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One image of the writer is someone who spends much
time alone at his keyboard, then shyly and reluctantly
emerges from behind locked doors to give a speech on
writing to aspiring writers gathered at the library. While
there may not be a parallel image of the technical writer,
most of us have encountered one who quotes Shakespeare,
writes only behind closed doors (or behind a threatening
note strung across the entrance to the cubicle), and refuses
to answer the phone during the creative stages of the
document process.

Organizations in Flux

If this is how you are working now, perhaps you may
want to learn—no, have to learn—a new skill. That skill—as
much an art as it is a skill—is knowing how to collaborate.

In light of economic changes that are forcing
organizations to change, new work patterns are emerging.
To meet competitive demands, the hierarchical structure of
organizations is flattening and forcing employees to accept
multiple job assignments. Out of necessity, collaboration is
happening more frequently, with both those in and those
outside the organization. In such restructured
environments, flexibility and self-reliance provide the
technical communicator with creative
opportunities—including the chance to work
collaboratively.

Current trends in company downsizing and the ever
more compressed time to market require the cooperation
and interaction of several people to deliver quality products
in record time. For example, “. .. in the first six months of
the year [1993], Corporate America unveiled plans to do
away with close to 255,000 jobs, 23% more than in the same
period last year . ..”. (Koretz 1993, p. 20). To a technical
communicator, this may mean working on a short-term
project (such as a request for proposal) with an expert in
another discipline (such as an engineer) who is in a remote
location and accessible via phone, fax, and maybe the
network. Further, no one formally manages this project;
voice communication is difficult because of the
collaborators’ busy schedules and different time zones; and
the deadline is close.

At its worst, collaborative work engenders confusion
and inconsistency; at its best, it offers opportunities for
heightened creativity and enhanced quality.

Collaboration is not for everyone or every situation.
Like a sprinter, the collaborator must run full speed from
the moment the race begins. Further, those who collaborate
must be sufficiently proficient in their own expertise to
work independently with little supervision while also being
skilled enough to work interdependently. For example, in
tackling new product issues, companies such as Hewlett-
Packard, Motorola, Colgate-Palmolive, and Chrysler are
trying to figure out how “inhouse teamwork and customer
involvement will compress development time” (Power et al.
1993, p. 77). Using cross-functional teams of engineers,
market researchers, marketers, stylists, and manufacturing
engineers to build new models, Chrysler chopped 40% off
its development time for a new car or truck (p. 80).

Why should technical communicators be concerned
about collaboration? Simple. We cannot afford not to. We
are in the midst of a world that is suffering from global
economic malaise. Unlike the Depression of the 30s, our
current crisis is fitful and unprecedented. Organizations are
forced to throw the book out on cyclical transitions, re-think
the way they do business, and focus on creative solutions.

For example, the aircraft industry suffers cutbacks in
both civilian and government orders. Further, international
competition is increasing. Small wonder then that the
Boeing Company responded to a recent RFP aggressively
by cutting nine months from the normal design-to-product
time. So how is Boeing keeping the project on schedule and
within budget? By putting project staff in cross-functional
teams, that’s how (Yang 1993, p. 77).

Affected by the current economic climate, organizations
are exploring new and creative ways of doing business.
Even three years ago, would anyone have imagined the
alliance of IBM and Apple Computer? Mergers are picking
up again but not through leveraged buyouts. Now
companies are coming together to increase market share
without going through a long period of development. The
proposed merger of Bell Atlantic, Telecommunications, Inc.,
and Liberty Media would mean that the new partnership
would start out reaching 42% of all U.S. households. Yet
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