ‘Trekkie’.  Whilst the story 
lines are now very dated, certain episodes, symbols 
and phrases have stood the test of time.  In particular 
Spock’s “the needs of the many outweigh the needs of 
the few” is one saying that is very memorable for a 
number of reasons. 

This implies that an individual will go the extra mile (or in 
Spock’s case sacri�ce himself ) for the greater good in order to 
achieve a required outcome.  The antithesis of this is the ‘social 
loafer’ or free-rider.

Our experience of client situations and empirical evidence 
suggests that teams often do not produce the results that are 
expected of them. This may be a consequence of the task itself, 
but more concerning, it may be that not all individuals are 
contributing equally. Perhaps you have been in a team in 
which you felt that others did not appear to be pulling their 
weight or adequately engaging in the task – was it their fault; 
were they lazy or do team structures, roles, rewards and 
individual objectives play a part?

‘Social loa�ng’1 is the reduction in individual e�ort when 
individuals work together on a collective task, compared to 
when they work on an individual task.  This would seem to be 
counterintuitive and undermines the espoused theory that a 
well-functioning team working collaboratively would deliver 
high performance results.  The empirical evidence that 
underpins this includes Ringelmann’s ‘Rope Pull’ (1913) and 
Karau & Williams ‘Collective E�ort Model’ (1993).

Ringelmann’s experiment found that the more people that 
were in the group the less they did, and e�ort reduced to less 
than 50% when there were eight or more.  (See Figure 1 below).

Whilst his experiment focussed purely on physical e�ort, the 
same e�ect takes place in cognitive environments and 
work-based situations in which the success of an outcome is 
predominately based on the additive or cumulative e�ect of 
skills, capabilities or e�ort of each group member. 

The larger the team the greater the risk of social loa�ng 
occurring, and in addition the increased perception (or reality) 
that others are “coasting” or free-riding, as team members 
believe they witness colleagues not contributing to the same 
degree as themselves.  

Evidence and experience suggests that social loa�ng appears 
to be in�uenced by national culture.  In China where 
collaborative or collective cultures exist, it is less prevalent or 
indeed non-existent, especially when compared to European 
and American cultures, where there is a greater tendency 
towards individualistic behaviour - which increases social 
loa�ng.

So, accepting that it exists, why does social loa�ng occur?
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Figure 1

Ringelmann’s Rope Pulling Experiment

People expect each other to loaf – “why should I work as 
hard as I don’t expect others to be doing so”.  Interestingly    
individuals who explicitly announce they will work hard 
will tend to loaf 

Individuals in collaborative situations often reduce their 
own contribution to avoid being exploited by others - 
"they won't pick me"

Obscurity - where large groups exist, it’s easier to hide 
and avoid being held responsible for actions. Also there is 
less impact both positively (if success is achieved) and 
negatively (if events are unsuccessful) – arguably the 
individual makes a judgement that the potential bene�t 
is less attractive than the potential punishment!
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Social Loafing: Collaborative Consequence or Individual Neglect ?

In part it is linked to the wider performance debate – namely:

Arguably if one or more of the above interactions does not 
occur, an individual will not consider their e�ort to be 
contributory and will not work hard on the required task – the 
consequence is intentional or un-intentional social loa�ng.   
Figure 2 illustrates the elements in�uencing social loa�ng 
behaviour.

The consequence in any workplace is that performance is 
impacted negatively and often any reward linked to 
performance and output is not usually adjusted, especially as it 
may be a ‘team’ bonus and as such really di�cult to 
di�erentiate between colleagues.

Several options exist to reduce social loa�ng, however this 
assumes that you or others recognise or suspect that it is 
happening. After all, you can’t accuse someone without good 
reason or evidence and indeed some may not even realise they 
are actively doing it...

 

How to use ones ‘loaf’ to improve team performance: 

1.  Manage Team Dynamics

Managing team dynamics is a crucial aspect of addressing this 
issue and ensuring e�ective collaboration with clarity of 
accountability is a starting point.  Rather than a random 
selection of tasks attributed to individuals, ensure that special 
tasks (alongside generic) are assigned to each team member 
for which they have to demonstrate suitable output and 
accountability.  

2.  Clarify Roles

Ensure that role content of each team member is suitably 
de�ned / described in order that clarity exists and that the 
special tasks are illustrated.  Consider allowing the team 
members some freedom of choice in respect of the role they 
wish to undertake.  Whilst this is not always possible, we are 
often guilty of prescribing roles to individuals based on our 
assumptions of their capabilities and skill sets.  

Equity

Outcome Value

Social Loafing

Instrumentality

LegitimacyPerformance
of Others

Figure 2
Elements In�uencing Social Loa�ng Behaviour

Individuals are prepared to exert e�ort on a collective 
task, if they believe / expect these e�orts to be 
instrumental in acquiring valued outcomes (these do not 
need to be �nancial)

Individual e�ort must be related to individual 
performance (I am accountable for achieving something 
tangible) and individual performance must be related to 
achieving group performance

Group performance should lead to a valued group 
outcome – or why bother working collaboratively?

The valued group outcome must be related to a valued 
individual outcome – i.e. my skills, knowledge and 
physical e�ort.
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3.  Address Interpersonal Interactions

Linked to the above approach is addressing the interpersonal 
interactions that in�uence project management and 
collaborative problem solving i.e. :

OE Cam’s recent work to ameliorate such situations includes 
role analysis and re-design following clari�cation of key 
accountabilities, responsibilities and decision making 
requirements.  We’ve assessed team behaviour and team 
dynamics in order to strengthen team cohesion.  Internal 
communication has been improved, reducing the opportunity 
for miscommunication.  Objective setting and performance 
management structures have been revised in order to support 
team and individual performance.  Training of  ‘new’  teams (as 
a consequence of acquisitions) has included observing and 
reviewing meeting behaviours, collective problem solving 
techniques and ensuring appropriate involvement in the 
required objectives.     

In conclusion, a combination of an awareness of the issue, 
good role design, e�ective objective setting and performance 
monitoring, recognition mechanisms and managers’ active 
participation in ‘managing’ a team can - “in�uence and elicit high 
e�ort from a group situation where there is an incentive for 
members to contribute / collaborate, where their contribution is 
indispensable and the costs of contributing do not exceed any 
bene�t that might be derived from a good collective performance” 
(James A Shepherd -1995 American Psychological Society). 

The experiences of our clients demonstrate that this is e�ective 
in remedying productivity loss in collaborative situations.
  

chris.legge@oecam.com

High quality team problem solving which requires clear 
channels of communication e.g. communicate constantly, 
listen attentively and separate out issues

Assess the current level of performance and adapt 
accordingly i.e. discuss team dynamics, set expectations 
and monitor results, develop and re-evaluate personal 
plans

Assist others to complete the team’s objectives through 
leveraging expertise, providing timely feedback and 
keeping teammates accountable for their outcomes

Engage in informal, candid conversations at the start of a 
project, re�ecting upon an individual’s motivators and 
drivers to achieve outcomes, celebrate achievements and 
positively reinforce teammates’ collaborative actions.

A team (and its manager) must coordinate the actions and 
activities of the participants if it is to minimise social loa�ng. In 
essence this requires thought regarding the approaches to 
adopt to help underpin success.
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Using Collaboration to Navigate Change

A common phrase that has become something of a 
personal mantra since I �rst heard it many years ago 
is ‘do what you’ve always done and you’ll get what 
you’ve always had’. Personal goals, like 
organisational ones, change over time.  We may seek 
out change for personal growth, change may happen 
as an organic process over time, or sometimes 
change occurs very rapidly and we cope with it as 
best we can.  So it is in organisational life which must 
continually shift to stay as current as possible to 
improve competitive edge and internal e�ciencies.  
Whatever the size of the challenge, working jointly 
with others and utlising complementary skills to 
realise our goals can help ease the process.  This 
article explores collaboration in the face of change 
and some of the factors that can improve its 
e�ectiveness. 

Organisations are essentially social systems governed by an 
array of local (and often global) norms, practices, values and 
cultural complexities.  For collaboration to occur to best e�ect 
within an organisation, the right conditions must �rst be 
present - organisational practices set the scene for employees 
regarding mandated behaviours.  Such behaviours extend to 
how teams are built, identifying useful synergies, and how 
communication and collaboration occurs across teams and 
departments.  If normal practice is that everyone works as an 
individual, or teams/departments within silos, a cultural 
change may �rst need to take place in order to foster more 
collaborative working habits.  

The most e�ective collaboration occurs in a climate where a 
speci�c shared goal and an understanding of others’ skill sets 
gives employees a reason to work together.  Employees 
therefore need clari�cation of their own objectives and how 
these roll up into departmental objectives and organisational 
strategy.  With this understanding, networking with others can 

by SUSAN CARROLL

then take place to harness the most appropriate expertise 
within the local team, across the wider organisation, and 
external links too depending on the goal that needs to be 
achieved.  In this way, a clear bene�t is realised from the 
collaboration of diverse groups which builds social capital 
between all those involved.  When collaboration works, clear 
value is seen in building broader social networks as it bridges 
the team gap in terms of task, knowledge, skills and strengths.

Although functional processes give employees a reason to 
collaborate with others because of necessary procedures, 
much project collaboration occurs as a result of trusted 
personal relationships rather than through functional 
requirement.  For long-standing employees, an understanding 
of skill sets, personal networks and partnerships will have been 
built over time using formal and informal communication 
mechanisms.  For new employees, breaking into these 
established internal networks and identifying the teams and 
individuals to work with most e�ectively can often be a 
complex and daunting task.  Although varied, induction 
programmes are generally helpful in identifying high level 
relationships and synergies.  However, they are not always able 
to help new employees navigate local social networks that are 
often crucial for building social capital, con�dence and 
success.  For new starters, collaborating with a formally 
assigned mentor or ‘buddy’ from day one who is very familiar 
with organisational norms and networks is an extremely 
e�ective way of aiding navigation through social and technical 
complexities.  

Collaborative working helped realise 
the ‘best of both’ goal with the added 
benefit of retaining trust and reducing 
resistance to change. 
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This not only enables the new starter to understand local 
practices and procedures within their team, it helps them build 
broader collaborative networks quickly, increasing their 
con�dence and performance.  For the ‘buddy’, it can provide a 
good stretch target and raise their pro�le and con�dence too.  
Needless to say, this can also free manager time up and enable 
the new starter to ask more mundane questions of a peer 
without feeling too exposed. 

IT infrastructure and processes have also become synonymous 
with the de�nition of collaboration within contemporary 
organisations.  However, IT systems alone will not induce joint 
working unless there is already a conscious desire to do so with 
a realistic shared business goal in mind.  The right culture and 
climate must therefore be displayed and encouraged by 
organisational leadership, and the business opportunity made 
available to managers and teams in order to promote 
collaborative working.  Once employees know who they are 
working with and why, the infrastructure can help reduce 
complexity and provide enhanced opportunities for shared 
working.  This is especially true for organisations that have 
multiple sites, globally dispersed teams, and employees who 
work remotely.   

In David Hunt’s article he speaks of putting the ‘behavioural 
and cultural’ elements of organisational change before the 
rational systems side which was important for the 
collaborative merger of Hill Hire and Ryder.  He notes that in 
this way the ‘best of both’ companies could then be harnessed 
and provide greater opportunity to add value to customers.

One of the biggest challenges to fostering broader collaboration 
comes after a reorganisation or acquisition / merger.  For many 
companies, important expertise and knowledge may be lost 
during change with former teams and networks becoming 
fragmented or redirected elsewhere.  This damages trust which 
takes a good deal of leadership courage and focus to rebuild.  
The personal identities of employees may become shaken if 
roles and teams are signi�cantly changed which in�uences 
identi�cation with the organisation itself.  In the case of Ryder 
and Hill Hire, the goal from the start was that rather than 
assuming the identity of one company or the other, a new 
company with a joint identity would be collaboratively created.  
This approach helped  employees from both organisations see 
continuity during the merger.   

Collaborative working helped realise the ‘best of both’ goal 
with the added bene�t of retaining trust as far as possible and 
reducing resistance to change.  Communication of a clear goal 
(i.e. direction setting), strong leadership and retaining some 
continuity are ways to regain trust, break down resistance, and 
foster increased collaboration opportunities.

E�ective communication and collaboration are possibly two of 
the biggest factors that can be driven by leadership to 
re-engage employees following reorganisation.  As each 
organisation has a unique dynamic, there is never a simple 
process recipe that can be applied as a quick �x for the 
challenges faced by senior leaders following change.  However, 
communicating a clear vision and strategy and helping people 
make sense of it is a crucial �rst step.  Developing the capability 
and con�dence of next in line managers to �lter new goals and 
objectives to enable more in depth meaning, is possibly step 
two.  Managers can take a role in helping employees 
understand where continuities still exist following change, 
highlighting where objectives may be shared and provide 
guidelines for new accountabilities and decision making, 
enabling positive action to be taken. 

Whether starting a brand new job or undergoing a highly 
signi�cant organisational shift, the spectrum of organisational 
change o�ers an array of challenges and opportunities.  
Despite the complexities of navigating change, strong 
leadership, communication, building social networks and 
identifying shared goals and continuities are some of the 
factors that can foster collaborative behaviours.  Large or small, 
organisational change can provide an opportunity to enhance 
culture if managers and employees can work in collaborative 
partnership to become positively engaged in the process and 
feel a joint sense of ownership for it.

susan.carroll@oecam.com

Managers can take a role in helping 
employees understand where 
continuities still exist following change, 
highlighting where objectives may be 
shared and provide guidelines for new 
accountabilities and decision making 
enabling positive action to be taken.
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DELIVERING ORGANISATION EFFECTIVENESS

About Us

Organisation E�ectiveness Cambridge is a boutique �rm of consultants who help 
maximise the e�ectiveness of individuals, teams and organisations. 

We believe that organisational e�ectiveness can only be improved through tackling the ‘hard’ 
with the ‘soft’.  We view your organisation from multiple perspectives - the behavioural, the 
structural, the cultural and the economic so that we get to the essence of your challenge and 
deliver bespoke, feasible and creative solutions. 

Our clients span industry sectors and international boundaries and include:  Associated British 
Foods; BBC; City & Guilds; Coller Capital; Daiichi Sankyo; Department of Health; Home Retail 
Group; Jordans Ryvita; KwikFit; NHS Luton & Beds PCT; Pitney Bowes; Primark; PRS for Music; 
Ryder; Silverspoon; Smiths News and Vodafone.

What we do

Our services are clustered into �ve areas of expertise:

•  Organisation Development - we analyse situations to identify which interventions will  
   develop greater business e�ectiveness and growth; and build your capability to plan and  
   implement any required change

•  Executive Assessment - we deliver individual and team assessments to give you con�dence  
   to make strategic people investments, including succession planning,  recruitment and  
   pre/post M&A due diligence

•  Leadership Development – we de�ne and build leadership capability to deliver your     
   strategy.  We coach and facilitate executive teams for performance improvement and     
   business growth 

•  Organisation Design – we create aligned, accountable and agile organisations by assessing  
    how coherent your organisation is now and developing options for where and how it can be  
    improved.  We develop innovative reward solutions aligned to e�ective performance  
    management mechanisms

•  Board Development - we review and develop board e�ectiveness and work with executive  
    teams on governance and organisational impact.

And because we are a boutique consultancy, your experience with us will be a personal one.  We 
will invest the e�ort to get to know you and your organisation to jointly deliver the outcome you 
are seeking.

For more information please visit www.oecam.com or call us on +44 (0)1223 269009.
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