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HISTORY AND PURPOSE

SUMMARY

The determinants of annual growth and achievement for an organisation are the combined results of every collaboration 

conducted that year; strategy formation, policy development, acquisition, joint-venture, process improvement, IT 

implementation, and any other situation requiring two or more people to coordinate their actions around a shared subject. 

Traditional theory treats such organisational collaborations as distinct. Each requires and uses a subject- specific method for 

discussion and goal setting. However, despite these targeted approaches, results remain far beneath their owner’s expectations. 

Only 8% of surveyed business leaders agree that their previous collaborations achieved three key performance metrics: on-time, 

on- budget, and on-benefit. 

The enormous cost of wasteful collaborations is lost time, squandered resources, ballooning expenditures, employee fatigue, 

plateauing careers, and threats to the continued existence of the organisation.  A common gap is knowledge of how to facilitate a 

collaboration from identification of a new need to sustained positive impact. Beginning with identifying what needs to be 

discussed, in what sequence to have the discussions, through how to conduct them, collaboration leaders have until now used 

self-learned methods. AI-C’s research, applied to over three-hundred different collaborations in a myriad of industries and 

contexts, reframes the approach to leading a group endeavor. 

Strategies, transformation, policies, programs, innovations, and decisions all appear different, however underlying each is a

singular, replicable meta-process for fostering coordinated action around a group’s best goals.
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THE SCIENCE OF COORDINATED ACTION

Any group or team of two or more people is a collaboration. Collaborations may be within one organisation, between two, or 

span multiple. Collaborations can range from two founders of an early-stage venture agreeing their growth strategy to mergers 

integrating 10,000 personnel. In between, examples include leadership teams setting direction and policy, IT projects involving 

hundreds of colleagues, and experts from a thousand organisations formulating new professional standards for their discipline.

Collaborations continue to be too unreliable, unpredictable, and inefficient. Outcomes are very rarely those which were hoped

for at the outset and too often exceed any tolerable levels of underperformance. Claiming success two years later than intended,

at twice the cost, or providing half the benefits, is not success. Conventional methodologies and taught techniques have not 

resolved this disparity between the goals that groups set out to achieve and what is actually attained. The process itself is often 

difficult and taxing for the participants involved. 
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The methodology that underpins AI-C was formed in 

2005 in response to this issue, specifically to resolve why 

groups of intelligent, knowledgeable, and well-meaning 

professionals fail so often to successfully form and work 

around a shared need. The presence of a universal 

collaboration process to enable reliable, predictable, and 

efficient collaborations was the research hypothesis.

When a collaboration begins, the overarching aim is the 

creation of goals and plans that are valuable, viable, and 

endorsed. The driver of successful collaborations is 

efficient and effective coordinated action between and 

by participants. 

Collaborations in turn drive the success, advancement, 

performance, and growth of their organisations. 

However, only 8% of polled business leaders say their 

collaborations achieve all three of on-time, on-cost, and 

on- benefit. This waste is the Cost of Collaboration, and 

comprises the needless costs associated with poor 

meetings, misalignment, rework, avoidable delay, 

secondary savior projects, and the difference between 

what a group actually realises and the original stated 

aims. Unplanned, unforeseeable, and unknown 

unknowns will always compromise implementations, but 

too much underperformance is avoidable and of a nature 

that no amount of change management and project 

management will overcome.

Although a company may be performing relatively 

superior to its competition, even market leaders are 

unable to replicate successful collaborations and thus 

remains enormous absolute opportunity for gains in 

organisational performance. Doubling on-benefit, on-

time, and on-budget attainment to 16% would put most 

organisations onto a superior performance trajectory. 

With collaborations happening every day throughout 

organisations, sometimes hundreds ongoing over the 

course of the year, resolving the discrepancy between 

intention and outcomes represents an incredible 

advancement in management science’s ability to 

enhance mission success.

The science of coordinated action is grounded in three bodies of 

academic work: Professor Chris Argyris’s work in Action Science, 

Professor Thomas Schellings Theory of Interdependent Decision-

making, and Taylor/Chambers’ developments in Relational 

Networks. From Argyris comes the distinction between Internal 

and External Dialogue. Internal being what one thinks but does 

not voice, External being what is spoken aloud. There is often 

great discrepancy between the two, which is important because 

the unstated Internal Dialogue drives an individual’s choice of 

how to act, and not act.

The theory of interdependent decision-making (Schellings work) 

notes that in a collaborative action, one person’s actions, and 

inaction, not only affects their degree of success, but that of all 

others. Vice versa, everyone else’s actions and inaction affect 

one’s own success, hence the need for coordinated action (and 

inaction). Taylor/Chambers’ focus was how people coordinated 

their actions when they cannot talk or interact directly. 

However, in organisations, while we wish to minimise the time 

spent talking, we can interact and share thoughts. The amount 

of Internal Dialogue those interactions lack affects the quality of 

a group’s agreements, decisions, actions, and outcomes.
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This research also pointed out that 

multiple parties trying to coordinate their 

actions are playing a mixed-motive, non-

zero-sum game. In the case of warring 

parties who cannot converse with each 

other, they have both synergistic 

motivations (Don’t scorch the earth, I may 

be the victor.) beyond the conflicting 

motivations (I want your land, you want 

my land) which led to the war. 

Taylor/Chambers application of Social 

Exchange Theory to organisations 

identified that all actors (executives, 

managers, staff, business partners, et al) 

each possess a set of motivations around 

any given topic, which between these 

actors are sometimes synergistic and 

sometimes conflicting. (Organisational 

silos, for example.) The motives in AI-C’s 

non- zero sum mixed-motive games are 

equivalent to value drivers in Social 

Exchange Theory.

Conventional management techniques 

such as the Balanced Scorecard aim to 

remove the conflicting motivations within 

organisations. Though valuable at an 

overall strategy level, they lack the 

completeness and agility to guide each 

new organisational collaboration. Such 

conventional methods are stressed in 

today’s flatter organisations, which are 

moving to fluid teams of teams, and have 

little wider application when the 

collaboration is between two or across 

multiple organisations. This leaves a 

material gap in the increasingly networked 

world of collaborating organisations and 

value chains.

Taylor/Chambers identified the 

connections between Action Science, 

Theory of Interdependent Decision-

Making and Relational Networks as the 

potential underpinnings of sustained 

coordinated action by groups and teams. 

The theory was taken from the 

whiteboard to the field in organisational 

initiatives, where it was applied, observed, 

and adjusted. The research sample is 

currently over 330 projects, ranging from 

small business strategies and non- profit 

mergers to Fortune 50 transformations 

and government policies.

One early observation was that colleagues 

and business partners come together to 

collaborate in response to a problem or gap 

identified between where they are and 

where they need or want to be. However, 

though the problem or opportunity is 

described, and the group’s collaboration 

given a name, such as Strategy 2020, or 

Project Symphony, their unique shared 

purpose is unstated. Successful 

collaborations start with an explicitly 

defined shared purpose, rather than a 

problem statement or a general intent. The 

shared purpose represents where the group 

aims to arrive at collectively. Linking an 

active gerund, the core topic, and a 

bounding timeline together identifies a 

collaboration, bringing clarity, reinforcing 

‘We’, and sustaining purpose between need 

identification and sustained positive impact. 

Such forward-looking titles represent an 

extension of Argyris’s finding that a group 

cannot create a sustainable solution to a 

negative. In addition, AI-C observed that 

weeks into the implementation stage of a 

collaboration, all participants could explain 

what they were doing, but few could 

articulate the same shared purpose - the 

statement encapsulating the highest order 

mission of the collaboration and for which 

all actions are in service.

Even if a group’s shared purpose is framed 

with this method, how can one be certain 

that the objectives and goals surfaced by 

the collaboration’s participants, and 

become its indicators of success, don’t just 

sound like the right ones, but are? Our 

research noted that groups will share their 

belief that their goals and objectives are 

rational and compelling but cannot explain 

why they are right. To be certain of 

creating the most valuable, viable, and 

endorsed goals and plans within a 

collaboration, conventional process 

thinking must be replaced with systems 

thinking.

Current generations of business leaders 

have been trained to view action as cause 

and effect: identify an issue, act to resolve 

it. Three decades of process thinking have 

been a boon to organisational performance 

but created managers who think linearly; A 

leads to B leads to C, and lead by Pareto; 

“Give me the three things that will produce 

80% of the benefit.” Such thinking is flawed 

when determining the actions required to 

create change to a system, which is what all 

organisational change must do. 

Organisations and value chains are systems 

comprising complex interconnected sub-

systems with many interwoven parts. 

Collaborators know the interdependencies, 

linkages, and interconnections between 

the various people and operations within 

an organisation, or organisations, but need 

problem-solving and goal-setting 

methodology which enables this 

knowledge of the system to be identified 

and used, in the right way and at the right 

time.

We have identified over 115 common 

collaborative actions which occur 

throughout organisations. Mapping a 

collaboration’s topic using systems thinking 

reveals that each topic has an average of 

sixteen critical themes that must be 

addressed if a set of goals and plans are to 

be complete. However, in our exercises at 

business schools and with business 

managers and consultants, individuals will 

surface seven to eight themes and teams 

will surface ten to twelve. 
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This is one reason why group’s goals and plans have been assembled from a rich but incomplete set of qualitative opinions and

quantitative data, causing them to be rational and compelling but inaccurate and incomplete. The inaccuracy and incompleteness 

surfaces during implementation as problems. By considering all of a topic’s themes during goal development and planning, a 

collaboration can accurately account for the systemic impact of the initiative within the larger organisational context. The question 

then lies in which particular theme do you discuss first, and which does the group set its goals around?

Conventionally, tools such as heat maps would be used to identify problem areas and root causes to issues. However, the nature of an 

issue typically defines who owns it, triggering the organisational silos to come into play, constraining dialogue and effective solution 

design. A culture issue becomes HR’s responsibility and a product reliability problem goes to the head of Supply Chain. This has always 

been a problem, but in today’s flatter, more networked, interconnected organisation models, this still limits problem solving and 

innovation as context and cross-silo thinking are lost.

This observation of how groups use their internal organisation 

model to determine who discusses what, and whose opinions 

count and whose don’t, created the need for a collaboration-

centric discussion structure. The Outside In framework ensures 

that a group’s goals and plans are designed to serve the target 

value recipient of their shared purpose and place the what, 

how, and who in a strategic to tactical sequence, and is 

separate from the collaboration’s organisational model. For 

example, the internal cultural transformation is designed in the 

context of ‘our’ shared vision for providing shareholder value, 

and business strategy alignment is confirmed before enabling 

behaviors are retained or changed.

The raw material of collaborations and thus the foundation of 

designing goals and plans are participants’ opinions. These 

opinions are shared in dialogue as either facts or inferences 

masquerading as facts. For example, “The competition is 

getting stronger.” appears to be a definitive fact. However, 

many perceived facts are actually logical but inaccurate 

inferences. Inferences range from accurate to entirely 

inaccurate and inaccurate inferences treated as facts within a 

collaboration lead to compounding errors in decision-making. 

Quantitative data, such as market share and performance 

compared with a peer group, for example, aids a collaboration 

but does not itself form a goal or plan. Quantitative information 

is only used to inform, trigger, or validate a group’s opinions. 

Every final stated action can be directly traced to its source as a 

participant’s opinion at the outset (where the participants are 

company(s) personnel, and customers, consultants, and other 

external parties.) Thus, surfacing all participants’ opinions is 

critical as these statements will not merely form the group’s 

goals and plans, but those which are Internal Dialogue will drive 

all subsequent action.

Surfacing tacit and undiscussable opinions within a 

collaboration is also critical because participants so often 

disagree with their colleagues and fellow collaborators. Any 

given statement by a participant at the collaboration’s outset 

is only agreed with entirely by the rest of the group 17% of the 

time. That means opinions taken in traditional participant and 

stakeholder interviews and used to build the project narrative 

are disagreed upon over eighty percent of the time. This is a 

critical finding because conventional collaboration and 

consulting methodology has been to gather information and 

insight, stop at a point of sufficiency, formulate and report 

insights and observations from that data, then use those 

conclusions to ground how the group converges in on their 

goals and plans. Clearly, if those foundational assumptions are 

inaccurate, the likelihood that the goals and plans will 

represent the best place to aim is highly unlikely. Our research 

does not allow us yet to draw the causation line from this 

observation to the low success rate of organisational 

initiatives, however the logic is difficult to fault, and the 

counter is occurring.

Another key finding is that the number of opinions that will 

form a group’s goals, plans and behaviors does not rise as 

group size increases. The volume of opinions groups possess 

which form their goals and drive their actions is fairly static 

around a narrow norm. The research behind AI-C indicates 

that collaborations facilitated with conventional 

methodologies surface around eighty opinions. Science of 

Coordinated Action methods surface on average 167. Groups 

of four to ten people (the size of a typical leadership team and 

project governance team) will collectively hold on average 154 

distinct opinions regarding their particular topic. 
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Groups of 100 to 500 will have 183, on 

average. The difference is related to 

the roles participating, not the volume 

of participants. The implication is 

unavoidable. Conventional 

collaboration methods employing 

conventional surveying, inquiry, and 

interviewing techniques are not 

surfacing a complete set of 150 to 190 

opinions. Three people presented with 

the same set of collaborating 

participants will surface three different 

subsets of the average. Even if that 

hurdle were overcome, three 

facilitators, consultants, and data 

scientists presented with the same 

dataset of a collaboration’s opinions 

have been shown to make three 

different sets of observations and draw 

three different sets of conclusions. This 

reinforces the unresolved concern that 

the individual facilitator or consultant 

leading a collaboration process 

determines its outcomes. What we now 

know is that the value space of a 

collaboration’s outcomes is being 

defined in the initial diagnostic stage.

Given that we now understand it is a 

person’s internal dialogue that actually 

drives behavior, and that groups are 

usually working with less than half the 

opinions they have of their topic, 

collaborations require a process that 

maximises participants’ safety when 

stating their opinions regarding their 

group’s shared purpose. 

Otherwise participants will lie, be vague, 

or simply remain silent in order to protect 

themselves from perceived harm. Plus, 

with such safety provided, they require a 

complete system model to drive their 

opinions and avoid leaving tacit and 

implicit thoughts unspoken until too late.

“Well, I suppose we had a different 

assumption about that.”

A group’s degree of alignment is 

tantamount to the level of oxygen in a 

room of people. When it’s fully present, 

everybody acts and functions well without 

even noticing it. (Such as the joke about 

the fish asking the other, “How’s the 

water?”…“What’s water?”) As soon as the 

level dips, things go wrong. Performance 

drops with the degree of alignment, just 

as human function does with less oxygen.

Another misunderstanding of 

conventional management thought is that 

unlike ‘the level of oxygen in the air’, 

alignment is treated in organisational 

culture as a discrete variable – a binary 

measure of a group’s condition. Most 

managers phrase and frame discussion of 

alignment to either “We are aligned” or, 

more frequently, “We aren’t.” In fact, like 

oxygen, alignment is a continuous variable 

that ranges from nonexistence to fully 

present within a collaboration’s 

participants. Every collaboration begins at 

one level of alignment, and the degree 

will change throughout the project’s 

lifespan.

Leaders, managers, and consultants reported 

that their knowledge of how to foster and 

sustain a high degree of alignment within a 

collaboration’s participants was a private, 

proprietary, undocumented skill. Consistently, 

an individual’s technique was developed by 

integrating different formal trainings in 

strategy, project, and people dynamics with 

reactions to alignment experiences on-the-job. 

The conclusion is that today, collaborations –

high stakes mixed-motive, non-zero-sum 

games – comprise two or more participants 

where each is implicitly applying their unique, 

randomly formed, alignment methodology on 

every other participant. As industries globally 

have benefited from process improvement 

and the shift away from individual artisans to 

well-trained people working to a high-quality 

process, improved collaboration performance 

requires all participants to be knowingly using 

an explicit research- derived process.

A collaboration comprises participants, most 

often selected to assemble a range of 

different skills, knowledge and perspectives. 

i.e. Collaboration owners create misalignment 

by design and expect to use a process to 

transform “We each think this…” into “We all 

agree to do that.” However, in addition to 

falsely framing a collaboration’s degree of 

alignment as binary, misalignment is 

frequently discussed in the wrong light. 

Misalignment is considered a negative 

judgement on a group’s performance, and 

thus participants and team members are loath 

to openly discuss perceived sources of 

misalignment. There are only a few unique 

cases where the open discussion of 

misalignment is tolerated. Powerful leaders 

may point to what they see as misalignment as 

a means to alter participant behavior. They 

point to the source of misalignment as either a 

rogue opinion, a team member acting at odds 

with the group’s stated mission, or a collective 

misunderstanding of the group’s mission. 

Once a change is made to eliminate that 

perceived source of misalignment, it is then 

held that the group returns to a state of full 

alignment. Team members and participants 

raise concerns with alignment only if they are 

disgruntled at the group’s performance. 

Despite being created with intent, 

misalignment is reinforced as a negative 

attribute of a collaborating group.
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Finally, the only other parties who feel safe to discuss a group’s misalignment are those external observers and colleagues outside the 

bounds of the collaboration, as they are immune from the perceived threat of voicing a negative judgment. The root of these issues is 

the dual misunderstanding of alignment. First, that it is a discrete variable composed of only “we are” or “we’re not” aligned. Secondly, 

that the source of a collaboration’s misalignment is due to ‘outlier’ individuals. Current discussion of a group’s misalignment eventually 

turns to a discussion of who is not aligned with the rest of the group. Very few participants want to be the subject of that latter 

discussion. Consequently, the Science of Coordinated Action shifts the focus to the opinions and not the people.

These voluminous opinions that fuel every collaboration, that drive 

each person’s actions, determine their level of success attaining their 

shared purpose, and which are either aligned or non-aligned, are of 

five types and fifteen sub types. Each type has a different place in the 

group’s conversation and role in the topic’s outcomes. The realisation 

that collaborations possess over twice as many opinions as have been 

used previously provided a dilemma when faced with the goal of any 

process improvement to make it better, faster, and less expensive. 

The volume supports better, but compromises faster, less expensive 

(when measured by participant time required in dialogue.) The 

Opinion Triage™ technique was developed to identify the optimal set 

of opinions a group should discuss. Outside In, the GUBA Frame™, and 

the Coordinated Action Frame™ ensure that the dialogue around 

those opinions occur in the right sequence.

Further, each type of opinion calls for a particular dialogue method. 

Effectively reconciling a non-aligned assumption is different to 

processing an agreed uncertainty. POPPA™ is one of the methods 

surfaced from the research through this observation of collaborating 

groups and the application of Six Sigma to the conversation process. 

Understanding the theme, type, and degree of alignment of a group’s 

opinions enables us to sequence which conversations should occur in 

which order, and the correct dialogue technique to utilise.

Coordinated action is the aim and ideal state for all 

working groups. In sharp contrast, having the wrong 

conversations, the right conversations at the wrong 

time, or using the wrong dialogue method, produces 

less than full endorsement resulting in several kinds 

of undesirable action. Extending Argyris’ notion of 

action and inaction, the EUDIC forces of restraining 

action are errant action, unilateral action, delayed 

action, inaction, and conflicted action. In these cases, 

a collaboration’s participants will individually act in 

ways directly counter to what was agreed to be best 

for the collective. Specifically, acting in ways not 

prescribed during planning, making errant decisions 

without informing the larger group, not performing 

expected tasks at the time required, not performing 

those tasks at all, and acting in ways that conflict with 

those of other team members. Coordinated action is 

constituted by the inverse of these forms of inaction; 

individuals acting in full alignment with the group act 

on time, synergistically, unilaterally in accordance 

with what is expected, and in coordination with what 

was planned.
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CONCLUSION

This research represents the combined application of the advances in management science to the domain of organisations and 
businesses, and their collaborative endeavors. Projects reveal that business leaders who must take new subjects from need to 
impact have had to rely on random self-learned methods for being successful. When these are brought together in a collaboration 
with others, the process conflicts and collisions are real and compounding. As a result, outcomes are simply not meeting what was 
planned. Contemporary practitioners of management science have been largely unable to reconcile this accepted and 
acknowledged deficiency in the state of work.

Scientific research has developed new industries, advanced the products of those still existing, and continues to change our 
collective lived experience. However, it has thus far failed to understand the underlying meta-process that engenders successful
collaborative outcomes. There has been no methodology that allows for universal application across industries, organisations, and 
group size. The research underlying AI-C demonstrates how to redress this imbalance, and our work continues to do so.

For more information or to arrange a demonstration of the AI-C collaboration and alignment 
methodology please contact us at Rialto on 020 3746 2960, alternatively please click here to 
make an online enquiry or book an initial phone call with a member of the Rialto team here.
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