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COMMUNITY & COLLABORATION

T h e  L o n e  R a n g e r  i s  d e a d

Success today demands co llabora tion

Bee tsy Wilso“Wne are a nation of great accomplishments 
and future potential, but we are also plagued 
with huge problems in our communities: al­
cohol and drug abuse, crime, inadequate 
schooling, families (or perhaps more appro­
priately, non-families) and the reality and 
growing threat of a lost, wasted generation 
of youth, which in turn has massive implica­
tions for the economic competitiveness of the 
United States.”1

In an era of widespread public distrust, 
leaders around the nation are turning to col­
leges and universities for help in solving so­
cietal problems. The same leaders are con­
cerned about what they perceive as mis­
matches between college and university mis­
sions and the needs of communities. They 
also are asking for meaningful measures of 
accountability and involvement with local 
communities.

The college and university’s comparative 
advantage in the information society is the 
breadth and depth of its knowledge base. 
Couple this knowledge base with higher 
education’s ability to innovate and create new 
knowledge, and you have the potential for 
powerful economic, social, and cultural im­
pact.

Many leaders have called for “engaged 
colleges and universities.” Such an institution 
systematically structures, rewards, and en­
courages partnerships and collaborations. An

T he library is the intellectual crossroads of byt h
community—a house of stories preservin

our memory and fostering communication an
collaboration. Librarians can lead collaboration
that will keep that community alive and vibrant

This is the first installment of a series o
community and collaboration that will ru
throughout my presidential year. Each month
different writers will share with you storie
of successful collaborations that strengthe
our communities. These articles will inspir
you to move outward from your campuse
into the interconnected worlds of higher edu
cation, K-12, extended communities, glob
partners, and those who employ your gradu
ates.

Why is collaboration important?
Many leaders have called for colleges an
universities to become more sensitive to thei
public responsibility and relationships, an
less self-indulgent. Educational collaboration
and partnerships are burgeoning across th
country. Why have our institutions put col
laboration at the forefront? It’s relativel
simple. Our colleges and universities ar
changing because the world has changed.

Engaged colleges and universities
Peter Magrath, president of the National As
sociation of State Universities and Land-Gra
Colleges said:

g 
d 
s 
.
n 
n 
, 
s 
n 
e 
s 
­

al 
­

d 
r 
d 
s 
e 
­
y 
e 

­
nt 

About  the  author

Betsy Wilson is president o f ACRL and associate director o f  libraries fo r research and instructional services a t the Universit
o f  Washington, e-mail: betsyw@u.washington.edu

y 

mailto:betsyw@u.washington.edu


C & R L  N e w s  ■  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 0 0  /  6 9 9

C o lla b o ra t io n  is n o t  s im p ly  

d e s ira b le , it is in e v ita b le . In a ll b u t  

th e  m o st rare  o f  cases, o n e  is  to o  

sm a ll a n u m b e r to  so lv e  p ro b le m s.

en gag ed  institution, w h eth er pu blic o r  pri­
vate, co llaborates w ith com m unities, not only 
in its im portant traditional m issions o f  ed u­
cating students o n  cam puses and  producing 
relevan t research , bu t a lso  in focu sin g  on  
com m unity  partnerships and  co llaboration s.2

D e ath  o f  th e  Lo n e  R a n g e r
At th e  sam e tim e that lead ers are calling  for 
institutional en gag em en t, w e  hav e ex p e ri­
e n ce d  the en d  o f  the Lone Ranger. T h e  myth 
o f  th e trium phant individual, th e rugged in­
dividualist, is d eep ly  ingrained  in th e A m eri­
can  p sy ch e. W h eth er it is th e L one Ranger, 
Jo h n  G len n , M uham m ad Ali, A m elia Earhart, 
Martin Luther K ing Jr . ,  o r  Paul R evere, w e  
are a n ation  sm itten w ith  h e ro in es  and  h e ­
roes. L eadership  is to o  often  se e n  as an in­
h eren tly  individual p h e n o m e n o n . W e are 
b e g in n in g  to  re c o g n iz e  that co llab o ra tiv e  
lead ersh ip  co m b in es  th e p o w er that is in­
herent in th e act o f  leadin g  w ith  the g reater 
p o w er that co m e s  from  sh ared  visions and 
actions.

C ollaboration and partnerships grow  m ore 
im portant every  day. T ech n olo gica l, e co lo g i­
cal, social, eco n o m ic , and  political co m p lex ­
ity is increasing at an accelerating  rate. T h ere  
are few er and few e r aren as in w hich  indi­
vidual action  su ffices. A lm ost all va lu ab le  
w ork  is d o n e  in a com m unity. Creativity and 
innovation rarely em erge from  p eo p le  w ork ­
ing alone.

T h e  m ost urgent p ro b lem s req u ire  the 
contribu tions o f  m any talented  p eo p le  and 
institutions. C ollaboration is not sim ply d e­
sirable, it is inevitable. In  all but th e m ost 
rare o f  cases, o n e  is to o  sm all a n u m ber to 
so lve problem s. As o n e  w ise p erso n  said, 
“N one o f  us is as sm art as all o f  u s .”

2 1 st c e n tu ry  c o m m u n it ie s
T h e vision o f  th e su ccessfu l com m unity  has 
ch an g ed  dram atically in th e last d ecad e. Any 
successfu l 21st century com m unity m ust have 
access  to  th e requisite inform ation and te ch ­

no log ica l resou rces and  services. As infor­
m ation tech n ology  transform s b o th  the sm all­
est and  largest com m unities, librarians are 
exp erien cin g  firsthand the patron dem ands 
resulting from  profoun d  ed ucational and  in­
form ation needs.

T h e  reality is that there is a w ide digital 
divide but an  ev en  w ider inform ation literacy 
divide. W hat are the b as ic  co m p eten cie s  that 
com m unity m em bers need? W h o  is going to 
teach  them ? W h o  k n o w s w hat resou rces are 
really out there? H ow  can  techn ology  b e  used 
to  the fullest potential? H ow  can  they ch o o se  
from  am on g th e vast array o f  resou rces avail­
able? H ow  can  they  k eep  up?3

W hy are co llaboration s be co m in g  m ore 
and  m ore important? It’s sim ple an d  co m p el­
ling. Society  has ch anged . T h e  L one Ranger 
is dead. And the v ision  o f  a su ccessfu l co m ­
m unity for th e 21st century  d em ands that w e 
co llaborate  beyo n d  ou r individual cam puses.

W h at is c o lla b o ra tio n ?
Collaboration brings together the widest range 
o f  talents and  resou rces to so lve a problem , 
build a program , or create  som eth in g entirely 
new . T h e  greater th e nu m ber w h o  co m es to 
the table, the h igh er the probability  that w e 
w ill b e  successfu l. Shared visions are funda­
m ental to  su ccessfu l co llaboration s. C o llabo­
rations that w ork  bring together th o se  w ho 
sh are the sam e goals, althou gh they  m ay b e  
com in g  from  different segm ents o f  the co m ­
munity.

W hat d o  w e n e ed  to  b e  ab le  to  co llab o­
rate? C ollaboration d o e sn ’t co m e  naturally. 
O u r ad m in istra tiv e  o rg an iza tio n s, rew ard  
structures, and bu d get p ro cesses usually do 
not facilitate co llaboration  o n  ou r cam puses.

Can w e b e  taught to  collaborate? Is there 
a set o f  skills that o n e  m ust have? C ollabora­
tion requires negotiating skills, b e in g  ab le  to 
see  tradeoffs, and  b e in g  co m fortab le  sharing 
control (an d  w e all like contro l). C ollabora­
tors learn  h o w  to  cross boundaries. C o llabo­
rators hav e a high to leran ce  for am biguity. 
O r as o n e  o f  m y co lleagu es says, “G ive m e 
am biguity o r  give m e som eth in g e lse .”

Su ccessfu l co llaborators get beyo n d  the 
subtle barriers created  by  their professional 
roles. T h e  p erson a  w e p resen t to  th e w orld 
can  get in th e way. W h o w e are can  create  a 
barrier to  w hat w e  n e ed  to k n o w  or do. As 
m y m oth er u se to say  to  us kids, “Listen to
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anybod y w h o  know s anything, b e cau se  you 
n e ed  all th e help  you can  g e t.”

M any leaders give lip serv ice  to  co lla b o ­
ration. Few  actually understand w hat co llab o­
ration takes, w hat it m eans, and h o w  it fun­
dam entally  ch an g es organizations. C o llab o­
ration is substantively d ifferent than c o o p ­
eration o r  coordination. It is different in vi­
sion and relationships, structure, authority and 
accountability , and resou rces and  rewards. 
Paul Mattessich outlines the essential elem ents 
o f  su ccessfu l co llaboration s:4

• V ision  a n d  r e la t io n sh ip s . Collaborations 
require the com m itm ent o f  organizations and 
their leaders. Administrative com m itm ent is 
param ount. T w o organizations are not just 
m ashed  together, but rather a n ew  co m m on  
m ission and  goals are created . O n e or m ore 
pro jects are un dertaken  for longer-term  re­
sults.

• S tru ctu re, r e sp o n s ib ilit ie s , a n d  c o m m u ­
n ic a t io n . In  co llaboration s, a n e w  structure 
and/or clearly d efined  and  interrelated  roles 
constitu te a form al division o f  labor. M ore 
com p reh en siv e p lanning includes jo int strat­
eg ies and  m easuring su ccess in term s o f  im ­
p act o n  n eed s o f  th o se  served. M any levels 
o f  com m u n ication  are created  in co llab ora­
tion s— m any, m an y inform al m eth od s are 
used.

•  A u th o rity  a n d  a c c o u n ta b ility . Author­
ity is d eterm ined  by  the co llaborators to bal­
an ce  ow nership. Leadership is dispersed, and 
control is sh ared  and  m utual. All in su ccess­
ful co llaboration s share equ al risk.

• R e so u r c es  a n d  r e w a r d s . R esou rces are 
p o o led  or jointly  secured  for a longer-term  
effort that is m anaged  by th e collaborative 
structure. O rganizations sh are in th e prod­
ucts and  in credit. It g o es  w ithout saying that 
m ore is accom p lish ed  jointly than could  have 
b e e n  individually.

T h ere  are m any exam p les o f  su ccessfu l 
collaborations, including the B auhaus school, 
th e M anhattan pro ject, the G uarneri Q uartet, 
the hu m an g en o m e pro ject, the D isn ey  stu­
dio, X e ro x  PARC, and  the H arlem  R enais­
san ce . B u t ev en  in the m ost productive co l­
laborations there are ch allen ges.

Let m e sh are w ith you  the ex p e rien ces  o f  
th e TriU niversity G rou p  (T U G ) librarians.5 
T U G  is c o m p r is e d  o f  th e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  
G uelph , U niversity o f  W aterloo, and  Wilfrid 
Laurier University. T h ese  three Canadian in­

stitutions have en tered  into a com p rehen sive 
co llaboration  to  en ab le  th e coord ination  o f  
their services and resou rces in su ch  a m an­
ner that th e three libraries w ere  p erceiv ed  
and exp e rien ced  by  their users as a single 
library. H ow ’s that for a problem  that requires 
collaboration?

W hat the T U G  librarians found  w as that 
co llaboration  ev en  am on g w illing partners is 
co m p lex  and requires a contin u ou s organi­
zational developm ent. T h ey  foun d  that ef­
fective co llaboration  is not accidental. T h e  
first step  is to realize that th e real task  is cu l­
tural transform ation: a co n sc io u s and o p en  
exam ination  o f  values, p ersonal system s, and 
attitudes. C o llaboration introduces organiza­
tional ch an g es that pen etrate  an institution’s 
structure. Institutional leaders and m anagers 
n eed  to  anticipate and  prepare for the effects 
o f  change.

T h e  m ost im portant factor in su ccessfu l 
co llaboration s is hu m an relationships. T h e  
biggest investm ent w ill not b e  in hardw are 
or in softw are, but in p eo p le . T h e  ch an g e o f  
perspective from  “m e ” to  “u s ,” from  “I ” to 
“w e ,” from  “th em ” to  “u s” is profoundly diffi­
cult. T h ere  are m any opportunities to revert 
to th e old  w ays. Sustaining the culture o f  the 
co llaboration  requires attention, protection, 
and  vigilant m ain tenan ce.

O n e  o f  th e m ost predictable  (an d  often 
p roblem atic ou tcom e for m anagers) is that 
in co llaboration s, everybod y gets ch an g ed  
and c a n ’t g o  h o m e again. O n c e  you have 
b e e n  part o f  a su ccessfu l co llaboration , you 
b e co m e  “h o m eless .”

W h en  p roblem s arise and  progress is dif­
ficult, p eo p le  inevitably ask, “W hy bother?” 
C ollaboration b e c o m e s  “to o  m uch trou ble .” 
As leaders, w e m ust constantly  rein force the 
value o f  co llaboration .

H o w  can lib ra r ia n s  b u ild  su cce ssfu l 
c o lla b o ra t io n s ?
Librarians have a very im portant ro le to  play 
in ed u cation a l co llab ora tion s. W e are the 
original collaborators in higher education. W e 
co m e  from  a culture o f  co op eration , a cu l­
ture that values “the circle  o f  gifts.”

This culture is se e n  in ou r long-standing 
reso u rce  sharing program s; in ou r p ro fes­
sional organizations; in ou r bu rgeon in g  c o n ­
sortiums; and in ou r co llaborative building 
o f  “OCLC W orldCat,” the w orld ’s largest and
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m ost used  d atabase. W e k n o w  an d  live c o l
laboration .

Individually w e  h av e  so m e attributes that
are critical to su ccessfu l co llaboration s. Li
brarians are  ab le  to  organize groups, orga
nize in form ation  flow s, co m m u n ica te , and
m ov e groups forw ard.

In  th e UW ired co llab oration  at the U ni
versity o f  W ashington, librarians w ere  so m e
w hat surprised by  h o w  u n iqu e th ese  skills
and  attributes w ere, and  h o w  critical they
w ere  for su ccessfu l partnerships.

Is c o lla b o ra t io n  w o rth  it?
Y es , un con dition ally— o r in the parlan ce o
Scand inavian Seattle, “ya sure, ya b e tc h a .”

C ollaboration can  en rich the student e x p e
rience by  creating learning com m unities. Col
laboration ca n  enlarge research and  learning
opportunities for bo th  faculty and students.
Collaboration can  em brace the n eed s o f  di
verse com m unities and create a broad er sen se
o f  identification with the academ y. Collabora
tion can  dem onstrate the value o f  learning and
build a culture o f  lifelong learning that tran
scend s the cam pus. C ollaboration can  allow
us to  solve the really big  problem s.

M any w h o  hav e en g a g ed  in su ccessfu l
co llab oration s w ill tell you that co llab oration
is its o w n  rew ard. C ollaboration s ca n  b e  si
m ultan eou sly  taxing and  exhilarating. W e all
hav e a b as ic  urge to  ex p lo re  and  discover, to
nurture n e w  relationships, and  to  transform
them  into som eth in g  n ew  and  w onderfu l.

T h e  p ay o ff o f  co llab orativ e relationships
is not m on ey  o r  glory. Again and again, m em
bers o f  su ccessfu l co lla b o ra tio n s  say they
w ou ld  hav e d o n e  th e w ork  for nothing. T h e
rew ard is th e creative p ro cess  itself. P eo p le
lon g  to  d o  w ork  w orth d oing. G iven  so m e
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thing w e be liev e  in, a p roblem  that the w h o le  
com m u n ity  n e ed s so lved , an d  a c h a n ce  to 
d o  it w ell, w e  w ill w ork  tirelessly for n o  m ore 
rew ard  than  th e o n e  w e  g ive ou rse lves.6

Stay tuned  to  this co lu m n  for stories o f  
su ccessfu l co llab oration s that hav e en rich ed  
com m u n ities acro ss th e nation.
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