
DOI: 10.4018/IJeC.2018040102

International Journal of e-Collaboration
Volume 14 • Issue 2 • April-June 2018


Copyright©2018,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



19

Toward a Philosophy of Collaboration
Nils Randrup, University of California at Irvine and AVT Business School, Irvine, USA

Douglas Druckenmiller, Western Indiana University, Indianapolis, USA

Robert Owen Briggs, San Diego State University, San Diego, USA

ABSTRACT

Theauthors find themselves in themidst of aglobal social transformation that is shaping the
commonperceptionofreality.Thedevelopmentof technology-enabledcollaborativenetworks,
virtual collaboration, structured collaborationprocesses, anddigital teamcollaboration affects
everypartofsociety.Researchoncollaborationandcollaborationsystemshasachievedsufficient
maturity and scope that an overall conceptual definition of collaboration is now needed and
possible.Thisarticleproposesaconceptualapproachandterminologyasasteptowardsbridging
isolatedcommunitiesofcollaboratingresearchersinvariousfields.Theauthorsofferafundamental
philosophicaldescriptionofwhatcollaborationis(andisnot)basedonrelevantepistemological,
metaphysical,andaxiologicalinsightsderivedfromasynthesisofexistingcollaborationresearch,
andtheauthorsoutlinethemostobviousneedsforfurtherresearchtowardformalizingamore
fully-realizedphilosophyofcollaboration.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Wefindourselvesinthemidstofaglobalsocialtransformationthatisshapingourcommonperception
of reality. The development of technology-enabled collaboration systems, virtual collaboration,
structuredcollaborationprocesses,anddigitalteamcollaborationaffectseverypartofsociety.The
awarenessofthisshiftisgreatestwithintheeconomicprocessofsociety.Theinformationsystems
(IS)lifecycle,forexample,requiresintensecollaborationamongsuccess-criticalstakeholdersand
practitionersusespecializedcollaborationsystemsforeveryphase,fromrequirementsnegotiation
throughsystemdesign,development,testing,deployment,operation,maintenance,andmanagement.
Collaborative learning support systems are now standard at universities around the globe, and
technology-supportedcollaborationisdeeplyembeddedwithinmodernmilitarypractice:“Todefeat
anetwork,wehadbecomeanetwork.Wehadbecomea teamof teams.” (McChrystal,Collins,
Silverman, & Fussel, 2014, p. 298). Decades of collaboration research in the IS literature and
elsewherehavebroughtunderstandingstoasufficientlevelofmaturitythatworkcanbegintoward
aphilosophyofcollaboration.
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Thephilosophy“of”agivenbranchofknowledgeconsidersthegeneralphilosophicalquestions
inthespecificcontextofthatdomain.Thispaperaspirestomapoutaresearchstream,afirststep
towarddevelopingphilosophicalfoundationsforcollaborationandcollaborationsystems.Weframe
philosophicalquestionsaboutaspectsofcollaborationandproposepreliminaryanswers tosome
ofthosequestionstodemonstratethescientificandpracticalutilityafullyrealizedphilosophyof
collaborationcouldprovide.Weoffertheseanswersnotassettled,buttoinitiatediscourseabout
thephilosophyofcollaboration;tohighlighttherelevanceofthephilosophicalquestionstoISand
collaborationresearch;todemonstratethattheyareanswerableandworthanswering.Afullyrealized
philosophyofcollaborationwillrequiretheeffortsofmanyscholars.Thisarticleisafirststep.A
philosophyofcollaborationmayalsousefulbeyondISandcollaborationsystemsresearcherswhose
needsitisdevelopedtoserve.Itcouldultimatelyinformanydomainwherecollaborationisvaluable,
e.g.,socialsciences,organizationaloperations,andpoliticaldiscourse.

1.1. Methodology
Philosophicalmethodissimilartothescientificmethodinthatitusesbothdeductiveandinductive
reasoningastoolsofinquiry.Thispaperundertakesamulti-perspectiveapproach.Wedefinekey
collaborationconcepts,thenusedeductionandinductiontolinktheliteratureabouttheseconcepts
toasubsetofphilosophicalquestions.FromtheIScollaborationliteratureandourownwork,we
sketchtheoutlinesofaParadigmofCollaboration,andproposeadirectionforfollow-onresearch
bytheISandCollaborationSystemscommunityandotherstorealizeaPhilosophyofCollaboration
andtomakeexplicittheprevailingcollaborationparadigmsinourresearchcommunity.

1.2. definitions of Collaboration
TheEnglishword,collaboration,isanounofactionderivedfromtheLatinword‘collabōrāre:to
workwith”composedofthewords,‘col’togetherwiththeword,‘labōrāre’,‘towork’(Dictionary,
2015).Wedefinecollaborationasjointefforttowardagroupgoal(Vreede,Briggs,&Massey,2009
p.122).Inthecontextofourdefinitionforcollaboration,effortisdefinedas‘intentionalexertion
ofmentalandphysicalpowertowardsomeend.’Jointeffortiseffortcontributedbytwoormore
peopletowardthesamegoal.

Agoalisdefinedasadesiredstateoroutcome(Locke&Latham,1990).Muchcollaboration
researchfocusesongoalsinthecontextof,forexample,groupformation(Hahn,Moon,&Zhang,
2008), motivation (Victor Harold Vroom, 1995), continuity (Lodewijkx, Rabbie, & Visser,
2006),productivity(Wheelan,2009),satisfaction(R.O.Briggs,Reinig,&deVreede,2008),
andsuccess(Levi,2013).

Wedistinguishbetweengroupgoalsandprivategoals.Agroupgoalisastateoroutcomestoward
whichgroupmembershavecommittedtoworktogether.Aprivategoalisastateoroutcomedesired
byanindividualgroupmember.Itmaybethecasethatnomembersofacollaboratinggroupdesires
thegroupgoalforitsownsake;butonlytoachievetheirprivategoals.Consider,forexample,the
ParableoftheCarFactory:

An automobile designer, who wants worldwide recognition (private goal), joins a machinist, who 
wants financial security (private goal), and an entrepreneur, who wants to build wealth (private goal), 
to design and build high-performance automobiles (a group goal). None of them, though, wants an 
automobile; indeed none can get what they want until they get rid of the cars they have agreed to build.

Inthecontextofthisdefinitionofcollaboration,agroupisacollectionofpeoplecommitted
toworkjointlytowardthesamegoal.Bythisdefinition,agroupwouldnotexistuntilatleasttwo
individualscommittoworktogethertowardatleastonejointgoal.Theterm,commit,(anindividual-
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