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Celtic Collaboration
Although for most of my life I’ve composed music, the only instrument I played seriously was
piano. Then a few years ago I thought it was time to learn some ensemble instruments and find
out what it was like to be on the receiving end. So I took up:
•
•
•
•

Classical guitar - a success.
Trumpet - nearly cause for divorce. If you haven’t taken up trumpet by the time you leave
school, forget it.
Chromatic harmonica - fun but challenging. How does Toots Thielemans do it?
A variety of squeezeboxes – and there is a huge variety to choose from.

Of the squeezeboxes, the one I’ve stuck with is the English concertina – a small, intricate, bizarre
device that to my knowledge is the only musical instrument ever invented uniquely in England.
After a while I became proficient enough on this little box that I was able to join in traditional
music sessions, which take place fairly regularly in pubs around my area. I’ve always wanted to
do this – not just for what the Irish call the “craic”, but because to a collaboration specialist, the
dynamic is fascinating.
Traditional music sessions work quite differently to the jazz jam sessions with which I was
familiar. When a group of jazz musicians get together to play, they talk before they start each
tune, even if only for a few seconds – to choose a song, agree on a key if it’s not obvious, and
perhaps decide who will play which part of the theme – although the performance itself may go in
quite unexpected directions. Further, there is usually a jam session leader, even if this is implicit
rather than explicit. The leader decides who will be on stage and for how long, and influences the
general musical approach.
By contrast, at a traditional music session, there is no discussion before each tune at all and no
obvious musical leader.
Rather, someone just starts playing or singing. Other people sitting round will then join in if they
know the tune (or can pick it up), if they feel like it (as opposed to having a break or a beer), and if
it wouldn’t get in the way (sometimes, for example, there are too many instruments, or
instruments of the same type, already playing). The person who started may go from one tune
into a series of others without pausing, and the other tunes may not be in the same key or time
signature. Since most tunes are short, repeated only an average of three times, and many tunes
are played very fast, each series of tunes may be over soon after starting. Then another person
will start playing or singing, and the cycle goes round again.
Particularly fascinating to me coming from a jazz and classical background was how people may
play a series of tunes without ever thinking of their titles – or even knowing their titles. If you ask
someone what tune they just played, often they won’t know. Traditional tune titles are not much
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help anyway, since many tunes have more than one title, and a title may correspond to several
different versions of a tune.
From a collaboration perspective, the traditional music session is instinctual rather than mindful.
The key question is this: what are the advantages and disadvantages of the lack of discussion
and direction?

Collaboration in the now
Clearly the traditional music session works as an approach – or the format wouldn’t have become
traditional in the first place! Everyone has fun, and at the time, interactions are streamlined to
perfection. For example, I’ve never seen two people start a tune or song at once. To the
contrary, anyone who wants to will find the right moment, and if there is a gap, the group will
encourage someone who hasn’t contributed yet to play or sing something.
However, if you talk to people individually about a particular session, outside the session itself,
you may hear a different story. For example, a person may have strong feelings about the
current trend of the session - that the type of music played recently has too much or too little
variety, that the playing has become too fast or too loud, or even that particular players have
started to dominate the music or bring an inappropriate instrument. What can they do about this?
Not much. They may express their feelings to the group, or just grumble to particular cronies, but
since there is no conscious direction by anybody, often such input has little effect. Eventually,
someone who feels strongly is likely just to stop coming, or find a new session to take part in.
In other words, instinctual collaboration works in the now – a session itself is generally rewarding
both for players and for others in the room. However, longer-term collaboration problems may be
stored up without possibility of solution, due to:
1. Changes in the approach over time;
2. The complexity of interactions between people involved;
3. The different perspectives of people involved.

Collaboration in the long term
A parallel in working life might be a steering group or program board meeting where innovative
ideas are presented and there is enthusiastic agreement on a way forward, but somehow the
changes never get implemented. The stakeholders are not engaged in the right way,
communications do not seem to achieve their purpose, the necessary understanding is not
shared, sufficient time is not available, and plans do not seem to match reality.
In general, if your work is long-term, complex and with stakeholders in multiple organizations, you
may well struggle to coordinate it, improve it and reuse lessons learned. This is because most
people use traditional management techniques to implement such collaboration – i.e., project,
case or process management. These techniques, and supporting software tools, assume that
collaborative work can be described as tasks, documents or steps in a workflow.
For many people, this is not a helpful description of what they and their colleagues actually do.
Managers responsible for programs, projects, initiatives, ventures, schemes, or other long-term,
complex, cross-boundary work need to coordinate human interactions over a long period of time,
take a high-level view that does not obscure important details, and allow for differences between
stakeholders in perspective, motivation and authority.
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Collaboration in virtual teams
A key to understanding long-term, complex, cross-boundary collaboration is the concept of a
“virtual team” – i.e., people that work together but don’t sit together. You can’t describe the work
of such teams as a set of tasks, documents or workflow steps. Rather, you need to create
“Virtual Team Plans”, which help you:
•
•
•
•
•

Build dynamic teams
Communicate purposefully
Create, maintain and share knowledge
Manage time effectively
Re-plan as you go along to adapt to circumstances

You can visualize Virtual Team Plans as work breakdown structures or GANTT charts, but they
are based on goals. Each goal has its own Stage, in which people play Roles to provide
Deliverables and/or contribute in other ways, such as by reviewing documents or commenting on
progress. This means that Virtual Team Plans can be changed easily at any time, since their
structure is simple yet powerful.

Figure 1: Plan template for Complex Sales
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Further, software tools for Virtual Team Planning provide each member with their own copy,
keeping all copies synchronized by normal email, enabling members across multiple
organizations to retain control of their business information, and removing any barrier to entry.

Figure 2: Plan template for Youth Offender Case Management
Finally, Virtual Team Plans make it simple to capture lessons learned, since Plans can be re-used
as templates to provide best practices in specific situations. Gartner calls this dynamic creation,
re-use and improvement of best practices "design-by-doing".
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Figure 3: Plan template for Telehealthcare Commissioning and Evaluation
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Conclusion
For many people, such as readers of this Column, their working life may bear little resemblance
to a traditional music session! It might be more usefully compared to organizing a music festival.
They aim to achieve specific goals by coordinating long-term, complex activities of people from
multiple organizations.
This can’t be done using project, case or process management techniques and tools, since it is
unhelpful to describe such work as a set of tasks, documents or workflow steps. Rather, such
work is carried out by “virtual teams” – people that work together but don’t sit together – and
relies for success on being able to identify responsibilities, streamline interactions, share
knowledge, manage time and re-plan as you go along.
Using another analogy, if you just want to play a few tunes with your friends, you don’t need a
collaboration tool at all. But if you want to create the next Glastonbury Festival, you might want to
consider using a tool appropriate for the job.
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