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Creating and Maintaining a Collaborative Culture: Focus on Leadership and Facilitation 

Whether you are leading or facilitating a collaboration, or simply wish to create a more collaborative work 
environment within your nonprofit organization, the following tips might prove helpful. 
 
I. Welcoming and fun  

 Trust the competence of the group, the individuals within the group, and the group process, don't rush to a 
quick fix for a complex issue  

 Use a capacity building approach that begins when you step into the group - work at working yourself out of 
the job  

 Warmly greet participants as they arrive, introduce them to others, forge alliances- set the stage  

 Give permission to laugh, play and have fun and model that behavior  

 Establish agreed upon ground rules - restate, reinforce and use at every meeting  

 Use clear, reviewed and followed agendas, objectives and timelines  

 Give credit where credit is due and honor contributions 

 Celebrate small and large successes and be a cheer leader for good people, good process, and quality 
performance 

 
II. Outcome-driven  

 Create a clear vision/purpose/mission  

 Remind at every meeting what we are here to accomplish  

 Have collaborative charters at every meeting - to ensure that new people stepping in will have the 
information they need to fully participate. Highlight key points e.g. "We invite everyone at our table to fully 
participate in our discussions and decision making, whether this is your first meeting or whether you may 
have been involved from the beginning. We value your voice and welcome your participation. "  

 Summarize decisions and progress toward outcomes at the end of every meeting  

 Summarize task assignments and next steps at the end of every meeting  

 Celebrate the accomplishment of major milestones  
 
III. Clarity and Focus  

 Create a Collaborative Charter (history, partners, vision, values, constraints, ground rules, roles and 
expectations) and use it at every meeting  

 Create dynamic structures to move the work forward (based in vision and values)  

 State the objectives/tasks on the table at this time  

 Create group clarity about roles of sub-groups and partner roles and expectations  

 Agree upon ways to make decisions, manage conflict and communicate (norms) 
 
IV. Inclusive, participatory and valuing of individuals and individual differences  

 Provide information that's needed for decision making, position members to provide it and fill in historical 
background for new members.  

 Invite and pay attention to full participation  

 Don't be afraid to ask for responses  

 Use a round robin approach if the issues are controversial or the decision has major  

 impact - use it again if needed  

 Clearly identify communication, conflict and decision making norms  

 Pay attention to power dynamics, subtle indications of conflict and distancing behavior  

 Spread around task assignments and presentations to all participants  
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 Make sure that you are supporting full collaborative information sharing and decision making, versus the use 
of individuals or sub-groups  

 Model respectful responses that support individual ideas and questions  

 Try to find the special niche of every participant and give them space to grandstand  

 Look for real and concrete ways to reinforce the necessity of every person's involvement if we are to 
accomplish our vision  

 Continue to enjoy the group - others will probably follow your lead  
 
V. Learning  

 Value the contribution that each participant provides and provide the space for diversity to surface 

 Embrace and operationalize opportunities to share diverse and respective wisdom  

 Look for opportunities to inform the group through data, articles, trends, speakers,  etc., particularly when an 
important decision has to be made - ask the group: “What kind of information do we need, where can we get 
it, and who wants to go after it? "  

 Make sure the right people are at the table at the right time to address the right issues -- if they aren't, look 
for ways for those right people to inform the decision-making process  

 Be aware of the stages of collaboration and share the information with the collaboration. Support the 
normalcy of the current challenges and project what we might prepare for in the next stage, when 
appropriate 

 Be committed to your own learning and provide opportunities for ongoing learning with the group  
 
VI. Open, direct and clear communication  

 Don't be afraid to ask for clarity  

 Model the ability to ask hard questions and raise hard issues, especially when it's too risky for others in the 
group to do so  

 Strive for clear, direct and open communication, don't succumb to harboring secrets or buying into harmful 
and divisive alignments -- send individuals with concerns back to the individual (s) in which they have the 
conflict 

 Ensure an accurate keeping of the institutional history (meeting notes) 
 
VII. Productive conflict  

 Regularly define conflict as a natural response to differences. Effective collaborations recognize diversity as 
an asset and therefore welcomes conflict and the voicing of differences. Through a debate of our differences 
we create quality decisions, approaches and products  

 Follow the assumptions about conflict by supporting it in structure - ground rules for meetings, norms that 
encourage the voicing of differences, facilitation that names, supports and celebrates differences  

 Create and use an agreed upon conflict resolution process  

 Deal with conflict openly and directly with a focus on resolution  

 Be ready to stop "business as usual" to deal with an important emerging conflict -  
or buy time to seek additional information -- but always get agreement on when this issue will be addressed. 
Conflict avoidance is very seductive and destructive  

 
VIII. Clear decision making process  

 Use and clearly articulate an agreed upon decision making process that encourages all voices  

 Recognize the benefit of consensus decision making in the initial stages of collaborative development  

 Other decision making models can be used if determined by the collaborative  
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IX. Relationships that are trusted and respectful  

 Recognize and state that relationship and trust building are essential components of collaborative success  

 Link trust and relationship building exercises to "real work"  

 Be yourself - respectfully bring your own gifts to the table  
 
X. Celebratory, motivating and supportive  

 Look for ways to celebrate successes and contributions - large or small celebrations large or small successes, 
be it a public mention, or a published document – and everything in-between 

 Inspire and seek the positive, identify common ground, and lift up differences as beneficial to a healthy 
process 

 
Gabriel Associates has a long history of collaborative planning, coaching for collaborative leadership, and facilitating 
collaborative action. Call us if you wish to explore how to improve performance and capture the synergy of 
collaboration – it’s a great way to increase performance, partner/staff satisfaction, and motivation. It’s a proven 
approach to quality accomplishment of a vision that cannot be accomplished through individual action, no matter 
how competent. We welcome your call – let’s do some “wild thinking” about your vision for collaboration! 
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