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Abstract 

This organizational leadership project investigated how the employees at Northern Alberta 

Institute of Technology (NAIT) may enhance their collaboration across departments, in 

particular, when managing key data systems. An action research methodology, with an 

appreciative stance, reflected on how NAIT can leverage its value of collaboration when 

facilitating projects that impact multiple stakeholders. A learning circle and four individual 

interviews provided the space for NAIT staff members to share their success stories about 

collaboration and also how their personal values align with NAIT’s values. The 

recommendations demonstrated the desire for the fulfilment of individual growth and nurturing 

of passion through empowerment. Leadership training and mentorship were identified as crucial 

elements for supporting individuals in fostering their collaborative capacity. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

The Northern Alberta Institute of Technology (NAIT) is a public, board-governed 

polytechnical1 institution operating under the authority of Alberta’s Post-Secondary Learning 

Act (2003). The institution currently organizes under the direction of the Board of Governors, the 

President and Chief Executive Officer and the Executive Committee consisting of a Chief 

Strategy Officer, Provost and Vice-President Academic, Vice-President Administration and 

Chief Financial Officer, and Vice-President External Relations and Chief Development Officer 

(Appendix A). 

NAIT’s (2013b) strategic direction is organized around four promises (to Alberta, 

industry, staff, and students) and aims to make NAIT the most relevant and responsive 

polytechnic institution in Canada. In working toward achieving these goals, NAIT staff members 

operate and make decisions with consideration to key values important to the organization. This 

culture is internally referred to as “The NAIT Way” (Northern Alberta Institute of Technology 

[NAIT], n.d.-b, para. 12), and is articulated as the values of respect, collaboration, celebration, 

support, and accountability (NAIT, n.d.-b). 

These five values were established following the arrival of a new president in 2011, when 

approximately 220 NAIT faculty and staff participated in a number of engagement sessions at 

which the future direction of the institute was defined. Each method of engagement was designed 

to maximize and elicit feedback to the president and ensured the staff felt part of the process, 

which is consistent with engagement best practices as outlined by Kouzes and Posner (2012, 

pp. 108–116). Of the values identified, collaboration is of particular interest to me and as such 

                                                 
1 A polytechnic or polytechnical institution refers to an educational institute of technology (Post-

Secondary Learning Act, 2003). 
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formed the basis of this inquiry. Collaboration at NAIT is defined as, “We work together to 

advance NAIT and its academic mission in fostering relationships and in building community” 

(NAIT, n.d.-b, Our Values section, para. 4). As the organization advances toward NAIT 2021, 

which articulates NAIT’s vision “to be the most relevant and responsive post-secondary 

institution in Canada and one of the world’s leading polytechnics” (NAIT, 2014a, p. 2), the 

institute’s values including that of collaboration must be continually reinforced in order to build 

and sustain the kind of culture NAIT desires (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 95). As Schein (2010) 

suggested, the essence of an organization’s culture are the rituals, climate, values, and 

behaviours that tie the organization together into a coherent, meaningful whole. 

Recently, I have personally observed and heard from other staff that there is opportunity 

for NAIT to reinforce and grow the value of collaboration to more positively impact NAIT’s 

culture, staff morale, as well as the ability to collaborate. In the moments when NAIT staff share 

their concerns and uncertainty about the organization, they are using their common issues to 

“build and sustain social connections” in the organization (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 219). At 

the onset of this inquiry, the cosponsors and I considered that the hierarchal structure at NAIT 

may play a role in creating a collaboration challenge for managing and leveraging the 

information within key data systems in the organization. This challenge is evidenced in part by 

the existence of distinct and separate working committees: the Enterprise Information 

Management and the Information Technology Management committees. Both committees have 

been formed to discuss the challenges of managing key data systems across the institute, but are 

comprised of different membership reflecting the divergent needs and priorities of separate 

functional hierarchies within NAIT. 
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As a manager with NAIT’s Department of Advancement, I oversee a data systems team 

responsible for the content within one of NAIT’s key data systems, The Raiser’s Edge, which is 

utilized for fundraising as well as graduate and donor management. In this role, I have faced 

several challenges that had the capacity to impact other departments and/or key data systems. 

Most recently, my team and I have been asked to look at how best to maintain the “do-not-

contact” attributes2 within Raiser’s Edge. In addition to ad hoc requests from graduates to no 

longer be contacted by NAIT, there is also some urgency to address attributes, triggered by 

Canada’s Anti-Spam Legislation, which came into effect July 2014 (Government of Canada, 

2015). However, as there is potential for a person to have an active relationship with NAIT 

within multiple key data systems, it is not sufficient to develop procedures for managing 

attributes within Raiser’s Edge alone. In fact, there is likely an assumption held by external 

stakeholders that when they interact with NAIT as an institute and update information in one 

area, that information will be updated across the organization. For ease to NAIT’s external 

stakeholders and in order to properly manage relationships with them, I want to influence the 

internal processes, which will in turn have an impact on how external stakeholders interact with 

NAIT. 

With the challenge of managing attributes within key data systems at NAIT, the staff 

members know that there is not a simple technical solution that can be applied. To support “The 

NAIT Way” (NAIT, n.d.-b, para. 12), internal stakeholders will need to come together 

collaboratively to develop solutions. Sandow and Allen (2005) recognized this concept of 

collaboration: “Value is created in dynamic, self-organizing social systems where shared 

                                                 
2 In a database system, an attribute is a component or field, such as gender or date of birth. Typically, 

attributes are used to describe an entity, such as a person. 
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knowledge is created through the collective coordination of action” (p. 2). Thus, I utilized the 

following working question for this inquiry: How can the employees at NAIT enhance their 

collaboration across departments when managing key data systems? To aid the exploration 

further, I identified the following working sub-questions: 

1. What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 

2. What are the parallels between employees’ personal values and NAIT’s values? 

3. How are comparable institutions addressing the issue of collaboration across 

departments? 

Significance of the Inquiry 

Fundamentally, NAIT staff members will continue learning how to work together more 

effectively so that they further develop interconnected organizational relationships, thus 

supporting long-term success. These relationships and interactions, as Short (1998) offered, “are 

the very heart and soul of an organization’s ability to get any job done” (p. 16). Moving towards 

an interdependent system with the guiding principle of collaboration can allow the organization 

to achieve higher levels of productivity, more consistent quality, cost savings, and greater 

innovation (Heckscher & Martin-Rios, 2013, pp. 137–138). In addition, when organizations are 

able to empower employees through cross-departmental collaboration, employees achieve 

greater satisfaction within their roles and are more entrusted by their peers (Cross, Gray, 

Cunningham, Showers, & Thomas, 2010, p. 87). 

As a public postsecondary institution, NAIT’s key stakeholders include the Alberta 

Government, the Board of Governors,3 members of the Executive Committee, staff, and the 

                                                 
3 The role and structure of the Board of Governors is defined within the Post-Secondary Learning Act 

(2003). 
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greater community (see Figure 1). Given that all major decisions that include changes to policy 

or key directions primarily follow a top-down decision-making approach, the Board of 

Governors and Executive Committee hold significant influence within the organization, and thus 

held sway in this inquiry and were identified as primary stakeholders. A shift in culture to fully 

leverage the value of collaboration may enhance employee skills, level of service and efficiency, 

as well as strengthen the social connections they have with others from across the organization. 

 
Figure 1. Interconnectedness in relationships. 

Note. NAIT = Northern Alberta Institute of Technology. 

Secondary stakeholders included graduates, students, industry, and donors. Decisions 

made regarding the operation of the institute may potentially impact the delivery of training to 

students. This could subsequently affect the quality of NAIT graduates entering industry, 

ultimately affecting Alberta’s economy. However, it is important to note that being able to 

identify these interrelationships rather than simply assume their linear cause-effect chain, can 

lead to new insight into what might be done to overcome challenges (Senge, 2006, pp. 72–73). I 

present further information on this subject in the “Systems Analysis of the Inquiry” section of 

this chapter. 
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In order to achieve NAIT 2021 (see NAIT, 2014a, p. 2), it is crucial that the organization 

make choices to align the activities of stakeholders to the core values, ultimately facilitating the 

achievement of the vision. Aligning the organizational vision with the values of the staff 

members will inspire genuine enthusiasm (Senge, 2006, pp. 207–208). 

The implementation of recommendations from this inquiry can support the organization 

in achieving its vision as well as limiting potential risks. Primarily, as indicated above, the 

internal culture can be positively impacted by an increase in the amount of trust, willingness to 

work together, and an overall rise in morale. When this occurs, staff members may be motivated 

to perform their best, ultimately influencing the student experience and the sole purpose of the 

organization. When the quality of education and the experience of a student are uncompromised, 

graduate and employee quality, the ability for industry to meet labour demands, and the overall 

productivity of the province are also positively affected. As a postsecondary institution with a 

strategic vision and corresponding values, embodying those values in everything the organization 

does is essential for maintaining the confidence of NAIT’s stakeholders. 

Organizational Context 

As defined in Section 2 of the Post-Secondary Learning Act (2003), NAIT operates as a 

unicameral organization. NAIT’s organizational structure, as stated previously, flows from the 

Board of Governors4 to the President and Chief Executive Officer, then to four distinct internal 

portfolios: Academic, Administration, External Relations, and Strategy (Appendix A). The Chair 

of the Board and board members are appointed by the Minister of Innovation and Advanced 

                                                 
4 The Board of Governors consists of 19 members – 12 public members, two student members, and five 

NAIT members including NAIT’s President and CEO. 
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Education. The Board is accountable to the Minister and must annually complete and submit a 

comprehensive institutional plan, a budget, and an annual report (NAIT, n.d.-a). 

NAIT is a large organization currently functioning on 12 sites in the Edmonton region 

with approximately 1,200 academic staff and 1,600 nonacademic staff (NAIT, n.d.-c). The 

institute serves approximately 26,000 students in credit programs, 32,700 in noncredit programs, 

and 13,500 apprentices annually (NAIT, n.d.-c). In addition, NAIT has delivered international 

training in over 60 locations and has customized corporate-based training to an excess of 20,000 

registrants through its Department of Corporate, International and Continuing Education (NAIT, 

n.d.-c). Over its 50 years of operation, NAIT has confirmed parchments to approximately 

184,000 individuals who currently reside in 87 countries around the world (NAIT, n.d.-c). 

More and more, publically funded organizations like NAIT are required to demonstrate 

their value to the community to ensure accountability for the investment of public dollars. In 

response, NAIT (2014b) has published an Economic Impact Report as “a reliable means of 

measuring progress toward NAIT 2021, specifically the impact to our stakeholders and fulfilling 

our promise to Alberta” (p. 1). A specific example of how NAIT demonstrates its accountability 

includes the return on investment calculation, which shows that for every public dollar invested 

in NAIT, graduates provide an average annual return of 29% from additional tax revenues 

(NAIT, 2014b). This information is essential to demonstrating NAIT’s ongoing success to 

members of the provincial government and taxpayers and that NAIT is a sound investment. In 

addition, various stakeholders will appreciate the significant role NAIT plays in contributing to 

the economy and in turn, will continue to support its growth. 

Along with being accountable for the use of public dollars, NAIT is also focused on how 

it is perceived both externally and internally. Investments continue to be made towards ensuring 
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NAIT is regarded as more than a trade school and that people understand what it means to be a 

polytechnic. In addition to a new logo and coat of arms, the Marketing and Communications 

department has gone to great lengths to ensure the appropriate colours, fonts, and messaging are 

utilized on all communications. They have also recently launched a brand ambassador program 

and train key staff members to positively communicate NAIT’s message. The emphasis on brand 

plays a significant role in how the organization is perceived, its reputation, and how effectively 

staff members are able to build supportive relationships. Brand awareness surveys will continue 

in the coming years in order to measure the effectiveness of NAIT’s efforts to build the NAIT 

brand. 

As one of Canada’s leading polytechnics, NAIT is responsive to the current and emerging 

need for outcomes-based education and industry-based applied research. A significant 

contributor to NAIT’s responsiveness and ability to meet its four key promises lies with the 

Department of Advancement and its role in building relationships and securing financial support, 

currently averaging about $12 million per year. The staff members within the department 

cultivate individual and corporate relationships in order to gain funding for campus expansion, 

improving the student experience through scholarships and bursaries, and enriching program 

delivery. Contributions to the institute are solicited in the form of cash, gifts of goods and 

services, and legacy gifts. Donors and partners of the institute are stewarded in relation to the 

overall impact of their gift and are profiled in publications such as the Community Report (NAIT, 

2013c) and NAIT’s magazine, techlife (NAIT, n.d.-d). 

Systems Analysis of the Inquiry 

A systems analysis within an organization involves not only seeing the interrelationships 

in a particular system, but also helping to outline the role each stakeholder plays. As Senge 
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(2006) suggested, “In mastering systems thinking, we give up the assumption that there is an 

individual, or individual agent, responsible. The feedback perspective suggests that everyone 

shares responsibility for problems generated by a system” (p. 78). The following section will 

further clarify the systems analysis of this inquiry as well as the role key stakeholders play 

(Appendix B). 

The internal organizational climate can play an important role in either supporting or 

opposing the values of the organization. In 2013 and 2014, NAIT deployed an Employee 

Satisfaction Survey (as cited in NAIT, 2013a), and the results indicated there is room for 

improvement in regards to employee engagement and incorporating organizational values in 

employees’ actions. In particular, as addressed through communication to staff, the 2013 results 

were summarized and indicated that employees felt there was a lack of two-way communication 

between staff and executive, and the 2014 results suggested that staff believed consultation and 

communication needed to be improved and employees need to act more consistently with 

organizational values. Addressing this concern is important, as most staff fall within the 

collective agreement of either the Alberta Union of Provincial Employees or the NAIT 

Academic Staff Association. Any tension with these bodies has the potential to impact the 

employee experience, how NAIT is externally perceived, and, ultimately, public support for the 

institute. Additionally, as an educational organization providing services to the general public, it 

is important that staff members work together and maintain lines of communication to best 

support customers in their academic careers. Because of NAIT’s size, functional areas are 

dispersed among the four portfolio areas. These divisions are known to the staff members; 

however, service delivery to customers should be seamless.  
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Considering the complexity of NAIT’s system and how vulnerable the institute is to both 

internal and external factors, it is easier to understand the reporting structure. Although the 

organization manages day-to-day decisions from a decentralized approach, outcomes that expose 

NAIT to potential risk remain in the hands of the appropriate executive council (i.e., President’s 

Council, Academic Council, and Provost Council). In addition, the Board of Governors must 

approve modifications to macro policy, procedures, or guidelines. 

Even though not everyone within the system was involved in the research process for this 

inquiry, it was important to identify those of primary importance, sometimes knows as “critical 

reference groups” (Stringer, 2014, p. 79), with the issue at hand. The following stakeholder 

analysis was conducted utilizing Conner’s (2013) model to identify particular roles at play 

including that of sponsors, agents, targets, and advocates. 

The President’s Council, comprised of faculty, staff, and student representatives, was the 

agent group within this inquiry. This council is responsible for the execution of new initiatives 

and maintains the representation of key individuals including the Chief Information Officer, 

Associate Vice President Student Services, Director Institutional Research, as well as my direct 

supervisor, Associate Vice President Advancement. The targets impacted by the inquiry included 

the departments of Institutional Research, Advancement, Corporate, International and 

Continuing Education, Student Services, and Information and Technology Services. Advocates 

who supported the inquiry, yet did not hold any formal power for imposing change, included 

Legal Counsel, the members of Enterprise Information Management committee, as well as the 

individuals whose information is contained within the key data systems, which may consist of 

students, graduates, donors, and industry partners. 
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Chapter Summary 

The background for this inquiry has been detailed by explaining the significance of the 

inquiry, how the organizational context impacts the inquiry, and the internal and external factors 

that drive the system within the inquiry. Taking the time to first understand the context of this 

inquiry allowed me to better align each phase of the research including the literature review, 

inquiry approach, and inquiry methods. The next chapter reviews academic literature to gain 

more insight into the opportunities presented by this research inquiry. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Value within an organization is “created in dynamic, self-organizing social systems 

where shared knowl-edge [sic] is created through the collective coordination of action” (Sandow 

& Allen, 2005, p. 2). This requires all members of the organization to see the whole, the system, 

the family, the team, so that system life may be transformed to one of partnership through 

enlightened choice (Oshry, 2007a, p. 129). This chapter examines the literature and key ideas 

that framed and informed the action research inquiry question: How can the employees at NAIT 

enhance their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems? Exploration of 

the following sub-questions contributed to additional understanding NAIT’s current capacity and 

the ideal future state as it relates to the value of collaboration: 

1. What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 

2. What are the parallels between employees’ personal values and NAIT’s values? 

3. How are comparable institutions addressing the issue of collaboration across 

departments? 

The academic topics included in this review were selected for their relevance to the 

inquiry topic of improving collaborative practice at NAIT. The first topic of the literature review 

focuses on understanding collaboration and includes collaborative capacity and 

interdepartmental collaboration. The second topic of the literature review focuses on 

collaboration in relation to the whole system and includes the discipline of collaboration and 

implementation. 

Examining relevant literature provided an increased understanding of collaboration and 

systems thinking and how merging these concepts can add value to an organization. The review 

also underscored the values that are fundamental for a collaborative culture. 
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Defining Collaboration 

This section explores collaboration as a tool for managing knowledge and information in 

key data systems across the institution. Even though technical solutions may also be required, 

leveraging a culture in which people collaborate will assist with proper processes and dynamics 

in order to optimize business. As companies and employees look for ways to improve efficiency 

and remove barriers between departments, specific behaviours and communication patterns are 

utilized in order to establish a desired level of collaboration (Kramer & Crespy, 2011, p. 1036). 

The drivers for increasing collaborative capacity, as Thomson and Perry (2006) suggested, 

include devolution of decision-making authority, rapid technological change, and rising 

organizational interdependencies (p. 20). Therefore, first understanding collaboration and/or 

collaborative capacity within an organization by definition, then establishing the ideal framework 

for decision making within a collaborative project was of primary concern to this study. 

Among a number of scholars, the terms teamwork, cooperation, partnership, and 

relationship building are interchangeable when discussing the objective of working 

collaboratively. Thomson (2001) married these terms together nicely by defining collaboration as 

“a process in which autonomous actors interact through formal and informal negotiation, jointly 

creating rules and structures governing their relationships and ways to act or decide on the issues 

that brought them together; it is a process involving shared norms and mutually beneficial 

interactions” (p. 23). On the other hand, Gray (1989) pointed out that although both cooperation 

and coordination may occur as part of the early process of collaboration, collaboration represents 

a longer-term integrated process “through which parties who see different aspects of a problem 

. . . constructively explore their differences . . . [and] search for solutions that go beyond their 

own limited vision of what is possible” (p. 23). In short, collaboration is a process that requires 
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both integration and time, which may lead to outcomes that may not have been possible if 

working independently. 

Furthering the concept of a longer-term integrated process, it is helpful to consider 

collaboration in terms of a life cycle that includes four main stages: creation, operation, 

evolution, and either metamorphosis or dissolution (Camarinha-Matos & Afsarmanesh, 2007). 

Through metamorphosis, individuals within an organization may continue to evolve 

collaborative capacity by reengaging one another to explore additional opportunities for 

partnership. 

The development of relationships by encouraging teamwork and promoting cooperation 

allows for efficiencies to be realized by the organization and may benefit both formal and 

informal relationships and networks through innovation, strategic alliances, and organizational 

learning (Baker, 2003, p. 12). Collaboration also fosters growth within the human capital of the 

organization. As Baker, Kan, and Teo (2011) observed, high-performing sites were more likely 

to initiate collaborative activities, and the managers at these sites encouraged a culture of 

participatory leadership (pp. 864–869). In addition, “member-site leadership was the critical 

factor influencing site culture and site performance, and . . . high-performing sites were initiating 

collaborative activities with other sites” (Baker et al., 2011, p. 853). 

In short, many terms are interchangeable when defining collaboration, and each 

perspective incorporates the notion of cooperation and coordination. Further, when working 

together many positive outcomes may be achieved including greater organizational efficiency 

and personal development. Next, the literature will inform a proposed framework for 

collaboration. 
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Collaborative capacity. Senior leaders need to invest the time to map existing 

organizational networks in order to first assess broader patterns of informal networks, and then 

take targeted steps to align networks with strategic imperatives (Cross, Gray, Cunningham, 

Showers, & Thomas, 2010, p. 84). The process framework for collaboration, as explained by 

Thomson and Perry (2006), “suggests that collaboration occurs over time as organizations 

interact formally and informally through repetitive sequences of negotiation, development of 

commitments, and execution of those commitments” (p. 21). It is important to take the time to 

develop models for collaboration, “not only as a help to better understand the area, but also as 

the basis for the development of methods and tools for better decision-making” (Camarinha-

Matos & Afsarmanesh, 2007, p. 529). 

Two proposed frameworks for collaboration that have been considered include (a) the 

collaborative stages critical for the development of collaborative capability explained by Ulbrich, 

Troitzsch, van den Anker, Plüss, and Huber (2011) as well as (b) the four dimensions for a 

comprehensive modelling framework offered by Camarinha-Matos and Afsarmanesh (2007). In 

each model the primary importance lies in gathering the appropriate people within the 

organization to participate in the collaboration. Ulbrich et al. emphasized that partner selection 

and team configuration occurs with neutrality and confidentiality and is based on individual 

attributes of partners such as technological specialties or expertise needed for the task at hand 

(pp. 493–495). Similarly, Camarinha-Matos and Afsarmanesh suggested, in addition to 

identifying the participating actors in the networks, it is also important to identify their 

interrelationships and describe the roles each actor may perform (p. 531). It is imperative to state 

that there are different approaches to team configuration including a top-down style, in which 
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members are assigned according to their expertise, and also a self-organizing style, which allows 

individuals to self-select and be involved in projects of interest to them. 

Once participants have been selected and their roles and expertise identified, it is 

important to detail how the group will perform. Conceptualization and planning includes the 

negotiation of shared goals as well as an open discussion of individual interests and expectations 

(Ulbrich et al., 2011, pp. 495–496). Camarinha-Matos and Afsarmanesh (2007) further 

elaborated on this topic and described this step through the behavioural, componential, and 

functional frameworks, in which groups (a) prescribe normative guidelines such as principles, 

strategies, and protocols, as well as determine mandatory rules and assess all constraints or 

conditions present; (b) detail available hardware and software resources as well as human 

resources, namely in terms of their competencies, profile, and potential roles they can perform; 

and (c) describe both the main line of activities and auxiliary processes, such as performance 

monitoring and competencies management, as well as methodologies (pp. 531–532). Finally, 

following the identification of participants as well as outlining the purpose of the group, 

implementation and termination, as Ulbrich et al. (2011) explained, includes identifying early 

successes that will help gain confidence and commitment to the project (p. 496). 

In summary, collaboration takes time, and a culture in support of collaboration is 

developed through repetitive action. As such, it is important to first understand who should be 

involved in a collaborative project by examining the knowledge or expertise individuals may 

bring forward. Ensuing is a review of literature to better inform the elements that require 

repetitiveness in collaborative engagement. 

Interdepartmental collaboration. Establishing intraorganizational collaboration can be 

both risky and challenging to the current culture and thus requires the development of 
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relationships based upon trust and mutuality (Diamond & Rush, 2011, p. 293). Consequently, 

successful collaboration requires leaders take the time to clarify the common purpose and 

develop shared values, increase the use of flexible cross-functional teams, and engage external 

stakeholders (Heckscher & Martin-Rios, 2013, p. 138). 

Ulbrich et al. (2011) further emphasized critical success factors for developing 

collaborative capability and provided six specific desired components: (a) select individuals with 

complementary competencies that meet task requirements; (b) maintain open and transparent 

communication; (c) uphold a high level of commitment; (d) choose members who have similar 

authority and rank within the organization; (e) negotiate and agree on the rules of cooperation; 

and (f) establish a reasonable expectation of success (p. 497). In addition, moving towards an 

organizational culture that promotes collaborative practice requires a shift in thinking from 

traditional management models by allowing external connectivity or exposing employees to the 

experiences and ideas of colleagues from other areas (Cross et al., 2010, p. 90). This change in 

behaviours to embrace and promote the value of working across an organization and beyond 

boundaries is unlikely unless it is legitimized by a particular style of management (Diamond & 

Rush, 2011, p. 296). Diamond and Rush (2011) further stated, “A shift towards such an approach 

is likely to be disruptive to existing structures and is likely to be resisted by those ‘bounded’ 

individuals who tend to dominate institutional cultures and practice” (p. 296). This shift requires 

incorporating key factors such as clear leadership at all levels and encouraging debate and 

opposition—factors that are pivotal to a more sophisticated intraorganizational collaborative 

practice (Diamond & Rush, 2011, p. 296). 

It is important, however, to note that although collaborative practice offers many benefits, 

obstacles to collaboration may occur and include resistance, a lack of genuine communication, 
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and competition between departments for resources (Heckscher & Martin-Rios, 2013, p. 138). 

For these reasons, it is important to build collaborative capacity through interdepartmental 

collaboration by developing a shared vision and fostering relationships across the organization 

that are founded on trust and mutuality. 

Collaborative System 

This section will underscore the systems thinking, or shift in mindset, required for 

growing a culture of collaboration within a large organization. Essential disciplines of 

collaboration for individual leaders as well as high-functioning groups are emphasized. In 

addition, the possibilities for organization implementation within a governance model are 

explored. The review of literature in support of these topics is important, as an organization 

must first appreciate a difference in outlook before being able to adopt strategies for moving 

forward. 

Given the current age in which intellectual property is an important source of capital, 

Sandow and Allen (2005) suggested leaders adopt a new philosophy and begin to view 

knowledge, people, and organizations as living systems (p. 1). For this reason, the acceptance of 

collaboration as an organizational value requires more than a decision to collaborate—it requires 

the individuals who are less likely to collaborate to experience a shift in thinking (Senge, 2006). 

Sandow and Allen (2005) suggest there needs to be a shift in perception of how work is done, or 

a requirement to see the whole, rather than taking a reactive stance based on current conditions, 

and engaging in what Oshry (2007a) called the “dance of the blind reflex”. 

In this particular area, scholars in the field present many perspectives, each referencing 

the phenomenon of thinking to work differently. Sandow and Allen (2005) connected these 

concepts together nicely with reference to “social collaboration” (p. 5), specifically suggesting 
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that “by creating an environment that nurtures social learning, leaders assure greater 

organizational performance” (p. 5). Sandow and Allen further emphasized that group 

productivity is enhanced in self-organizing social systems, which implies a change in process 

coordination and the exclusion of management practices (pp. 4–5). Alternatively, Oshry (2007a) 

pointed out that all members of the organization, despite the hierarchical structure, may enhance 

collaboration; however, it is crucial to step out of the organizational roles in order to see others 

and the larger system. Oshry (2007a) offered, “Anthropology helps us to avoid temporal 

blindness . . . [and] to see the patterns and processes developing in the system that could be . . . 

leading us to misunderstandings and unproductive conflict” (p. 59). 

In order to expand the concept of seeing the whole system rather than the sum of its parts, 

it is helpful to consider the multifaceted roles of tops, middles, and bottoms from Oshry’s 

(2007b) framework for a total system empowerment (p. 14). All individuals within the system 

need to acknowledge that they are continually moving into different roles, understand their 

ability to survive and develop, recognize their individual potential, and avoid reflex responses 

(Oshry, 2007b, pp. 14–15). 

Although Sandow and Allen (2005) emphasized the exclusion of management processes, 

it is important to note that this does not imply the exclusion of managerial staff from 

collaborative practice. In fact, reflection of the individual within the larger context is also 

emphasized, as Sandow and Allen stated, “The most profound knowledge of collaboration 

emerges in the doing – that is, as we work and reflect on our work with others” (p. 6). Senge 

(2006) suggested that this new approach to thinking and working requires ongoing personal 

development and leads to that of a learning organization. One key recommendation includes 

practising reflection and listening to expand one’s perception within the organization (Sandow & 
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Allen, 2005, pp. 10–11). Ultimately, “when we participate in a social network that is highly 

collaborative, it feels generative and positive for all those who are part of it” (Sandow & Allen, 

2005, p. 13). 

To sum up this topic, for an organization to truly be collaborative, individuals must 

understand that a change in how work is accomplished and how people see themselves in the 

larger picture is required. It is also important for leaders to reflect on experiences, and their roles 

in those experiences, as they emerge. The following section provides an exploration of the 

literature to best inform how to collaborate. 

Discipline of collaboration. Collaboration can be challenging in that it requires a 

concentrated effort in order to synergize resources and skills across an organization. For this 

reason, successful collaboration involves a level of thought, strategizing, and planning. As 

Linden (2003) suggested, “Collaborative leadership is the art of pulling people together from 

different units or organizations to accomplish a task that none of them could accomplish – at all 

or as well – individually” (p. 42). Considering that collaborative leaders hold no formal authority 

over their peers, persuasion and relationship skills, among others, must be utilized to keep the 

group together and produce the desired end goal (Linden, 2003, p. 42). 

Three proposed disciplines for a collaborative leader have been considered and include 

communicating collaborative leadership explained by Kramer and Crespy (2011), the tasks for 

effective collaborative leaders offered by Linden (2003), as well as making collaboration work as 

presented by Austin (2000). In each perspective the primary emphasis lies in underlining a 

collaborative philosophy and articulating the purpose. Linden stressed that finding a way to 

excite and energize others is fundamental so that they are willing to invest in the project as a 

priority (p. 42). Additionally, genuine participation is a significant factor (Austin, 2000). Linden 
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attributed this significance to participation being an effective convener and helping participants 

see their common interests, while Kramer and Crespy identified participation as recruiting based 

on a willingness and ability to collaborate. Further, there is a need to call attention to building 

relationships. While Kramer and Crespy offered the importance of building positive relationships 

to create the proper climate for collaboration (p. 1029), Austin suggested this is best achieved by 

building trust (p. 48). Linden furthered the concept of trust by adding that participants need to be 

involved in designing a transparent and credible process and ensure participants will find wins 

that meet their own interests (p. 43). Austin supported this and described the creation of value as 

“combining partners’ core competencies in mutually reinforcing ways” (p. 48). 

At the point when participation is solidified, it is important to achieve accountability 

(Austin, 2000). Linden (2003) elaborated on this point and described the importance of not only 

having a senior leader who champions the effort but also helps everyone involved to engage in 

problem solving to make use of their diverse viewpoints and experiences (p. 44). Finally, 

keeping the momentum going is an important discipline of collaboration. Austin (2000) 

suggested forward thinking, specifically, keeping the torch lit by engaging the next generation of 

collaborators (p. 49). Alternatively, Linden focused on the collaborative team at hand and 

suggested celebrating small successes throughout the project and providing the group with 

confidence, hope, and resilience (p. 44). 

In short, the discipline of collaboration is really about how to bring together people from 

across an organization so that they are invested in working together to achieve great results. This 

requires a concentrated effort, which was informed by three proposed perspectives (Austin, 

2000; Kramer & Crespy, 201; Linden, 2003). The following section presents a review of how 

these perspectives may be implemented. 
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Implementation. It is possible to find technology to make working together in teams 

efficient. However, supporting that technology with policies and top-down encouragement is 

important for ensuring collaboration using the technology is easy and desirable (Hastings, 2009, 

p. 7). Consequently, in this section I review, compare, and contrast three case studies: 

knowledge-intensive industries, a global firm, and a university. These case studies show that 

thought needs to be given to the organization, implementation, and ongoing support of a 

collaborative system. As well, a review of how to approach change in an organization is offered. 

New organizational designs that allow individuals to self-organize require mechanisms 

that enable people to become aware of problems and opportunities and to identify and form 

relationships with suitable collaborators (Fjeldstad, Snow, Miles, & Lettl, 2012, p. 739). 

Fjeldstad et al.’s (2012) proposed scheme includes three specific components: (a) infrastructure 

to allow individuals within the system to connect with one another as well as access the same 

information, knowledge, and resources; (b) protocols or codes of conduct, specifically the 

mobilization and linking of individuals for a particular project or task; and (c) the commons or 

resources that are collectively owned and available to the individuals (p. 739). 

Further, value to other organizations aiming to share ideas, expertise, and opportunities 

can be gained from the firm KPMG, which has implemented a “platform called the Hub” 

(Hughes & Chapel, 2013, p. 191) as a means for social collaboration across an international 

network. For this firm, achieving consistency in the implementation of the Hub and realizing 

maximum efficiencies was of primary importance. Thus, a central team referred to as the Global 

Knowledge team coordinated the roll out (Hughes & Chapel, 2013, p. 193). Additionally, 

sponsors and local business owners were required at each firm in order to take responsibility for 

communication and driving adoption of the Hub and were provided with toolkits that included 
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communication templates, imagery, sample promotion materials, and awareness-raising video 

clips (Hughes & Chapel, 2013, p. 193). At the centre, the Global Knowledge team was 

comprised of four key areas: (a) business alignment; (b) change management; (c) risk, legal, and 

security; and (d) technology integration (Hughes & Chapel, 2013, p. 193). Through their 

experience, the firm has learned that social collaboration takes time, but getting it right is a game 

changer; success requires sponsorship and advocacy; and it is crucial to paint a picture of the 

delivery of new, relevant organizational capabilities (Hughes & Chapel, 2013, pp. 194–195). 

Moreover, there is value to consider how a comparable university implemented a 

governance model in support of ongoing collaboration, at the heart of which is university policy 

committees. The policy committees “are intermediate-sized strategic deliberation, 

recommendation, and de facto decision-making structures typically composed of five to nine 

members with representation across university stakeholders” (Delbecq, Bryson, & van de Ven, 

2013, p. 385). Delbecq et al. (2013) stressed three critical decision-process points for outreach 

and consultation are required: at the problem definition, tentative solution development, and final 

recommendation stages (p. 386). Following implementation, the university arrived at three main 

recommendations: first, implement an annual orientation program for all individuals who will be 

involved in governance the following academic year; second, enhance communication flow by 

making greater use of new Internet technology capabilities; and third, focus on clarifying 

committee processes and norms (Delbecq et al., 2013, pp. 386–387). 

Finally, as Weisbord (2012) eloquently stated, “Change is everybody’s fate” (p. 475), as 

the time has passed when experts solve problems and everybody works at improving the whole 

system. Two approaches to change are considered in this review: Kotter’s (1996) eight stages of 

producing successful change as well as Burke’s (2009) three phases of change. The approaches 
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contain common elements throughout. For instance, Burke described the prelaunch and launch 

phases as a time for leadership to establish a sense of urgency for change and to communicate 

that urgency. This parallels Kotter’s first four stages to help move away from a status quo: 

establish urgency, create the guiding coalition, develop a vision and strategy, and communicate 

the change. Further, Burke’s post-launch phase consists of empowering broad-based action; 

Kotter’s stages are in line with this and he also offered generating short-term wins and 

consolidating gains as ways of introducing many new practices. The final stage of producing 

successful change grounds the change in the culture by institutionalizing new approaches 

(Kotter, 1996). 

To summarize, in addition to technology, an organization must have policies that support 

a collaborative culture. Specific consideration must be given to address the ongoing support, 

organization, and implementation of a collaborative system. In addition, careful thought is 

needed when engaging an organization in change. 

Chapter Summary 

To broaden the understanding of this research inquiry as it related to collaboration, I 

reviewed relevant academic literature. Analyzing the concept of collaboration, how collaboration 

exists within a system, and the adoption of collaboration as a value, provided further 

understanding of the current environment at NAIT. Considering the discipline required for 

operating in a collaborative culture assisted in defining what steps individuals may take for 

leading collaboratively. The next chapter details the approach and methods utilized for 

conducting research in this inquiry. 
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Chapter Three: Inquiry Approach and Methodology 

In this chapter I describe action research as an inquiry approach while including the 

benefits of applying an appreciative stance to this particular inquiry. In addition, I detail the 

individuals who were eligible to participate in this inquiry and also explain the rationale for 

selecting the data collection methods of learning circles and interviews. Finally, I detail the 

considerations that I took to ensure proper conduct was demonstrated and ethical issues 

minimized during this research involving people as well as in analyzing the resultant data. 

The inquiry was designed to explore the question: How can the employees at NAIT 

enhance their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems? Exploration of 

the following sub-questions provided additional understanding of the value placed on 

collaboration at NAIT in addition to reflections for how to collaborate across the organization: 

1. What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 

2. What are the parallels between employees’ personal values and NAIT’s values? 

3. How are comparable institutions addressing the issue of collaboration across 

departments? 

Inquiry Approach 

The methodology for this project was action research, a collaborative means by which a 

researcher can work through change or knowledge gathering within an organization (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2010; Stringer, 2014). Action research is an effective change management approach as 

“those with a stake in the problem help define and solve it” (Weisbord, 2004, p. 206) and 

“assume responsibility” (p. 207). By nature, this research process is designed to integrate the 

concerns of the participants engaged in the process rather than the agenda of a single individual, 

ensuring buy-in and support of key stakeholders, thus resulting in greater likelihood for change. 
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As Burnes (2004) offered, action research presumes that “change can only successfully be 

achieved by helping individuals to reflect on and gain new insights into the totality of their 

situation” (p. 232). According to Stringer (2014), action research is conducted in the form of an 

interacting spiral with three repeating stages: look, think, and act (pp. 8–10). In the look stage of 

the cycle, researchers gather relevant data and utilize the information to define the situation. In 

the think stage, the data are analyzed and interpreted to understand how or why the issue or 

problem exists. In the act stage, a course of action is planned, implemented, and evaluated for its 

effectiveness (Rowe, Agger-Gupta, Harris, & Graf, 2011; Rowe, Graf, Agger-Gupta, Piggot-

Irvine, & Harris, 2013; see also Appendix C). In addition, I utilized meta-learning, an awareness 

of my perceptions, through reflection on content, process, and premise in how the research 

cycles were undertaken. I took the time to reflect through this research inquiry to integrate action 

and research (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 25). 

I approached the action research methodology for this inquiry from an appreciative 

inquiry stance and asked, “What is the behaviour that we want to grow?” (Lewis, Passmore, & 

Cantore, 2008, p. 24). As a result of being influenced by appreciative inquiry, it was important to 

create space for stakeholders to share their positive stories about their experiences in relation to 

the main question of collaboration. Listening to stakeholders’ stories about their positive 

experiences informed the strategies for future change and helped identify their hopes for the 

future. As Bushe (2012) noted, the ongoing generative conversation between participants and 

researchers is powerful and allows for change through this method (p. 17). 

This approach worked well for my organization as the framing of positive questions 

allowed the opportunity for input into usable strategies without focusing on a specific problem. 

This consideration was important, as at the time of this research there were two distinct 
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committees within the organization that met separately to discuss the utilization of data systems. 

By emphasizing the inquiry on what is possible and allowing participants to express their hopes 

for the future, the inquiry began in the Discovery and Dream phases of the appreciative process 

(Coghlan & Brannick, 2010).  Outside the scope of this project will be the Design and Delivery 

phases which will include working with staff members within the organization to plan actionable 

items and enact those items.  The concern of a power-over situation is mitigated for those who 

report to more senior positions within the organization by involving staff members in the 

process. 

In this study, I employed a multi-method approach with a focus on generating qualitative 

data. The qualitative research paradigm has a purpose of “gaining greater clarity and 

understanding of a question, problem, or issue” (Stringer, 2014, p. 19) beyond quantifiable data. 

Unlike quantitative research (sometimes referred to as experimental or positivistic research) that 

is based on the precise definition, measurement, and analysis of the relationship between a 

carefully defined set of variables, action research commences with a question, problem, or issue 

that is rather broadly defined. In the initial phases, investigators seek to clarify the issue and 

divulge the actual experience of participants—how things happen and how it affects them 

(Stringer, 2014, p. 36). 

In these circumstances, action research is necessarily based on localized studies that 

focus on the need to understand how things are happening, rather than merely on what is 

happening, and to understand the ways that stakeholders—the different people concerned 

with the issue — perceive, interpret, and respond to events related to the issue 

investigated. (Stringer, 2014, p. 36) 
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In this inquiry, the qualitative data gathered to inform recommendations were generated 

through the methods of learning circles followed by interviews. The incorporation of data from 

multiple sources, known as triangulation, enhanced the credibility of the study (Stringer, 2014). 

Participants 

In an effort to hear from all stakeholder groups, I utilized purposeful sampling (Stringer, 

2014), whereby I consciously selected potential participants based on the extent to which an 

individual or group was affected by the inquiry. As a researcher, I ensured that all stakeholders 

were represented by “critical reference groups . . . [that could] participate in defining and 

exploring the problem or service under investigation” (Stringer, 2014, pp. 77–79). I aimed to 

“locate informal patterns of influence to ensure that all significant people . . . are included” 

(Stringer, 2014, p. 79) and conducted initial data collection with three distinct participant groups. 

As the criteria to participate were already determined, bias was mitigated from the selection of 

participants by awarding participation to the first individuals to respond to the request to 

participate. The first participant group contained eight stakeholder members out of a total 174 

eligible participants. The second participant group contained one stakeholder member out of a 

total of 11 eligible participants. Finally, the third participant group contained three stakeholder 

members out of a total of five eligible participants. 

The first participant group took part in the learning circle that held members from the 

administrative staff as well as middle management representing the departments of Student 

Services, Advancement, and Information and Technology Services. These three areas are public 

facing, performing such functions as the advisement and enrolment of students, disbursement of 

scholarship and bursary funds, student account maintenance and technical troubleshooting to 

name a few. Within this group, there was diversity in terms of gender, age, length of tenure with 
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the organization, and exposure to various areas in the organization. In addition, participants were 

representative of each of the four operational portfolios, which best ensured voices were captured 

from a vertical and horizontal perspective of the organization. It is important to note, the desired 

diversity in the participating group naturally occurred. Had a greater interest in participating 

occurred with an excess of nine participants interested in participating, the neutral third-party 

facilitator would have engaged in up to two learning circles. The second participant group 

included a representative from a comparable polytechnic institution in Canada (there are a total 

of 12 including NAIT); this interviewee offered insight into how another institution has 

addressed collaboration across their organization. Gaining understanding from another 

polytechnic institution enhanced the questions posed to the third participant group, members of 

the Executive Committee. This group of interviewees was deliberately excluded from the 

learning circle to mitigate power-over influences; however, they comprised an important 

participant group as they have the capability to influence change. As there are only five 

Executive Committee members at NAIT, participant selection was based on relevance to the 

inquiry. 

The inquiry team consisted of the project sponsor, academic supervisor, and a third-party 

facilitator. An editor also provided assistance. Each inquiry team member signed an Inquiry 

Team Member Letter of Agreement prior to assisting with the inquiry (Appendix F). 

Inquiry Methods 

This section outlines the methods used for data collection during this action research 

project. Included is a description of how the study was conducted as well as the techniques that 

were employed during data analysis. 
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Data collection methods. The first method I employed was a learning circle; this ancient 

form of meeting has gathered human beings into respectful conversation for thousands of years 

(Baldwin, 1998). I utilized this method as a structured way for participants to act as critical co-

investigators, promoting dialogue and collaborative inquiry and supporting an approach in which 

people work together to improve the whole (Freire, 1972). This method was radically different 

for my organization, as people are typically asked to participate in a survey or some other less 

personal form of feedback. This is important to note, as approaches that are new to an 

organization, such as the learning circle, may encourage collaboration and help build 

relationships. By listening to the varied experiences staff members have had at the organization, 

common elements emerged to inform strategies.  These strategies, effectively, will be utilized for 

engaging a project group to work on managing key data systems across the organization in a 

collaborative way. In addition, the circle format ensured there was opportunity for each voice to 

be heard in a warm and welcoming space. The use of participation agreements permitted all 

members to have a free and profound exchange, to respect a diversity of views, and to share 

responsibility for the well-being and direction of the group (Baldwin, 1998). This method along 

with its draft questions (Appendix G) were tested with a group of individuals from my Master of 

Arts in Leadership cohort at Royal Roads University. 

In follow up to the learning circle, two distinct stakeholder groups were asked to engage 

in interviews. This method was selected as a way of broadening and enriching the knowledge 

that was gained from the learning circle. The individual interviews also allowed me, as the 

researcher, to create an intimate environment, which is not always possible with other research 

methods. The intimacy fostered an opportunity for deeper knowledge through a closer 

interaction, as participants were able to describe their everyday world (Kvale, 1996). The first set 
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of interviews was held with a representative from another similar organization; this interviewee 

was able to provide insight into how another polytechnic institution was attempting to work 

collaboratively across the organization (Appendix H). Ideas and perspectives gathered from the 

learning circle as well as the external interview not only informed the recommendations and 

implications, but were also leveraged in the internal interviews. It was important to understand 

how internal participants responded to these ideas and through this process allow for new 

insights and change perceptions to emerge (Kvale, 1996). 

The second set of interviews was held with Executive Committee members to both 

engage them in the process as well as include them in forming final recommendations. 

Interviews enabled this high level of management to explore their “experience in detail and to 

reveal the many features of that experience that have an effect on the issue investigated” 

(Stringer, 2014, p. 105). The questions posed were adjusted based on the data collected from the 

learning circle as well as the first set of interviews (Appendix H). 

Study conduct. The following section outlines how the learning circle and interviews 

were conducted, beginning with a synopsis of how participants were engaged.  

The major purpose of the process is to achieve a higher-level synthesis, to reach a 

consensus where possible, to otherwise expose and clarify the different perspectives and 

to use these consensual or divergent views to build an agenda for negotiating action. 

(Stringer, 2014, p. 75) 

Achieving this purpose was possible by gaining the interest and participation of stakeholders. 

Initial contact with stakeholders was important and occurred once the thesis application and 

proposal were approved by Royal Roads University. 
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When approval from the university was confirmed, the first step was to engage and 

secure a neutral third-party facilitator, in addition to the current inquiry team members of 

academic supervisor and sponsors, all of whom signed an Inquiry Team Member Letter of 

Agreement prior to assisting with the research (Appendix F). Next, a Request for Ethics Review 

was completed for both NAIT and Royal Roads University. Following successful clearance from 

each ethics review committees, steps were taken to begin conducting research. 

A neutral third-party facilitator, Kelly Wood, was selected to conduct the learning circle 

on the basis of relevant experience as well as a keen interest in participating in the process. In 

addition, the facilitator has also attended the Master of Arts in Leadership program at Royal 

Roads University and is thus familiar with the action research methodology as well as the 

appreciative inquiry stance. As I held no power over the participants required for either sets of 

interviews, I conducted those myself. 

As facilitators, Kelly and I were required to recruit participants from the organization and 

did so in consultation with the project sponsors. The project sponsors provided access to contact 

information and were able to secure an appropriate pool of participants based on their level 

within the organization as well as the portfolio to which they report. Each of us as facilitators 

established initial contact by sending a Research Information Letter and Consent Form 

(Appendix D) electronically to all eligible participants. Kelly sent an Information Letter and 

Consent Form to those who met the criteria to participate in the learning circle, and I sent an 

Information Letter and Consent Form to those who meet the criteria to participate in each set of 

interviews. Next, we collected responses for the methods we were conducting and secured the 

required number of participants for the method by obtaining signed Research Information and 



FOSTERING A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE 41 

 

Consent Forms (Appendix D). All signed Research Information and Consent Forms were 

returned to each of us electronically. Additionally, we worked to  

establish convenient times and places to meet with people and . . . , after initial visits, 

contact[ed] people regularly. [That] way people [were] more likely to feel that they 

[were] included in the process, that their input [was] significant, and that the project 

[was] theirs in some fundamental sense. (Stringer, 2014, p. 77) 

The questions developed for use in the learning circle and interview data collection methods 

were piloted with a group of peers from my Master of Arts in Leadership cohort through online 

sessions utilizing online webconferencing software. Each pilot session was moderated by the 

respective facilitator secured for the inquiry. 

The learning circle was conducted first in an effort to build a sense of team (Fitzgerald, 

2006), protect space for people to share without interruption, and enable voices to be heard. The 

data collected from the learning circle were utilized to inform the direction of the interviews with 

the Executive Committee members. The interview process provided opportunity for multiple 

benefits including providing a record of participants’ views and perspectives as well as 

symbolically recognizing the legitimacy of their experience (Stringer, 2014, p. 105). 

I first shared the action research process, explanation of methods, analysis of data, and 

final recommendations with the project sponsors. Agger-Gupta (2014) suggested that the project 

sponsors would then secure all stakeholders involved in the inquiry to participate in a world café. 

Although not formally part of the inquiry, Agger-Gupta noted the world café method engages 

multiple stakeholders in conversations that enable the researcher to both gather and validate the 

data, while helping to build organizational relationships. With the results from the study, the 
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world café would enable participants to set in motion the recommendations that were derived as 

action plans through the contributions obtained from the harvest plenary. 

Data analysis. Initial data analysis included theming with the use of multiple techniques 

in order to generate as many themes as possible. The first technique, “key words in context” 

(Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 96), requires “researchers [to] identify key words and then 

systematically search the corpus of text to find all instances of the word or phrase” (p. 97). The 

second technique of “compare and contrast” (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 97) was then used as a 

way of interviewing the text to answer questions such as, “How is this text different from the 

preceding text? and What kinds of things are mentioned in both?” (p. 91). In addition, with the 

use of a primary cycle of coding, words or phrases were assigned to capture the essence of the 

data, which was then critically examined in the secondary cycle of coding in order to begin 

organizing, synthesizing, and categorizing the codes into interpretive concepts (Tracy, 2013). A 

code book was used, in which each major code was assigned its own number and page, and 

below the major code the number assigned to the sub-code, the sub-code name, and an 

explanation of the sub-code were listed (Glesne, 2011). 

In order to ensure trustworthiness, the veracity, truthfulness, or validity of the 

information and analyses that have emerged from the research process were rigorously checked 

(Stringer, 2014, p. 92). Holloway and Jefferson (2000) identified four core questions researchers 

should ask themselves as they work with their data:  

1. What do you notice?  

2. Why do you notice what you notice?  

3. How can you interpret what you notice?  

4. How can you know that your interpretation is the “right” one?  
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By asking myself these questions and authentically reflecting on my responses, the 

findings can be trusted. Additionally, “member checking” (Stringer, 2014, p. 93) and 

“triangulation” (p. 93) were employed to allow participants the opportunity to review the raw 

data and the analysis of the data as well as incorporate multiple sources of information. I also 

kept an audit trail of the data collected, instruments, field notes, tapes, journals, and other 

artifacts related to the study, which enabled me to confirm that the procedures described took 

place (Stringer, 2014). 

Furthermore, although I have an advantage of understanding culture and informal 

structures as an insider within the organization, as a part of that culture I may have had difficulty 

removing myself in order to assess what is occurring outside of my own assumptions (Coghlan 

& Brannick, 2010). Therefore, the quest for authenticity with respect to (a) “preunderstanding” 

(Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 114), knowledge that already exists as an employee of the 

organization, and (b) “role duality” (p. 117), holding both organizational and researcher roles, 

required attention to the inner and outer dynamics of holding both roles by being intelligent, 

reasonable, and responsible. I achieved this by developing my reflective skills through the use of 

journaling. For my journal, I utilized Kolb’s (as cited in Coghlan & Brannick, 2010) experiential 

learning cycle whereby experience, reflection, conceptualization and experimentation, formed 

the headings (p. 28). 

Ethical Issues 

Formal research institutions such as universities, agencies, and organizations have rules 

and regulations that are an important part of research and dictate how research should be 

conducted in an ethical manner (Stringer, 2014, p. 88). These procedures are in place to ensure 

participants are not at risk; as such, I was required to take steps to ensure participants 
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experienced as a result of the research. Taking into account ethical considerations is of particular 

importance given my position as a leader in the organization and that both sponsors are senior 

leaders. As such, multiple efforts were made to ensure participants understood the research and 

provided free, informed, and ongoing consent. 

In Canada, research involving human subjects is guided by the Tri-Council Policy 

Statement (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 

Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada [CIHR], 

2010). 

Respect for human dignity requires that research involving humans be conducted in a 

manner that is sensitive to the inherent worth of all human beings and the respect and 

consideration that they are due. In this Policy, respect for human dignity is expressed 

through three core principles—Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare, and Justice. 

These core principles transcend disciplinary boundaries and, therefore, are relevant to the 

full range of research covered by this Policy. (CIHR, 2010, p. 8) 

This section outlines how I addressed these principles in my research. 

Respect for persons. The process for selecting participants was respectful and followed 

ethical standards, in that individuals were given sufficient information to make an informed 

decision about taking part in the inquiry. Throughout the research process, participants were 

provided with detailed information and time for consideration of that information. They had 

opportunity to deliberate on their desire to participate in the research and were only able to 

participate after informed consent was provided. Additionally, participants were given the 

opportunity to withdraw from the study at any point prior to data collection. As a middle 

manager within the organization, I held a potential power over the first participant group 
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involved in the inquiry. This might have resulted in perceptions of undue influence or coercion 

for individuals taking part in the learning circle to not have a truly free choice about their 

participation. I mediated any conflict of interest by securing a neutral third-party facilitator to 

both elicit participation and assist in conducting the learning circle. 

As a researcher, I respected participants’ autonomy, and ensured the neutral third-party 

facilitator also respected their autonomy, by seeking their free, informed and ongoing consent, 

which was based on their complete understanding of what the research entailed as well as 

foreseeable risks and benefits. All unnecessary risks were as controlled as possible, appreciating 

the unpredictability of human nature and thus the possibility of something being revealed by 

another participant. However, precautions were taken so that the benefits to the individuals and 

the organization outweighed potential risks. Minimal risk was involved with this approach, 

although it included the chance of raised expectations. By engaging people in such a positive 

way, expectations that the suggestions will be acted upon are raised and participants may be 

disappointed when some of their suggestions are not immediately feasible for the organization. 

This risk was minimized by involving cosponsors, one of whom is the Vice President External 

and Chief Development Officer, in the project so that these individuals have ownership of the 

resulting findings and recommendations. In addition, experienced researchers and faculty from 

Royal Roads University monitored the inquiry (Glesne, 2011, p. 163).  

In addition, informed consent was requested and collected through the use of a Research 

Information Letter and Consent Form (Appendix D), which was sent as an attachment in the 

recruitment email (Appendix E) by the neutral third-party facilitator to ensure potential 

participants did not feel pressured to take part in the inquiry as a result of my role within the 

organization. Initial contact was informative and neutral, and I utilized a process of ongoing 
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communication (Stringer, 2014). Of the 170 potential participants for the learning circle, one 

raised a concern that his or her information would be provided to a third party without 

appropriate consent. To address this concern, the NAIT Research Ethics Board along with 

internal legal counsel reviewed all documentation regarding inquiry approach, participants, and 

data collection and advised that proper due diligence had been followed and thus the inquiry 

could be conducted as planned. 

Concern for welfare. As noted within the Tri-Council Policy Statement, “Welfare 

consists of the impact on individuals of factors such as their physical, mental and spiritual health, 

as well as their physical, economic and social circumstances” (CIHR, 2010, p. 9). Thus, 

mitigating any potential factors that may have a negative impact on a participant’s welfare is 

important and was taken seriously. Throughout the data collection and reporting processes, 

participants’ data were anonymized and simply identified as Participant 1, 2, 3, and so forth, and 

control of information about them was maintained. When conducting the data collection 

methods, each participant was asked to verbally agree to keep any information about participants 

and their contributions confidential. Potential benefits to individuals and the organization 

outweighed risks. 

Justice. Participation was based on inclusion criteria, allowing all potential participants 

an opportunity to take part in the inquiry. Participation was anonymized and was justified by the 

research question. The imbalance of power, in the case of the learning circle, was eliminated 

with the utilization of a neutral third-party facilitator, as in that instance I may have had power 

over participants. The neutral third-party facilitator was responsible for recruiting and securing 

participants as well as facilitating the learning circle. Participants were treated with equal respect 

and concern. As a researcher, I do not know who participated, who declined, who withdrew, or 
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who raised the concern regarding the sharing of personal information from the first method of 

data collection. As there was no imbalance of power in the case of the interviews, I was 

responsible for recruiting and securing participants as well as facilitating the interviews. I treated 

participants with equal respect and concern and communicated with them my role within the 

organization as well as my role in this inquiry. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter described the action research methodology, the appreciative inquiry frame, 

as well as the rationale for engaging in the particular inquiry methods. The criteria and rationale 

for the selected participants and methods were detailed, in addition to the study conduct and 

approach to data analysis. Finally, ethical considerations were acknowledged as was a 

description of how I, as the researcher, handled these issues. The next chapter presents the 

findings gathered from the relevant stakeholders to this inquiry. 
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Chapter Four: Action Inquiry Project Results and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I will detail the findings, conclusions, as well as the scope and limitations 

of the inquiry. The inquiry question explored in this research project was: How can the 

employees at NAIT enhance their collaboration across departments when managing key data 

systems? Consideration of the following sub-questions contributed to additional understanding of 

the value placed on collaboration at NAIT in addition to observations for how to collaborate 

across the organization: 

1. What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 

2. What are the parallels between employees’ personal values and NAIT’s values? 

3. How are comparable institutions addressing the issue of collaboration across 

departments? 

Study Findings 

Throughout this section, findings are supported with anonymous citations from the 

learning circle and individual interview sessions. In order to ensure the anonymity of 

participants, direct quotes are cited by using the participant codes P1 through to P12 and 

summarized excerpts from the learning circle are referenced as LC.  

In this study, participants reflected on the alignment of NAIT’s emphasis on the value of 

collaboration with their own values in addition to positive examples of collaboration they have 

experienced within the organization. The findings translate NAIT’s value and the experiences of 

individuals from all levels in terms of position and across each of the four portfolios. Themes 

emerged as participants shared their insights through storytelling and chronicles during the 

learning circle and individual interview sessions. A principal observation is that multiple 

perspectives are necessary when making decisions that may have either intended or unintended 
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consequences to other stakeholders in the organization. The idea of collaborating to gain broader 

perspective was manifested from the themes that surfaced from the learning circle and individual 

interview session narratives. As one participant offered,  

“We have the four promises to our four key stakeholders [and] to make any of those 

promises we have to be as efficient as we can be, we have to be as informed and 

interested in other stakeholder successes as we can be” (P10). 

Throughout the data collection, many stories were shared of how NAIT employees have 

worked collaboratively across the organization on both large- and small-scale initiatives. These 

stories include (a) daily relationship building and engagement in order to best serve international 

students with varying needs, (b) proactive partnership with industry to influence curriculum 

design and provide students with state-of-the-art facilities and equipment to learn with, and 

(c) cross-campus consultation for informing the vision of NAIT as well as the academic plan. 

These stories as contributed by the study participants have been reviewed and analyzed. The 

analysis along with my interpretation has resulted in the study findings. 

The following seven findings express the value of collaboration and the emerging 

themes: 

1. Staff members desire to be empowered to collaborate and communicate across 

portfolios at all levels within the organization. 

2. Staff members have identified opportunities for overcoming potential barriers to 

collaboration. 

3. NAIT’s leaders play a role in developing collaboration and cross-portfolio 

communication skills in their staff. 
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4. Leaders highly value collaboration because of the synergies, productivity 

enhancements, and leadership development that can be realized. 

5. Consistency, transparency, and accountability are necessary for building a culture of 

collaboration. 

6. The collaboration of people, process, and technology requires a proactive approach to 

relationship building and a shift in how people develop solutions. 

7. Staff view informed decision making on priorities for achieving NAIT 2021 (see 

NAIT, 2014a) as critical for the institute to successfully deliver on its four promises.  

Finding 1: Staff members desire to be empowered to collaborate and communicate 

across portfolios at all levels within the organization. Participant comments clearly indicated 

that staff members perceive value in both collaborating and maintaining communication across 

the organization. Additionally, participants from the learning circle and individual interview 

sessions expressed a need for empowerment from a leader within the organization in order to 

take initiative in each of these areas. 

Reflecting on collaborative experiences within NAIT and responding to the learning 

circle question, “What are the positive outcomes that have occurred as a result of that 

experience,” participants expressed the opportunity to perform in a continuous improvement type 

of environment, which they believe can be attributed to collaboration and communication (LC). 

One participant offered,  

Each feedback rotation is causing something better developed [and] if you keep allowing 

people to have the innovation and create them to work together in those kinds of informal 

arrangements, or however it is that they conduct themselves, but the idea is that they are 

churning out a better project each time that they interact and review. (P5)  
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Some participants articulated the ultimate benefit being the heightened level of service and 

experience for the students (LC). Specifically, one participant suggested, “There’s just a lot more 

direct concern for the student” (P6), and another participant stated, “As a whole we understand 

the students better” (P3). Participants also stated that internal relationships with colleagues are 

built, and those relationships can be leveraged when assistance is needed (P4). 

In addition, some participants from the learning circle as well as the individual interview 

sessions indicated that empowerment is required for collaborations to occur. From this 

perspective one participant offered, “You want to empower the person to be creative” (P8), and 

another individual stated, “If you’re truly going to build people who can effectively make 

decisions, you need to also empower them to make that decision, frequently in a collaborative 

frame with others” (P11). Furthermore, the concept of empowerment as an outcome of 

collaboration was offered:  

When we start making this little kind of quotidian, day to day sort of collaborations to 

help students, that creates that kind of feedback loop where your kind of empowering 

other people as well to do their jobs better [and] to serve students better. (P7) 

Finding 2: Staff members have identified opportunities for overcoming potential 

barriers to collaboration. Participant responses clearly indicated that staff members are aware 

of potential challenges that may arise when collaborating and are knowledgeable or experienced 

enough to positively overcome those challenges. Two themes regarding opportunities for 

overcoming potential barriers emerged in each data collection method. First, staff members need 

to proactively help others in order to build relationships that will foster a culture of collaboration. 

Second, collaborative initiatives need to be in alignment with the planning framework and 

individual performance management plans. 



FOSTERING A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE 52 

 

Participants suggested that reaching out to others first with sincerity and the desire to help 

encourages a reciprocal culture that embodies the value of collaboration. As one leader stated, 

“Through collaboration and through sometimes just offering our sheer services for nothing 

reciprocated in return, was . . . the way we had to start. . . . It was just about…not winning 

favours, but winning friends and winning the trust of people” (P9). This notion was echoed in the 

learning circle with the advice of being willing to extend some help first to somebody or to a 

department that individuals are hoping to collaborate with (P6). Participants also expressed that 

there are many cultures at play within the broader NAIT culture (LC). One participant suggested,  

Recognize the different departments at NAIT have slightly different cultures . . . and that 

it’s important to recognize what the point of view, the priorities, and the perspective of 

that department is because that will really inform an entry point for collaborating. (P6) 

The second predominant theme around the planning framework emerged first in response 

to the learning circle question, “What advice would you give to others as they prepare to work 

collaboratively with other people or groups,” which then prompted further reflection in the 

individual interview sessions. Responses to this question indicated a strong belief that an 

individual is more likely to collaborate when collaboration or specific collaborative projects are 

outlined in a job description or performance management plan document and people are 

compensated accordingly. One participant suggested, “To make them accountable for it, you 

have to recognize them for it . . . to recognize them for it; it has to be . . . formalized” (P8). 

Participants further implied that the connection must go deeper, and each job description or 

performance management plan should tie into the institute’s planning framework. As one leader 

emphasized, “Part of the role that anybody needs to play is to . . . step out of your role . . . look at 

the longer term outcomes . . . does this help our mission/vision?” (P10). Further, NAIT staff can 
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delve deeper by relating their role to the four promises. With this filter, the following questions 

will guide planning: “How can what we’re doing here help or hurt our students? Help or hurt 

government of Alberta? Help or hurt in industry? Or help hurt our staff?” (P10). An interviewee 

stated that once the performance management plan compliments the planning framework each 

individual is in a better position to identify baseline deliverables, which can be completed 

independently, as well as those that are interdependent on others. Therefore, “inherent in the 

performance management plan you’ve already created the concept of collaboration because they 

know that it’s not possible unless their working with someone else on campus” (P12). 

Finding 3: NAIT’s leaders play a role in developing collaboration and cross-

portfolio communication skills in their staff. Interviewees clearly stated that they have a role 

in developing their staff so that they may work across potential silos within the organization. In 

response to the question, “Given your responsibilities as a member of this organization, what 

influence do you think you can have on reinforcing or developing a culture of collaboration,” 

participants identified common factors including the need to remove roadblocks and barriers to 

people’s success. One participant summarized this best by saying, “There are a lot of really smart 

people out there; I just need to get out of their way” (P10). 

Furthermore, participants emphasized that clear and consistent messaging from the 

leadership team is crucial, not only in verbal or written form, but also through nonverbal activity. 

Providing the correct “tone at the top” (P12) and following that tone with behaviour will 

influence and reinforce a culture of collaboration. As one participant added,  

All organizations are going to go through highs and lows [and] you know the bigger issue 

is, are you continuing to learn from those mistakes and are you making the adjustments 

so that people can actually see themselves in the decision that are being made. (P11) 
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In addition to providing people with the opportunity to excel and reinforcing key 

messaging with action, participants placed strong emphasis on leaders to provide direction. For 

instance, one participant stated, “The organization needs . . . its general directionality to be able 

to help people to understand where their decisions rest and who they need to talk to” (P12). 

Learning circle participants supported this notion was and also identified the need to have a 

common understanding of vision and goals in any collaborative project. In response to the 

question, “Think back to a time when you worked on a successful project or activity in 

collaboration with another person or group of people. . . . What can you remember about that 

experience that allowed the project or activity to be successful,” one participant offered, 

“Creating some outcomes and goals that everybody’s in line with” (P2). Another participant 

responded, “There needs to be a shared end point or goal” (P3), and a third individual stated, 

“You always got that vision of the bigger picture” (P8). 

Finding 4: Leaders highly value collaboration because of the productivity 

enhancements, synergies, and leadership development that can be realized. In response to 

the question, “What does the value of collaboration mean for you at NAIT,” interviewees 

overwhelmingly echoed many values including the realization of productivity enhancements 

across portfolios. Participants observed that there is a bias within the postsecondary model to 

operate in silos. However, NAIT’s leadership understands that there are unrealized synergies and 

productivity enhancements by not working beyond the silos (P10). As one leader stated, “By 

collaborating we can learn best practices internally from each other [and] where there is excess 

capacity” (P10). Participants placed heightened importance around this value given the current 

scrutiny postsecondary institutes are under to be more efficient. As a result, participants felt that, 

as an institute, NAIT needs to be transparent in demonstrating that the institute is a learning 
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organization that is working as efficiently as possible and leveraging synergies when they make 

sense (P10). 

Collectively, participant narratives indicated that when working collaboratively on a 

project or task in synergy with others, the benefit is the creation of something that could not exist 

if done on an independent basis. For instance, one participant suggested, “You’ll come up with 

these amazing solutions that . . . one person can never do on their own” (P1). This concept was 

articulated as  

bringing people, talent, skills . . . together in a way that is functional, dynamic, solution 

focused to enable, create . . . some opportunity or the removal of a challenge of some 

nature by combining those talents in a purposeful way that otherwise could not have been 

discovered. (P12) 

Finally, participant responses also illustrated the opportunity for mentorship and 

leadership development. One participant offered, “As individuals have the ability to have 

experiences and perspectives that go beyond their own silo activity . . . it’s a way to have a more 

productive work force” (P10). 

Finding 5: Consistency, transparency, and accountability are necessary for building 

a culture of collaboration. Interviewee narratives revealed that leaders recognize they must lead 

by example for others in the organization. Although all executive represent distinct portfolios, 

they often must work across areas for the greater good of NAIT (P10). When doing so, 

participants have stressed the need to act in a consistent manner time after time, but also, to act in 

a consistent manner to the NAIT values. As one participant stated, “I think it’s really important, 

. . . as a senior leader within NAIT, that I always act consistent with our values” (P11). 
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When responding to the interview question, “What actions need to be taken for the 

influence you hold on reinforcing or developing a culture of collaboration to become a reality,” 

participants resoundingly expressed a need to provide clear messaging. One participant 

indicated, “The key to all of this is consistency [and] transparency; that people understand how 

decisions are made and why decisions are being made” (P11). Participants suggested, “There 

needs to be that messaging from the Board, from executive, all the way through the organization 

and the tone around it obviously needs to have that positive element to it and what the benefits of 

it are” (P12). 

Finding 6: The collaboration of people, process, and technology requires a proactive 

approach to relationship building and a shift in how people develop solutions. Participant 

responses signalled a belief that developing strong internal relationships is critical for 

collaborating across campus and across portfolios. Two themes emerged in analyzing participant 

responses in relation to what the defining element was in past experiences of collaboration and 

what allowed those experiences to be successful. 

Participants identified taking initiative and proactively contacting others to form 

relationships as important in successfully achieving a culture of philanthropy. As one participant 

stated,  

That kind of collaboration, it’s not around a big event. . . . It’s very day to day, and it’s all 

on relationships. It’s almost entirely who have I met multiple times, who knows my name 

and is comfortable to call me or I am comfortable to call. And if that relationship exists 

the collaboration between our departments is stronger. (P6)  

Participants reported that in the types of scenarios in which relationships had been formed and 

nurtured the project they went into turned out to be more successful than initially imagined. 
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Participants attributed the success to the relationships that were built and by having additional 

stakeholders at the table, as others were able to bring forward possibilities the smaller team 

would not have even known about (P6). 

During the individual interview sessions, participants further indicated that collaboration 

requires individuals to think and work a little differently. Once members of the institute start to 

recognize and appreciate that collaborations are happening all over campus, and leadership can 

demonstrate and highlight the successes, “a system . . . [is created] in which people reach beyond 

their silos almost out of habit” (P12), and this becomes part of the culture. Eventually, the 

questions people ask themselves are then framed in a broader context: how do NAIT employees 

meet the opportunities presented by key stakeholders? As one participant indicated, “It’s just a 

shift in mindset; it’s a shift in where people look for solutions when it comes to it” (P12). 

Finding 7: Staff members view informed decision making on priorities for achieving 

NAIT 2021 as critical for the institute to successfully deliver on its four promises. Participant 

comments from the individual interview sessions clearly indicated that collaboration is valued as 

a way of informing decisions to guide NAIT’s future direction. One leader stated, “In many 

respects, anything that we’re talking about in NAIT 2021, anything we’re talking about in the 

corporate strategic plan, is not possible without the whole organization coming together” (P12). 

Another leader stated, “It’s equally critical that our decisions are as informed as they can 

possibly be, and that’s where collaboration comes in” (P11). Two key examples were illustrated 

as critical collaborations, suggested as “broad frames” (P11) for informing future decisions of the 

institute, including NAIT 2021 (see NAIT, 2014a) and the Academic Plan (NAIT, 2015). 

Participants also expressed agreement that although people collaborate to ensure 

consideration of multiple perspectives as well as both the intended and unintended consequences, 
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one person must be accountable for the final, collaboratively made decision (P12). One 

participant emphasized that the fundamental distinction between a collaborative process and a 

collaborative decision was critical and that individuals need to be aware of which they desire 

prior to engaging others in the process (P12). 

In conclusion, the study findings revealed that inquiry participants are interested in 

collaborating with others across the institute in order to best serve stakeholders. Participants’ 

insights reflected their desire to feel empowered in projects that require the consultation of others 

in order to effectively collaborate. The findings suggested that in order for collaboration to be 

successful leaders must play a role in developing the skills of their staff; consistency, 

transparency, and accountability are important elements for building a culture of collaboration; 

staff must proactively build relationships and look for solutions with NAIT in mind; and 

collaborations are necessary for making informed decisions. 

Study Conclusions 

Based on the analysis of the study findings, I have drawn five conclusions to assist NAIT 

in understanding how best to approach collaboration when looking to manage the key data 

systems across the institute. The conclusions are as follows: 

1. Self-organized collaboration needs to be encouraged and supported with the 

appropriate allocation of human resources. 

2. The organization needs to take into consideration an appropriate time allocation for 

collaborative projects. 

3. Employees have a need and desire for creative think time. 

4. Employees require training and coaching to effectively lead groups collaboratively. 
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5. Reinforcing NAIT’s value of collaboration through storytelling and regular 

communication is required. 

Below, the five conclusions are described at greater length with validating literature to 

exemplify a connecting relationship between the research findings and theory. The 

recommendations set out best practices for NAIT and lay the foundation for the 

recommendations found in Chapter 5. 

Conclusion 1: Self-organized collaboration needs to be encouraged and supported 

with the appropriate allocation of human resources. The need for the allocation of resources 

in order to be able to collaborate became apparent when it arose repeatedly in each data 

collection session. Many participants reflected that in order to collaborate well, leaders must 

make additional time for planning and engaging multiple stakeholders (LC). Additionally, 

participants desired the opportunity for empowerment from their immediate supervisors in order 

to proactively collaborate (LC). 

The participants in this study are not alone in their desire to streamline processes and 

allow for more empowerment. As Heckscher and Martin-Rios (2013) pointed out, “Many of 

these institutions now seek to reduce layers of control, to encourage decentralized collaboration 

and promote accountability toward mission, with people continuously working together directly 

through task forces rather than waiting for administrative rule making” (p. 138). In addition, 

Oshry (2007a) noted this approach requires that people see the whole system, including its 

processes and how it engages with its environment (p. 129). The literature strongly supported 

participant responses regarding the importance of thinking differently in how they work (Kramer 

& Crespy, 2011; Oshry, 2007a; Sandow & Allen, 2005). Sandow and Allen (2005) went as far to 
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suggest, “Group productivity expands in self-organizing social systems because the process of 

coordination of action requires no outside management” (p. 5). 

The appropriate allocation of resources is critical to sustaining a culture of collaboration 

and is supported by Baker et al. (2011) who stated that resource level appeared to play a large 

role in performance (p. 860). Ulbrich et al.’s (2011) work further substantiated this, as they 

noted, “Highly committed network partners invested time and allocated financial resources to 

projects” (p. 497). Collaboration requires participation from multiple stakeholders, which is often 

directly associated with the relationships that are formed within an organization (Austin, 2000; 

Linden, 2003). Baker (2003) suggested, “Building collaborative relationships at work is . . . 

absolutely critical to the long-term success of your organization” (p. 11). In order for individuals 

to effectively build relationships, they need to operate with three fundamental tools in mind: 

(a) reciprocity or receiving help because you have first extended help (Baker, 2003; Thomson & 

Perry, 2006); (b) “listening to learn and learning to listen” (Sandow & Allen, 2005, p. 6) to 

ensure a common understanding and flow of knowledge; and (c) generating trust, which must be 

earned by actions and leads to respect (Austin, 2000; Linden, 2003). Similarly, four key qualities 

to distinguish effective collaborative leaders were emphasized in the literature: (a) combining 

persistence, energy, and resolve with a measured ego; (b) being passionate about the desired 

outcome; (c) finding nondirective ways to move people in a positive direction; and (d) thinking 

systemically (Linden, 2003, p. 45). 

Conclusion 2: The organization needs to take into consideration an appropriate time 

allocation for collaborative projects. During this action research inquiry, participants expressed 

the desire for time to work on projects beyond the scope of their daily responsibilities (LC). 

Participants further enforced that planning and executing collaboration across the organization 
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requires a time commitment (P12). As Hughes and Chapel (2013) suggested, “Delivering social 

collaboration into the enterprise takes time, but getting it right will be a game changer” (p. 194). 

Time allocation is required for not only collaboration, but also for setting up the model 

for effective collaboration. Thompson and Perry (2006) noted that managers, or any leader of a 

collaborative group, would benefit from a systematic and careful analysis of the process by 

which they have individuals interact (p. 24). Participants indicated that if they have the 

encouragement to do so, they would be willing and eager to engage others in projects that are 

meaningful for the organization (LC). 

The literature supported three critical elements for the development of collaborative 

capability, which all require an investment of time (Ulbrich et al., 2011, p. 493). The first critical 

element is the selection of people and team configuration (Ulbrich et al., 2011, p. 493). Thomson 

and Perry (2006) further detailed this element and stressed the importance of establishing clear 

roles and responsibilities, boundaries, and good communication (p. 25). Through governance, 

partners “must understand how to jointly make decisions about the rules that will govern their 

behavior, . . . [and] they also need to create structures for reaching agreement” (Thomson & 

Perry, 2006, p. 24). Additionally, Camarinha-Matos and Afsarmanesh (2007) described this 

element in terms of both the “structural dimension” (p. 531) of who the participants are and what 

roles they play, as well as the “behavioral dimension” (p. 532) of what guidelines and rules are 

followed. 

The second critical element consists of both the conceptualization and planning, which 

includes the negotiation of shared goals, as well as an open discussion of individual interests and 

expectations (Ulbrich et al., 2011, p. 495). This encompasses the processes involved, or the 

“functional dimension” (Camarinha-Matos & Afsarmanesh, 2007, p. 531), as well as the 
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resources such as hardware or software, information or knowledge, or ontologies, referred to as 

the “componential dimension” (p. 531). Thomson and Perry (2006) noted the importance of 

reconciling individual and collective interests, which leads to the forcing of mutually beneficial 

relationships and the establishment of trust (pp. 26–27). 

Finally, the third critical element involves the implementation and termination of the 

project, which is strengthened by celebrating small successes (Ulbrich et al., 2011, p. 496). The 

communication of successful collaborations as well as consistent messaging was echoed in the 

learning circle as well as the individual interviews. Ulbrich et al. (2011) further emphasized this 

point, stating, “Once network partners increase their confidence through the anticipation of 

success, it is important to develop a long-term perspective on collaboration” (p. 496). 

Conclusion 3: Employees have a need and desire for creative think time. Participants 

want the opportunity to think and work creatively and were reminiscent of how creativity was 

possible for them in university or conference group project settings (LC). The environment in 

which knowledge workers thrive in, as McGehee (2001) offered, is one that has the 

characteristics of a leadership style that emphasizes freedom, an understanding that success 

means creating the new, and a work style that values individual expression and collaborative 

work (p. 45). 

Learning circle participants suggested incorporating time for creativity and participation 

in collaborative projects in each employee’s role expectations. Supporting these activities leads 

to the development or institutionalization of a learning organization (Sandow & Allen, 2005; 

Senge, 2006). As Sandow and Allen (2005) explained, learning can only occur when people 

reflect on what they do, what they value about their practices, and how they can improve them 

(p. 11). Sandow and Allen (2005) stressed that employees organize themselves to improve 
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performance and further stated, “By keeping a focus on value creation (i.e., what we want to 

accomplish together), we can create a simple understanding that both honors and credits 

employees for their contributions” (p. 11). 

Conclusion 4: Employees require training and coaching to effectively lead groups 

collaboratively. During my research, participants in the individual interviews stressed the 

importance of providing leadership by example as a way of training others on how to effectively 

collaborate. In addition, participants showed interest in learning new skills and indicated the 

need for continual training and reinforcement, regardless of the level of position within the 

organization (LC). The literature reviewed supported the urgency around training and coaching 

and suggested beginning with those who want to collaborate (Linden, 2003). 

The literature specifically supported the notion of training in the skills that are key to 

collaboration. As Linden (2003) offered, “These include win-win negotiations; dialogue and 

conflict management; collaborative problem solving; meeting facilitation; dealing with difficult 

situations, conversations, and people; and use of positive political skills” (p. 46). In addition to 

training, it is important to recognize and support those who are utilizing these skills in an 

effective capacity. Often the biggest reward for leaders is when their projects succeed (Linden, 

2003, p. 46). 

Furthermore, formal training should be reinforced with the provision of experienced 

mentors. Austin (2000) acknowledged this by suggesting leaders need to keep the torch lit by 

engaging the next generation of collaborators (p. 49). Linden (2003) further supported the 

concept of mentorship or coaching and offered, “Mentors can offer insights [and] they can model 

collaborative leadership, which is one of the best ways to teach it” (p. 46). 
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Conclusion 5: Reinforcing NAIT’s value of collaboration through storytelling and 

regular communication is required. Participants highlighted the need for regular and ongoing 

communication throughout a collaborative process as important; this topic arose frequently in 

research participant comments. Participants also expressed that leadership plays a role in 

delivering consistent messages with the appropriate tone to support a collaborative culture (P12). 

As Hughes and Chapel (2013) noted, “Success requires sponsorship and advocacy to deliver the 

required culture and behavior change and communication of the benefits” (p. 195). This may be 

summarized as communicating a collaborative philosophy (Kramer & Crespy, 2011, p. 1027). 

Hughes and Chapel further suggested, “Senior sponsorship and support not only encourages 

others to take part, but also acts as the permission endorsement that some people need” (p. 195). 

Additionally, participants noted the need to be transparent about intent as well as 

outcome, or desired outcome (P11). Open and transparent communication, as Ulbrich et al. 

(2011) explained, is necessary in the early stages when leaders are defining goals and building, 

but it is also necessary in the later stages and may include communicating mistakes and delays 

(p. 497). Participants also believed that sharing examples of past collaborations that have led to 

success for the organization would be encouraging for others (LC). Hughes and Chapel (2013) 

stressed this point as a commitment to painting a picture of the delivery of new, relevant 

organizational capabilities (p. 195). Further, Linden (2003) offered that the practice of 

storytelling leads to true communities of practice and proposed that stories could be shared at 

management and executive development sessions, through articles, brown bags, and the like 

(p. 46). 

Summary of conclusions. The literature substantiated this inquiry’s findings that valuing 

collaboration and understanding how best to approach collaboration are essential components for 
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success (Baker, 2003; McGehee, 2001; Sandow & Allen, 2005). Literature supported the 

findings that research participants may benefit from five key items in order to enhance their 

collaboration across departments when managing key data systems (Austin, 2000; Camarinha-

Matos & Afarmanesh, 2007; Linden, 2003; Thomson & Perry, 2006; Ulbrich et al., 2011). First, 

employees need to be supported in their efforts with the allocation of resources. Second, 

appropriate time to organize and plan collaborative action needs to be allocated. Third, the 

organization must revisit performance expectations with the inclusion of time for creativity. 

Fourth, mentorship and training programs will give employees the tools they need to lead 

effective collaborations. Finally, it is necessary to build on a collaborative culture through 

reinforcement and storytelling. 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

The scope and limitations of this action research inquiry related to participant 

representation. The results and conclusions should not be generalized beyond the specifics of this 

inquiry, which concentrated on collaboration as a value within NAIT. 

A limitation of the study concerned stakeholder participation during the external 

interviews. Although I provided the opportunity for each of the other 10 polytechnics in Canada 

to participate, I was only able to secure an interview with a representative from one institution. I 

anticipated having a minimum of two participants in order to gain an understanding of what 

other comparable institutions were doing that was potentially innovative in the area of 

collaboration. Additionally, although I had chosen to invite middle management from other 

polytechnic institutes to participate, I was unclear who at the middle management level would be 

best to inform the inquiry. In the end, I sent invitations to participate to those in middle 

management positions within the Advancement, Information Technology, Student Services, and 



FOSTERING A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE 66 

 

Institutional Research areas if their contact information was readily available. In the future, it 

would be beneficial to focus the interviews internally so that the middle-management level of the 

organization is also represented in the findings. 

Chapter Summary 

The study findings revealed many success stories about collaboration at NAIT that can be 

leveraged, and employees are interested in continuing to work collaboratively across the 

organization. The conclusions verified that in order for employees to enhance their collaboration 

they require empowerment from leadership and the reinforcement of tools and skills. 

The research results indicated organizational knowledge and capability can be gleaned in 

support of leading a group collaboratively in order to manage key data systems. This includes 

managing time and resources through a collaborative project, providing mentors and role models 

in conjunction with ongoing training, and continuing to acknowledge the importance of the value 

of collaboration at NAIT. Recommendations, which I provide in the following chapter, mirror 

these conclusions and present an overview for how the organization may respond to these 

research results.   
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

In this chapter I have integrated the literature, research findings, and conclusions to 

provide NAIT with recommendations to consider as they work towards managing key data 

systems across departments. The chapter concludes with an assessment of organizational 

implications and suggests proposed areas for future research. 

I explored the following inquiry question in this research project: How can the employees 

at NAIT enhance their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems? 

Consideration of the following subquestions contributed to additional understanding of the value 

placed on collaboration at NAIT in addition to observations for how to collaborate across the 

organization: 

1. What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 

2. What are the parallels between employees’ personal values and NAIT’s values? 

3. How are comparable institutions addressing the issue of collaboration across 

departments? 

Study Recommendations 

The following five recommendations are based on the research findings as well as the 

relevant literature provided in the preceding chapters. These recommendations attend to the 

inquiry questions by drawing on both the organization’s and employees’ values and by 

effectively learning and leveraging past collaborative experiences. The five recommendations are 

as follows: 

1. Redesign the Performance Management Plan document to align with NAIT 2021 (see 

NAIT, 2014a) and allow individual employees the opportunity time for creative work 

or to participate on collaborative projects. 
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2. Create mentoring opportunities to compliment leadership training that specifically 

allow employees to shadow leaders on collaborative projects. 

3. Develop a shared vision and goals in conjunction with a good practice guideline for 

leaders to follow when facilitating collaborative projects. 

4. Build social networking opportunities across portfolios for individual employees at all 

levels of the organization. 

5. Enhance current communication strategies through storytelling from multiple 

perspectives. 

The recommendations, substantiated by relevant literature, enable the organization to 

enhance its current value of collaboration and build an employee culture that maximizes 

operational efficiencies when working across portfolios. This will not only support the 

organization in managing its key data systems, it will also enhance other activities that take place 

which require collaboration of staff members across the organization. These recommendations 

are further developed in the subsections that follow. 

Recommendation 1: Redesign the Performance Management Plan document to 

align with NAIT 2021 and allow individual employees time for creative work or to 

participate on collaborative projects. Employees have expressed interest in being empowered 

to work on collaborative projects and suggested planning for these activities in their annual 

performance plans (LC). Additionally, leaders emphasized the importance of connecting 

individual performance and action items to the overall institute goals and vision which is 

occurring at an executive and upper management level but needs to be rolled out throughout the 

organization (P10, P12). The literature supported these ideas, suggesting that employees must 

know that they have a responsibility to collaborate (Kramer & Crespy, 2011; Linden, 2003). 
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Sandow and Allen (2005) argued environments that nurture learning through coordinated efforts 

will assure greater organizational performance and will someday become routine, much like 

individual performance evaluations (p. 5). 

Kouzes and Posner (2012) proposed that when individuals are intrinsically motivated due 

to an internal desire or passion, their self-motivation produces far superior results than the 

possibility of a tangible reward if they succeed, or a punishment if they did not (p. 114). Stallard 

and Pankau (2008) echoed this perspective, arguing that individuals have psychological needs in 

the workplace including respect, recognition, belonging, autonomy, personal growth, and 

meaning (p. 20). Human value is present in a work environment or culture when everyone 

understands these basic needs, appreciates all individuals for their positive and unique 

contributions, and helps them achieve their potential by seeking ways to empower them (Stallard 

& Pankau, 2008, p. 19). 

In higher education organizations, the development of models of trust and accountability 

are necessary preconditions for intraorganizational collaboration (Diamond & Rush, 2011, 

p. 296). Following a study at one European university, Diamond and Rush (2011) found a key 

factor for a sophisticated intraorganizational collaborative practice includes systematically 

developing roles and capacity (p. 296). Further, McGregor’s Theory Y (as cited in Herzberg, 

2003) indicated that most people, if given the opportunity, will take responsibility, care about 

their jobs, desire growth and achievement, and do excellent work. 

This recommendation is an invitation for senior leaders to engage individuals from 

multiple layers within the organization in redesigning the performance management plan 

framework to elicit meaning in individual roles and ultimately build on organizational goals. 

This recommendation calls on leaders to nurture personal growth in their employees, trusting that 
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personal development will foster professional development. Additionally, I recommend that the 

revised performance management planning framework be continually evaluated to assess the 

value it provides to employees and to formally promote an environment of continuous 

improvement (LC). 

Recommendation 2: Create mentoring opportunities to compliment leadership 

training that specifically allow employees to shadow leaders on collaborative projects. 

According to Kouzes and Posner (2012), to strengthen others, exemplary leaders enhance self-

determination and develop competence and confidence by moving from being in control to 

giving over control and becoming a coach (p. 243). The learning circle data in conjunction with 

the individual interviews showed that leaders must develop the skills required for collaboration 

in their staff and that the development of these skills is crucial for fostering successful 

collaborations and growth (LC, P10, P12). As a result, I recommend that NAIT invest in and 

offer mentorship, specifically to develop collaborative skills in all employees who engage in 

leadership training. I propose that the mentorship compliment the current leadership training 

through coaching in real-time situations. As Kouzes and Posner indicated, “It wasn’t the training 

that had the most effect on improvement; it was the coaching that followed it” (p. 265). 

This recommendation has the potential to increase value not only for the mentee but also 

for the mentor in further developing leadership skills. By sharing knowledge and updating the 

competences of all individuals, the organization will develop “learning networks” (Cricelli & 

Grimaldi, 2009, p. 355) that support a long-life learning process. Senge (2006) offered, “The 

organizations that will truly excel in the future will be the organizations that discover how to tap 

people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels in an organization” (p. 4). 
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Additionally, through the practice of mentorship, leaders are in essence modelling the 

value of collaboration (Linden, 2003, p. 46). One of Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) five practices 

of exemplary leadership is setting the example, or “modeling the way” (p. 95), which leaders can 

accomplish by aligning actions with the shared value of collaboration. The example that is set is 

critical because leaders who model the value of collaboration “are much more likely to have 

direct reports who exhibit the same behavior” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 75). 

Recommendation 3: Develop a shared vision and goals in conjunction with a good 

practice guideline for leaders to follow when facilitating collaborative projects. Inquiry 

findings pointed to participants recognizing the need for a shared vision and understanding of 

goals related to collaboration at NAIT (LC). “If the vision is to be attractive to more than an 

insignificant few, it must appeal to all who have a stake in it. Only shared visions have the 

magnetic power to sustain commitment over time” (Kouzes & Posner, 2012, p. 125). As 

highlighted in the learning circle findings, successful collaborations were attributed to everyone 

in the project group knowing and understanding the intended outcomes of the particular project 

(LC). 

Through storytelling, staff also identified good practices for moving forward with a 

collaborative project that were consistent with my findings from the literature reviewed (P9, P11, 

P12). In order to help others facilitate successful projects, staff can gather the learning and 

publicize a good practices document. As Linden (2003) suggested, “Collaborative leaders 

shouldn’t have to figure it all out on their own” (p. 46). 

Therefore, I recommend that NAIT develop a shared vision and goals for collaborative 

projects that are supported by a document outlining the steps an individual may take, or think 

about taking, when leading others collaboratively. In addition, I suggest that a good practice 
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guideline is created in alignment with the outcomes of NAIT’s leadership training and in 

consultation with staff. In this case, as individual people are involved who have been influenced 

by their many unique experiences, what may have worked in one setting does not necessarily 

transfer to another. As Kurtz and Snowden (2003) stated, “All human interactions are strongly 

influenced and frequently determined by the patterns of our multiple experiences” (p. 468). 

Purposefully, a distinction has been made in recommending a good practice guideline rather than 

a “best” practice guideline. 

This recommendation will benefit the organization because it implies that leadership and 

staff at NAIT work together at defining the vision and subsequent good practice of collaboration. 

Various models and tips were presented in the research and can guide the conversation; however, 

a vision is only truly shared when all individuals have a similar picture and are committed to one 

another maintaining it as well (Senge, 2006, p. 192). Through adopting this recommendation the 

organization will build commitment for the value of collaboration. 

Recommendation 4: Build social networking opportunities across portfolios for 

individual employees at all levels of the organization. The literature revealed that being able to 

effectively manage relationships is a key factor in a leader’s ability to achieve a vision (Linden, 

2003, p. 44). Further, Austin (2000) suggested, “At the heart of strong relationships are respect 

and trust” (p. 48). The challenge in facilitating relationships is ensuring individuals appreciate 

their interdependence on others (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Arguably the best incentive for people 

to collaborate is the understanding that others will reciprocate—people help because they were 

once helped (Baker, 2003; Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Kouzes and Posner (2012) proposed leaders 

“encourage face-to-face interactions as often as possible to reinforce the durability of 

relationships” (p. 239). 
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Inquiry findings illustrated that participants have directly benefited in working through 

projects as a result of the relationships they had taken the time to develop with others across the 

organization (LC). Employees in the organization stressed the importance of increasing the 

number of opportunities available for connecting and building informal relationships (LC). In 

addition, the literature provided evidence that creating energizing ties among employees leads to 

job satisfaction and trust (Cross et al., 2010, p. 87). To continue developing culture and 

performance, NAIT must emphasize relationship building within the organization as a priority 

(Baker et al., 2011; Baker, 2003; Cross et al., 2010; Kouzes & Posner, 2012). 

I recommend that NAIT create a social committee comprised of representation from 

across the organization with the objective of providing opportunities for social interaction and 

relationship building. In addition, I advise that the successful completion of institute-wide 

collaborative projects be celebrated by the organization to emphasize NAIT’s value of 

collaboration and promote a collaborative culture. I also suggest that NAIT continues to conduct 

the annual Employee Satisfaction Survey in order to monitor how well employees’ values align 

with the organization’s as well as the degree to which employees feel engaged in collaboration. 

Recommendation 5: Enhance current communication strategies through storytelling 

from multiple perspectives. Kramer and Crespy (2011) stated, “Through communication, a 

leader either creates and reinforces a culture in which group members can collaborate in 

developing their roles or discourages it” (p. 1035). Additionally, the literature noted that it is 

natural for the acceptance and adoption of a collaborative strategy to take more time with some 

than others, and as such it is important to be prepared with a robust communications strategy 

(Hughes & Chapel, 2013, p. 195). The communication strategy that is developed should foster 

open and transparent communication (Ulbrich et al., 2011, p. 497). 
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Linden (2003) suggested that telling the stories of successful collaborative leaders 

provides both meaningful recognition and encouragement to others (p. 46). Kouzes and Posner 

(2012) also supported the idea of storytelling and stated that first-person examples are powerful 

and provide the “opportunity to both create and find stories that put a human face on values” 

(p. 321). Participants in the learning circle as well as the interviewees shared many stories of 

effective collaboration at NAIT. These stories can be leveraged as opportunities to promote a 

culture of collaboration and publically distinguish individual leaders who foster that culture. 

I suggest that NAIT provide an explicit space on the internal portal for leaders of 

collaborative practice to post their stories of success. This provides individuals the opportunity to 

acknowledge others for their contributions and commitment to the project, share meaningful 

insights for future projects, and allow for multiple perspectives to be shared. This will also 

promote an environment that encourages these projects to take place and recognizes that 

leadership comes from many places within the organization. 

Summary of recommendations. I developed these five recommendations from the 

research findings and conclusions with the support of substantiated literature. These 

recommendations respond to the inquiry questions and provide NAIT specific items with which 

to move forward. It is important to note that while these recommendations may be adopted 

independently, implementing them as a package will reinforce the value of collaboration by 

honouring the contributions of the employees who participated in the study. 

Organizational Implications 

In order to ensure organizational commitment to these research findings, I engaged my 

sponsors in personal conversations regarding the findings, conclusions, and proposed 

recommendations. Prior to drafting the recommendations, I met with one of the cosponsors to 
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examine proposed actions, which had evolved from the findings and the reviewed literature. In 

addition, throughout the research process one of the cosponsors and I met in person on a regular 

basis, which at times was as frequent as once per week. Moreover, this cosponsor and I were able 

to have a conversation about the research findings and conclusions prior to my drafting the final 

recommendations. Additionally, my other cosponsor was engaged throughout the process by 

initially reviewing and consenting to the research inquiry and later providing approval on the 

final recommendations. Essentially, my sponsors were fully involved in the research project and 

reviewed and provided feedback throughout the entire journey. The feedback I received from 

each sponsor was taken into consideration with the finalization of each stage of the action 

research process. 

Participants in the learning circle expressed a desire for recommendations to be 

implemented and hoped that the leadership team at NAIT would be involved in the process. The 

need for leadership engagement was anticipated in the research planning and the solicitation for 

participation was well received, as two thirds of the executive committee volunteered to be 

interviewed. The active engagement of employees from all areas of the organization as well as 

members of the leadership team best enables stakeholders to feel connected to the 

recommendations and thus follow through on necessary actions for undertaking change. 

There are major leadership implications for this change to occur, consisting of both the 

willingness and desire to change. The change requires executive members and unit leaders across 

the organization to provide employees with empowerment in determining their capacity at NAIT. 

For the executive leadership team this is a call to build on the value of collaboration and support 

that value with the necessary tools. For all leaders of the organization this is an opportunity to 
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build individual skills and leverage organizational efficiencies by mentoring and leading by 

example. 

Following this inquiry, the sponsors, along with stakeholders, are considering the 

opportunity to engage in a world café session. This session would function as the Design phase 

of the appreciative process and allow the space for stakeholders to further define the 

recommendations and itemize specific actionable items. The implementation of the Design phase 

following the world café will then be the Delivery phase (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010).  As a 

manager within the organization, and given my interest in this inquiry, it is my hope to be a 

participant in this world café session. In order to accommodate this, the organization will require 

the assistance of a facilitator. 

Implementation of the proposed recommendations will require commitment, an 

investment of resources, and careful planning and consideration of the research conclusions, 

which were informed by the research participants. Although a majority of the recommendations 

can be accomplished within current financial boundaries, a commitment will be needed to fund 

social opportunities for staff. I put forth the implementation framework below to extend 

organizational leaders assistance in effectively managing the recommendations by providing 

them with the knowledge required for leading and sustaining change. I derived this three-phase 

approach from Burke (2009) who cautioned leaders to be mindful in consideration of activities 

during the pre-launch, launch, and post-launch phases of change initiatives. 

Prelaunch (fall 2015). During the prelaunch phase, the organizational leadership must 

establish a sense of urgency for change (Kotter, 1996). With consideration to Recommendations 

1 and 4 in particular, I advise this phase be set in motion to coincide with the internal planning 

cycle. Acting on these recommendations will solidify the organization’s support of collaboration. 
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The timeline for the upcoming academic year may be unrealistic; however, budget submissions 

were completed in March, and these can be used to inform individual unit business plans due to 

leadership in June. Beginning the planning of implementing these recommendations now for the 

following academic year, 2016–17, is feasible and should begin with incorporating clear 

direction into the comprehensive institute plan. In addition, it is an appropriate time for the 

organization to communicate a convincing need for changing the performance management 

plans, articulate a vision to provide clear direction, and celebrate early successes of staff across 

the organization. It is critical that the communication be convincing, as Armenakis, Harris, and 

Mossholder (2009) noted, “The form of persuasive communication employed also sends 

symbolic information regarding the commitment to, prioritization of, and urgency for the change 

effort” (p. 574). 

Additionally, NAIT is in the early stages of a mentorship program that was piloted to a 

small group of leaders over the past year. Incorporating the second recommendation into the 

framework of the mentorship program will provide stakeholders with a specific focus for 

developing their mentor–mentee relationship. This is an ideal time to begin discussing this 

recommendation, as the initial pilot will be coming to an end in the next month. As previously 

suggested, these conversations will align nicely with the next planning cycle. 

As NAIT moves forward with incorporating these recommendations, the organization 

will need to be prepared to provide clarity and guidance. Employees will want to know how 

these changes impact them and the responsibilities they have within their roles. In particular, as 

the Province of Alberta faces economic challenges that have a direct impact on NAIT’s 

operational budget and planning, leadership must be prepared to overcome any perceived 

inconsistencies. While staff may perceive that individuals are being asked to complete more with 
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less resources, planning to allow for creative and collaborative work can produce greater 

efficiencies. 

Launch (winter 2016). The activity of providing clear communication, which begins in 

the prelaunch phase, will continue throughout the change process and is equally important in the 

launch phase. In addition to communicating the need for change, the launch phase also includes 

developing a vision and strategy to help direct the change effort as well as communicating the 

change vision (Kotter, 1996). Publically announcing the change at the onset will capture 

attention and allow leadership to clearly indicate that the change is launched (Burke, 2009, 

p. 748). In addition, implementing the remaining recommendations during this time will be vital, 

as communication from multiple perspectives and solidified processes are fundamental tools in 

ensuring success. The message from peers or mentors within the organization will provide others 

with the belief that leading successful collaborative projects is a possibility for them as well, and 

this will ultimately foster an internal culture of collaboration. Additionally, the good practice 

document will provide individuals with clear direction for how they can move a project forward. 

Even though these recommendations were derived from employees within the 

organization, NAIT needs to be aware that individuals may feel overwhelmed, as they are 

already busy within their current roles. Burke (2009) suggested that ensuring employees have the 

ability to choose their level of involvement with the change is one way to manage resistance (p. 

749). Over time, and by focusing on success stories, those who are late to adopt the change may 

begin seeing the value and become more involved. 

Postlaunch (spring 2016-ongoing). The focus of the final stage, the postlaunch phase, is 

to empower broad-based action by removing barriers, encouraging risk taking, and generating 

short-term wins (Kotter, 1996). By implementing all recommendations over the course of one 
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academic year in preparation for the organization’s planning cycle, NAIT will have solidified the 

foundation for change and provided the necessary resources for staff to acquire the tools they 

need to be a part of or to lead collaborative projects. Persistence will be required in 

communicating what is needed for the change to be successful. As Burke (2009) offered, “If 

there is leadership, there are followers” (p. 751), and as such the organization may also wish to 

consider that communications regarding the change be presented through multiple sources of 

influence. Moreover, the leaders at NAIT play an important role in setting an example for others 

by being consistent and continuing to encourage other staff through the change. As a participant 

offered during one of the individual interviews, the tone at the top is important and must be 

consistently followed with action (P12). Finally, it is important to continually remind staff what 

changes they are making and why they are making them. At this point, Recommendation 5 plays 

a significant role by allowing stakeholders to share stories about the successes of the change. 

This notion was supported by the example shared from the firm KPMG and their use of “the 

Hub” (Hughes & Chapel, 2013, p. 191), which allowed leaders to share written communication, 

imagery, and video. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

Future inquiry into expanded topics could provide more focused insight into the study of 

collaborating across departments when managing key data systems. In particular, in the process 

of this inquiry, two areas emerged that merit further exploration. The first goes beyond people 

and practices and that is the consideration of automation. The second is that of gathering the oral 

history of the organization. 

The data management work at an organization like NAIT can be considerable and highly 

complex, as it involves people in addition to the multiple data systems. Exploring the automation 
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of software is only one component; integrating that automation with people and practices 

requires a collaborative effort in order to continue fostering the culture of collaboration. The 

particular enterprise or software that is applied will need to be evaluated. One participant from 

the learning circle recommended utilizing a data management software model that focuses on 

processes, repositories, and services (LC). Additionally, consideration should be made for how to 

operationalize and implement such a robust data management tool within the collaborative 

culture. The institute may want to consider taking what has been learned from this research 

project, including the recommendations, and utilize a project like the development of a key data 

management system as a pilot to test the findings and gain additional insight.  

Additionally, the institute may want to consider how best to gather and record the stories 

NAIT staff members share about successful collaborations. The oral history not only highlights 

successful collaborative leaders and projects but also allows for the retention of institutional 

knowledge. 

With the findings and recommendations from this research in hand, cross-organizational 

groups may be erected to lead a collaborative effort for both the implementation of an automated 

data management system and the gathering of organizational history. These initiatives would 

complement this study and provide more growth opportunity for NAIT and its employees. It is 

important to note, however, the potential impacts on the institution that are beyond its control, 

which may influence whether it is practical to move forward with the recommendations and 

future inquiry at this time. The potential impacts include government funding reductions, which 

can lead to salary caps or roll backs, as well as mergers with other institutions; reduced 

enrolments; and the upswing of retirements. 
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In closing, I have proposed that taking the necessary time to plan for the implementation 

of the proposed recommendations could be as significant as the recommendations themselves. 

By approaching the implementation in three stages, NAIT can better manage the requirements of 

the change and provide the necessary guidance to staff. Factoring in the time for due diligence 

will allow staff the opportunity to align themselves to the change, or, in some cases, the 

opportunity to move on from the organization if their goals are inconsistent with the 

organization’s goals. Finally, I advised that exploring ways to automate data management and 

gather the institute’s stories by engaging in collaboration with stakeholders from across the 

organization will complement this inquiry. 

Report Summary 

This chapter has delineated recommendations and an implementation plan to support 

NAIT in enhancing collaboration across departments when managing key data systems. The 

recommendations included a redesign the Performance Management Plan document to 

incorporate opportunity for individual growth, the creation of mentoring opportunities to 

compliment leadership training, the development of clearly defined vision and goals in 

conjunction with good practice, the building of social networking opportunities, and the 

enhancement of communication strategies through storytelling. The implementation plan 

recognizes three significant phases of organizational change, which have been aligned with 

NAIT’s planning timeline. Throughout each phase, consistent and ongoing communication has 

been stressed as critical. Understanding the economic conditions of the province and the 

implications to public institutions such as NAIT, all recommendations, with the exception of the 

execution of social engagement opportunities (i.e., Recommendation 4), can be implemented 
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within available human and financial resources. Additionally, future inquiry into the automation 

of data management has been suggested. 

Living organizational values requires consistent dedication, review, and 

acknowledgement. NAIT has many examples of how collaboration has allowed for the 

consideration of multiple perspectives and the achievement of large-scale objectives. Building on 

these successes and empowering all employees who have a desire to build their individual 

capacity will strengthen the organization as a whole and sustain a culture of collaboration. 

Adopting the recommendations presented in this research report will ensure employees feel 

empowered and are provided with the right tools and mentorship to effectively lead collaborative 

initiatives. 
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Appendix A: NAIT Organizational Chart 

 

Note. As NAIT has 2,700 employees, this organizational chart is high-level, reflecting the four 
portfolios.  

Based on information provided by T. Olmsted (personal communication, March 11, 2014). 
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Appendix B: Systems Map 

 

Note. ROI = Return on Investment.  

Based on information provided by T. Olmsted (personal communication, March 11, 2014). 
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Appendix C: Organizational Action Research: The Readiness-For-Action Cycle 

 
Note. From RRU School of Leadership Studies Organizational Action Research (OAR) (p. 1), by 
W. Rowe, N. Agger-Gupta, B. Harris, & M. Graf, 2011, Victoria, BC, Canada: Royal Roads 
University. Copyright 2011 by Royal Roads University. Reprinted with permission. 
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Appendix D: Research Information Letter and Consent Form 

LEARNING CIRCLE 

Fostering a Collaborative Culture through Effective Business Practice at NAIT 

My name is Sabrina Giordano, and this research project is part of the requirement for a Masters 
of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. This research has been reviewed and approved 
by both the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and the NAIT Research Ethics 
Board. My credentials can be established by contacting Dr. Brigitte Harris, Royal Roads 
University, Director, School of Leadership Studies, by email ([email address]) or by phone 
([telephone number]) or by contacting Dr. Melissa Dobson, NAIT, Chair – Research Ethics 
Board, by email ([email address]) or by phone ([telephone number]). 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research project is to determine how the employees at NAIT may enhance 
their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems. To aid the exploration, 
the following working sub questions have been identified: 

 What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 
 What are the positive outcomes from working collaboratively? 
 What are comparable institutions elsewhere in North America doing that is innovative in 

the area of collaboration? 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

This phase of the research will consist of a learning circle and is anticipated to last up to one 
hour. The anticipated questions include: 

1. Think back to a time when you worked on a project or activity in collaboration with another 
person or group of people. Please tell that story in as much detail as you can remember. What 
can you remember about that experience that allowed the project or activity to be successful? 

2. Could you tell the story of an exciting experience you have had when you were working 
collaboratively in a highly successful way with other people or departments at NAIT? 
a. Who was involved? 
b. What happened? 
c. What kind of recognition occurred as a result of the project? 

3. What are the positive outcomes that have occurred as a result of that experience? 

4. What advice would you give to others as they prepare to work collaboratively with other 
people or groups? 

Benefits and risks to participation 

Focusing on growing NAIT’s value of collaboration by framing questions in a positive manner, 
allows the opportunity for input into usable strategies generated by the participants without 
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focusing on a specific problem. In this case, participants will collaboratively develop actionable 
steps for managing key attributes across the institution. Additionally, the ideas generated from 
this research may inform others at comparable institutions who are also in need of finding 
solutions for managing the key attributes within data systems. Minimal risk is involved with this 
approach and includes that of raised expectations. By engaging people in such a positive way, 
expectations that the suggestions will be acted upon are raised and participants may be 
disappointed when some of their suggestions are not immediately feasible for the organization. 
This risk has been minimized by involving the Sponsor and the Vice President External and 
Chief Development Officer in the project so that these individuals have ownership of the 
resulting findings and recommendations. Additionally, potential risks are mitigated for 
participants by ensuring anonymity in the thesis report, confidentiality of their participation, 
withdrawal from participation in, or declining participation in the first instance. Further, a third-
party will be utilized for seeking participants and will mitigate any possible power-over ethical 
issues that may be raised given my role in the organization. 

Inquiry team 

The Research Inquiry Team consists of a Faculty Supervisor, Project Sponsor, a facilitator, and a 
transcriptionist. Each member of the team will be required to sign an Inquiry Team Letter of 
Agreement which ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are adhered to. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

My dual role of employee within the organization and researcher in this project poses a potential 
conflict of interest in that I have insider knowledge of the organization. As such, the utilization 
of a neutral third-party facilitator as well as an advisory team limits the potential impact of this 
conflict of interest. In addition, as a manager, I also have a power over a number of the eligible 
participants. Therefore, to ensure participants are not coerced into participating, participation will 
be elicited by the neutral third-party facilitator, who has no organizational or positional power 
with respect to her relationship with me, the sponsor, or the participants. Perceived conflict is 
also minimized with the removal of all personal identifiers from the transcripts of the group 
event to ensure anonymity of the data. I disclose this information here so that you can make a 
fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. Any data collected through the use of 
the third-party facilitator will be kept by that third party facilitator and not shared with me, other 
than in the form of a transcript. All identifying particulars of participants will be removed from 
the transcript. All information collected will be maintained in confidence by the third-party 
facilitator with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet. Electronic data 
(such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored on a password-protected computer. Information 
will be recorded in hand-written format or taped and, where appropriate, summarized, in 
anonymized format, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be 
attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All 
documentation will be kept strictly confidential. The data collected will be stored for 1 year 
following my graduation at which time all data will be destroyed by the third-party facilitator. 
Comments from participants up to the point where they withdraw from the learning circle will 
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remain in the research data set as anonymized data. Due to the nature of the group method, 
learning circle, it is not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymized from the third-
party facilitator or other participants. Participants will be asked to verbally consent to respecting 
the confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or identifying comments outside of 
the group. 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 
Masters of Arts in Leadership degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with the 
sponsoring organization, NAIT. Also, the final report will be prepared and presented in person to 
stakeholders including the Executive Committee and research participants. Finally, as a Thesis 
project, the final report will be published through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and 
Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI. In future, I may also publish in a journal, a book, or 
present at a scholarly conferences. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

Participants may withdraw from the study at any time prior to data collection and should directly 
contact the third-party facilitator by email to do so. Once the data collection has begun, 
comments from participants up to the point where they withdraw from the learning circle will 
remain in the research data set as anonymized data. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the email 
request for participation or signing the in-person consent form you indicate that you have read 
and understand the information above and give your free and informed consent to participate in 
this project. 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 
consent to participate in this project. 

 I consent to the audio recording of the learning circle. 

 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the learning circle by not sharing 
identifying information about the other participants. 

Name (Please Print) ______________________________ 

Signature ______________________________ 

Date ______________________________ 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records.   
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INTERVIEWS 

Fostering a Collaborative Culture through Effective Business Practice at NAIT 

My name is Sabrina Giordano, and this research project is part of the requirement for a Masters 
of Arts in Leadership at Royal Roads University. This research has been reviewed and approved 
by both the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board and the NAIT Research Ethics 
Board. My credentials can be established by contacting Dr. Brigitte Harris, Royal Roads 
University, Director, School of Leadership Studies, by email ([email address]) or by phone 
([telephone number]) or by contacting Dr. Melissa Dobson, NAIT, Chair – Research Ethics 
Board by, email ([email address]) or by phone ([telephone number]). 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research project is to determine how the employees at NAIT may enhance 
their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems. To aid the exploration, 
the following working sub questions have been identified: 
 What are the success stories about collaboration told by NAIT employees? 
 What are the positive outcomes from working collaboratively? 
 How are comparable institutions addressing the issue of collaboration across 

departments? 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

The research will consist of an interview and is anticipated to last up to one hour. The questions 
will be developed after the analysis of data gathered during a learning circle. 

Benefits and risks to participation 

Focusing on growing NAIT’s value of collaboration by framing questions in a positive manner, 
allows the opportunity for input into usable strategies generated by the participants without 
focusing on a specific problem. In this case, participants will collaboratively develop actionable 
steps for managing key attributes across the institution. Additionally, the ideas generated from 
this research may inform others at comparable institutions who are also in need of finding 
solutions for managing the key attributes within data systems. Minimal risk is involved with this 
approach and includes that of raised expectations. By engaging people in such a positive way, 
expectations that the suggestions will be acted upon are raised and participants may be 
disappointed when some of their suggestions are not immediately feasible for the organization. 
This risk has been minimized by involving the Sponsor and the Vice President External and 
Chief Development Officer in the project so that these individuals have ownership of the 
resulting findings and recommendations. Additionally, potential risks are mitigated for 
participants by ensuring anonymity in the thesis report, confidentiality of their participation, 
withdrawal from participation in, or declining participation in the first instance. 



FOSTERING A COLLABORATIVE CULTURE 97 

 

Inquiry team 

The Research Inquiry Team consists of a Faculty Supervisor, Project Sponsor, a facilitator, and a 
transcriptionist. Each member of the team will be required to sign an Inquiry Team Letter of 
Agreement which ensures confidentiality and ethical practices are adhered to. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

My dual role of employee within the organization and researcher in this project poses a potential 
conflict of interest in that I have insider knowledge of the organization. As such, the utilization 
of an advisory team limits the potential impact of this conflict of interest. Perceived conflict is 
also minimized with the removal of all personal identifiers from the transcripts of the group 
event to ensure anonymity of the data. I disclose this information here so that you can make a 
fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. Any data collected will be kept by 
myself. All identifying particulars of participants will be removed from the transcript. All 
information collected will be maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) 
stored in a locked filing cabinet. Electronic data (such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored 
on a password-protected computer. Information will be recorded in hand-written format or taped 
and, where appropriate, summarized, in anonymized format, in the body of the final report. At no 
time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless specific agreement has 
been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. The data 
collected will be stored for 1 year following my graduation at which time all data will be 
destroyed. Comments from participants up to the point where they withdraw from the interview 
will remain in the research data set as anonymized data. 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 
Masters of Arts in Leadership degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with the 
sponsoring organization, NAIT. Also, the final report will be prepared and presented in person to 
stakeholders including the Executive Committee and research participants. Finally, as a Thesis 
project, the final report will be published through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and 
Archives Canada, and ProQuest/UMI. In future, I may also publish in a journal, a book, or 
present at a scholarly conferences. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

Participants may withdraw from the study at any time prior to data collection and should directly 
contact me by email to do so. Transcripts derived from participants up to the point where they 
withdraw from the interview will be emailed to the interviewee to allow them to confirm that all 
comments have been accurately captured and give them an opportunity to add further thoughts if 
they wish. After the point of confirmation, their transcript will become part of the data set and 
they can no longer withdraw their data. 
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You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the email 
request for participation or signing the in-person consent form you indicate that you have read 
and understand the information above and give your free and informed consent to participate in 
this project. 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 
consent to participate in this project. 

 I consent to the audio recording of the interview. 

Name (Please Print) ______________________________ 

Signature ______________________________ 

Date ______________________________ 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix E: Recruitment Email 

LEARNING CIRCLE 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that a colleague of mine is conducting. 
This project is part of the requirement for her Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads 
University. 

The objective of the research project is to determine how the employees at NAIT may enhance 
their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems. 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because of your exposure to various areas in 
the organization, length of tenure, and operational portfolio. 

This phase of the research project will consist of a learning circle and is estimated to last up to 
one hour and a half. The learning circle will take place on Wednesday, January 21st at 1:30pm 
on NAIT Main Campus, room X215. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 
to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 
information before responding. 

You are not required to participate and, should you choose to participate, your participation 
would be entirely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time 
prior to data collection and should directly contact me by email to do so without prejudice. Once 
the data collection has begun, comments from you up to the point where you withdraw from the 
learning circle will remain in the research data set as anonymized data. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 
project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

Name:  Kelly Wood 
Email:  [email address] 
Telephone:  [telephone number] 

Sincerely, 

Kelly Wood 
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EXTERNAL INTERVIEWS 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 
part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. 

The objective of my research project is to determine how the employees at NAIT may enhance 
their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems. 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because of the work you have done in this 
area within your organization. 

This phase of my research project will consist of an interview and is estimated to last one hour. 
The date, time, and location can be determined at a later time based on your availability. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 
to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 
information before responding. 

You are not required to participate and, should you choose to participate, your participation 
would be entirely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time 
prior to data collection and should directly contact me by email to do so without prejudice. 
Transcripts derived from you up to the point where you withdraw from the interview will be 
emailed to you for confirmation that all comments have been accurately captured and allow you 
an opportunity to add further thoughts if you wish. After the point of confirmation, you transcript 
will become part of the data set and you can no longer withdraw your data. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 
project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

Name:  Sabrina Giordano 
Email:  [email address] 
Telephone:  [telephone number] 

Sincerely, 

Sabrina Giordano 
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INTERNAL INTERVIEWS 

Dear [Prospective Participant], 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 
part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. 

The objective of my research project is to determine how the employees at NAIT may enhance 
their collaboration across departments when managing key data systems. 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because of your executive role within the 
organization. 

This phase of my research project will consist of an interview and is estimated to last one hour. 
The date, time, and location can be determined at a later time based on your availability. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 
to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 
information before responding. 

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in this 
research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you choose 
to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you 
are free to withdraw at any time prior to data collection and should directly contact me by email 
to do so without prejudice. Transcripts derived from you up to the point where you withdraw 
from the interview will be emailed to you for confirmation that all comments have been 
accurately captured and allow you an opportunity to add further thoughts if you wish. After the 
point of confirmation, you transcript will become part of the data set and you can no longer 
withdraw your data. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 
project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at: 

Name:  Sabrina Giordano 
Email:  [email address] 
Telephone:  [telephone number] 

Sincerely, 

Sabrina Giordano 
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Appendix F: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 
Roads University, MA-Leadership Student Sabrina Giordano (the Student) will be conducting an 
inquiry research study at NAIT to best inform how the employees at NAIT can work 
collaboratively across departments at managing key data systems. The Student’s credentials with 
Royal Roads University can be established by Dr. Brigitte Harris, Director, School of Leadership 
Studies, by email ([email address]) or by phone ([telephone number]). 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 
include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or learning circle, taking notes, 
transcribing, or reviewing analysis of data, to assist the Student and NAIT in an organizational 
change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 
project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. 

Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

In situations where potential participants in a work setting report directly to the Student, you, as a 
neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential 
participants, may be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge this potential or actual 
conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: 
send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in 
participation from potential participants, independently make a selection of received participant 
requests based on criteria you and the Student will have worked out previously, formalize the 
logistics for the data-gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and 
location of the interview or focus group, conduct the interviews (usually 3-5 maximum) or focus 
group (usually no more than one) with the selected participants (without the Student’s presence 
or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the protocol and questions worked out 
previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts of the interviews or focus groups 
with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back to the Student for 
the data analysis phase of the study. 

This strategy means that potential participants with a direct reporting relationship will be assured 
they can confidentially turn down the participation request from their supervisor (the Student), as 
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this process conceals from the Student which potential participants chose not to participate or 
simply were not selected by you, the third party, because they were out of the selection criteria 
range (they might have been a participant request coming after the number of participants 
sought, for example, learning circle request number 9 when only 6-8 participants are sought). 
Inquiry Team members asked to take on such 3rd party duties in this study will be under the 
direction of the Student and will be fully briefed by the Student as to how this process will work, 
including specific expectations, and the methods to be employed in conducting the elements of 
the inquiry with the Student’s direct reports, and will be given every support possible by the 
Student, except where such support would reveal the identities of the actual participants. 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 
retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 
Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 
the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Sabrina Giordano, 
the Student. 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

 

 

________________________ _________________________  _____________ 
Name (Please Print) Signature Date 
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Appendix G: Learning Circle Questions 

1. Think back to a time when you worked on a successful project or activity in 
collaboration with another person or group of people. What can you remember about 
that experience that allowed the project or activity to be successful? 

2. What are the experiences you have had with other people or departments at NAIT in 
working collaboratively? 

a. Is that an experience you would like to have again? 
b. How did you feel during the process? 
c. How did you feel about the outcome? 

3. What are the positive outcomes that have occurred as a result of that experience? 

4. What advice would you give to others as they prepare to work collaboratively with other 
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Appendix H: Interview Questions 

1. What does the value of collaboration mean for you at NAIT? 

2. Please describe one meaningful collaborative experience you have had to date? 

3. Based on that meaningful experience, what do you think was the defining element of that 
experience that you will want to bring forward for the next collaborative project? 

4. Given your responsibilities as a member of this organization, what influence do you think 
you can have on reinforcing or developing a culture of collaboration? What is the best way of 
communicating those intentions? 

5. What actions need to be taken for that influence to become reality? 

6. In times when staff do collaborate across departments, what does that mean from a leadership 
standpoint? (notes – for instance, a leader will set certain priorities for their portfolio 
however in order for other collaborative projects to be successful, staff will need to dedicate 
time towards those other projects). 

7. Part of the dialogue which was observed in the first round of data collection, the learning 
circle, revealed a theme regarding the current performance management program and how it 
might present barriers to effective collaboration. Do you have any thoughts on that? 
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