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What We Learned
Our top findings provide insights into:

How employees perceive and value collaboration

When collaboration is successful and what prevents 
 or hinders success

What patterns emerge in how employees collaborate  

Employees Value Collaboration
Our research participants expressed that the collective 
intelligence and diverse perspectives of people working 
together creates better overall results.

“There is rich dialogue that comes out of the ideas of 
others.”

 
 

But we also uncovered a tension between the human 
interactions of working together and the ability to 
produce outcomes.

For collaboration to be valued, it must be an effective 
means to achieve an objective and ultimately produce  
an outcome.

 
The Formula for Successful Collaboration
As a result of the study we identified several  
strategies, that when used together, can provide a 
formula for success. 

Build relationships and networks that lead to trust

Turn human interactions into results

Evolve the culture for productive collaboration 

Balance decision making and consensus building 
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“The essence of 
collaboration is working 
together with people, 
communicating openly 
and not losing the 
human elements and 
interaction

 Once you develop a 
personal relationship 
with someone, your 
work becomes more 
collaborative.”

Introduction
This paper presents a brief summary of the analysis, findings and recommendations from 
the Cisco Collaboration Work Practice Study, a qualitative, ethnographic research study with 
Cisco employees globally. 

The purpose of the study was to gain insights into the human behavior of collaboration; how 
it affects employees’ productivity, workplace efficiency, and business results. 

As a result of the study, new opportunities to enable more effective collaboration through 
our technology, culture and supporting processes emerged, as well as additional services 
to offer to our customers. We will share actionable recommendations that can apply to any 
team or company looking to effectively acheive results through collaboration.
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Build relationships and networks that lead to trust 
At the core of collaboration is people interacting with 
people.

When it comes to successful collaboration, the human 
interactions between collaborators becomes a key factor.

Taking the time to build relationships that eventually lead 
to trust is critical—as well as fostering these relationships 
as they grow. As one of our participants stated:  

“We need to get back to the intimacy.” 

Turn human interactions into results
Turning human interactions into concrete results is an 
important aspect of making collaboration successful. To 
achieve this goal companies must take a closer look at 
how to create an open and participatory environment. 

“You really need to focus on the people aspect first... on 
the natural human interaction. Get individuals to feel 
engaged and continue to be engaged. I think too many 
times we rely on the technology. We have to create that 
engagement.”

Setting expectations up front, taking time to plan a 
collaborative session, engaging the right people, and 
choosing the right technology and forum are all things 
that can positively impact participation.

Ensuring invested and engaged collaborators is an 
important way in which companies facilitate effective 
interactions without relying on technology alone. 

Evolve the culture for productive collaboration 
Creating a culture where collaboration is valued, 
modeled and rewarded is essential. 

When collaborative leaders model the attitudes and 
behaviors that drive successful collaboration, this 
permeates through their organization, their employees 
and team members. 

Leveraging key individuals in the company, with skills 
to accelerate collaboration and bring the right people 
together, reinforces the culture of collaboration (for more 
on these “catalysts” and “connectors” reference the  
full report).

And while many of our participants stated the 
experience of collaboration can be rewarding in itself, 
it becomes less of a driving factor over time if the 
efforts become continually challenged by loss of work/
life balance or the rewards and recognition do not 
feel worth the effort. A balanced approach between 
recognition and tangible rewards like compensation, 
bonuses and promotions is necessary to reinforce 
positive collaborative behaviors.

Balance decision making and consensus building
Trying to reach consensus while making decisions 
collaboratively can be a delicate balance. When 
inputs and opinions are gathered, “20 to 1” cannot be 
considered a tie vote if a company wants to effectively 
make decisions. 

In addition, a consensus-driven culture can develop 
over-socialization habits– meaning more meetings  
for everyone. 

Shifting behaviors from “always meeting” to “meeting 
when needed” will give more time back, and will 
ensure meeting time is used for efforts best served in a 
synchronous session. Adopting alternative approaches, 
such as asynchronous communication and collaboration 
tools can propel work forward outside the context of a 
meeting and/or in between sessions. 

Creating a culture of decision making and accountability 
can correct these habits as well as providing guidance 
on decision making and facilitating consensus building.

“A meeting happens, then work happens during  
the week in asynchronous mode until you get  
back together.”
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Leveraging the Patterns of Collaboration
When looking at behaviors in context to how people work and collaborate during their 
day, several patterns emerged about collaboration.

Collaboration is more than an instance  
One of these patterns revealed that collaboration is more than just the instance of a 
“meeting” or “discussion.” There are before, during, and after activities that take place 
online and offline, asynchronously and synchronously, using a variety of disparate tools.  

More can be done to support the way people plan, prepare and collaborate across 
multiple interactions in a variety of modes and objectives. Cisco’s next generation 
WebEx meeting platform is beginning to do just that by redefining the meeting 
experience – including aspects to manage the complete meeting lifecycle. Meeting 
organizers can plan their meeting using the technology (before), richly interact and 
share in the session (during) and capture and share the meeting artifacts, even 
scheduling follow up meetings with the same group of collaborators (after). 

Collaboration types
As we observed the workdays of our participants in the study, four types of 
collaboration emerged based on the unique patterns of interactions that formed around 
the collaboration objective. Each collaboration type has unique characteristics regarding 
the set-up, roles and technology typically used to achieve the desired outcome.

1. Relationship Building & Networking

2. Problem Solving 

3. Innovation

4. Execution & Communication

By understanding these patterns and supporting them through process, culture, and 
technology and the physical and virtual working environment, many companies can set 
up employees—and the corporation— for success.

Leveraging the Patterns of Collaboration section of the full report describes the types 
of collaboration in greater detail.
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Relationship Building
& Networking
Continual, Always on

Personal, Social 

Preferred in-person 

Global Sensitivity

1:1 or Networking events

Problem Solving
Time Sensitive

Results Oriented

Expertise

Interactive, Immersive

Tiger Team Or Group <8

Innovation
Less Defined Outcome

Diverse Perspectives

Interactive, Chaotic

Grass-Roots

Small Group <8

Execution & 
Communication
Daily

Technical, Decision Making

Leverage “Catalyst” Role

Heavy Use Of Technology

Small Or Large Groups

Partnership

Trust

Personal Networks

Action Plans
Decisions
Project Deliverables

New ideas

Resolution options

Collaboration Types, Attributes and Outcomes
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What We Recommend

The study captured a rich and extensive 
amount of data that provides a wealth of 
opportunities, not only for Cisco, but for 
any company looking to drive successful 
collaboration throughout the organization. 

As you read through the full report, you will 
find actionable recommendations at the  
end of each section (aptly titled “Take 
Action”) that are applicable to individual 
employees, company leaders, and 
organizational programs and processes.  
A summary follows.

Build relationships and networks that lead to trust 
Do not lose sight of the “human element” of 
collaboration; invest time in building relationships and 
provide tools and technologies that help people not 
only connect, but learn more about each other.  

Leverage personal networks to produce new 
opportunities, connect people and find expertise.

Emulate human interactions through available video 
technologies when face-to-face is not an option; 
especially early on in building a relationship. 

Turn human interactions into results
Teach people to be better collaborators - provide 
best practices on facilitating and engaging participants 
in collaborative sessions and how to plan and run 
effective meetings.

Create a culture of global awareness.

Evolve the culture for productive collaboration
Create a culture where collaboration is valued, 
modeled and rewarded. 

 Identify and leverage the key individuals in the 
organization who excel at modeling collaboration 
behaviors. 

Develop collaborative leaders.

Balance decision making and consensus building
Create a culture of decision making and accountability.

Shift from meeting all the time, to meeting when 
needed; consider an asynchronous approach 
giving time back for efforts that are best served 
synchronously.

Leverage the patterns of collaboration 
Deliver solutions that support the patterns of how 
people work.

Provide flexible physical and virtual environments that 
can shift based on the collaboration needs of teams 
and individuals.

Support movement through the lifecycle of 
collaboration; the before, during, and after activities 
using tools that help people think through, plan, and 
execute collaboration more effectively.

Consider conducting an Organizational Network 
Analysis (ONA) to better understand working 
relationships on the team. Additional reading on ONA:  
We Can Learn Some Things About Collaboration from 
Duke’s Coach K. 

In summary, considering opportunities that blend 
aspects of culture, process, technology and working 
environment will produce the most cohesive solutions for 
effective collaboration.

Learn more about the study insights and additional 
actionable recommendations by viewing the full report.  
Also included are:

Supporting quantitative data from Cisco’s Internal 
Annual Collaboration Survey with Employees.

More in-depth insights, user stories and commentary 
on collaborative behavior. 

Actionable Recommendation summary table and “get 
started” information.
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What is collaboration?

• Shared Goals

• Common Vision

• Working Together

How does successful collaboration feel?

• Engaging, Inclusive

• Synergistic

• Community

• Rewarding

• Enjoyable, Fun

• Empowering  
 
…but can also be 

• Time Consuming

• Chaotic

• Frustrating

What motivates me to collaborate?

• Personal Ful�llment

• Being Part of the Team

• Recognition

• Incentives & Tangible Reward

Why do I collaborate with others?

• Better Results

• Collective Intelligence

• Diverse Perspectives

• Innovation & Scale

Experience

Value

De�nition

Motivation
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