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Coordinate work together – and create collaboration
Relations are important to the daily work no matter whether it concerns your
management related contacts, internal group relations, or the relation to other
departments. Read an interview with professor and award-winning author
Jody Hoffer Gittell, who is specialist in relational coordination and who
researches how we coordinate work together – and cooperate.
By Frida Louise Irhøj Damhus, Lederweb (translated from Danish by Thim
Prætorius)

Good relations with colleagues in other departments, sections or levels in the
organization are rewarding and important. But within many organizations or
institutions is it nonetheless still problematic to bring these relations into play
when it comes to planning the daily work. Furthermore, there are still
workplaces that have not acknowledged that relations are important, says
Jody Hoffer Gittell.
Jody Hoffer Gittell is specialist in relational coordination, and explains the
concept as coordinating one’s own or the department’s work using shared
goals, shared knowledge and mutual respect. Relational coordination is
therefore coordination via relations.

The enemy of relations
Gittell sees two broad reasons to why public organizations in practice struggle
to achieve something that seems straightforward.
1. Everyone is themselves nearest
First of all, the standard design of organizations often does not reward
coordination and in doing so does not encourage it.
She elaborates: "Organizations are designed in a way that maintains
employees within their own function. The way we organize positions and
functions, the way we hire, and the way we train and reward achievements
are all focused on getting the employee to do his or her job well."
According to Gittell, there usually is not a similar concrete acknowledgement
of making connections across positions or establishing a professional network
around the citizen or client who is cared for by the organization. “It is easy to
tell managers and middle managers that they should encourage the creation
of exactly such networks among their departments and employees, but
frequently the organization as an institution almost does the opposite," Gittell
says.
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2. If you look like me I like you
The second reason Gittell sees is that people have a tendency to give
preference to those who are like themselves. This has to with something
purely human, which one has to work on in order to deliver well coordinated
work together with people who not necessarily are like oneself.
“If you have the same job as somebody else, then you have a preference for
and more easily relate to and communicate with that person, as compared to
someone with a different position. Studies show that even when it is
absolutely necessary that you make connections that are different, then you
would still prefer to make that connection to someone who resembles yourself
more closely."
Gittell means that, firstly, there is an entirely human reason that one needs to
work on to achieve a good and coordinated work with people, who are
different from oneself. Second, organizations have a design that often does
not reward coordination and thereby does not encourage it.

Knowledge can close out – and be opened up
Highly knowledge specific subdivisions that do not automatically share their
knowledge can exist within organizations.
Our tendency to find together with others who resemble oneself can lead to
closed circles of knowledge. The risk is particularly dominant in large
organizations, where there, for example, are limited possibilities for
departments to meet.
Gittell sees a great potential value in opening up such ‘closed’ conditions.
“This sharing is very valuable. In particular if the different areas of knowledge
and specialized employee groups provide services to the same customer–or
in this case the citizen. We call this ‘task interdependence’: what I do affects
you, and vice versa. Our work is connected around the citizen, but it is
surprisingly rarely that we think about it together and communicate with
exactly this in mind," she says.
Hire and train in a new way
Valuable knowledge can exist in your organization or department, which is not
shared and as a consequence is not put to use for you as a whole.
Department X can hold knowledge that can ease or optimize the work in
department Z.
Gittell underlines that it is not difficult to set up organizations differently so that
they encourage employees to form networks and relations across the
organization itself.
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As regards current employees, one should focus on offering training, and train
employees ability to collaborate, make connections and establish networks. In
addition, it is important to develop information systems that can provide those
connections and networks with a framework, thereby giving it form.
Regarding future employees, recruitment should focus very strongly on
candidates’ abilities to form relations, trust and teamwork.

Success in the Region of Northern Jutland, Denmark
The Research Centre for Welfare Management has in the Region of Northern
Jutland, Denmark started a project where social capital, and more
coordination and trust based management are incorporated in budgets. This
form of relational coordination is tested out in Northern Jutland to establish
the potential of the system in Denmark. The foundation of the project is
Gittell’s research, and it tests the principles of ‘shared rewards for teamwork’
or ‘bundled payments’. Gittell comments: “Here it is exactly the payment for
caring for the citizen that rewards collaboration across professional
boundaries. The motivation is thus partly that in order to meet our economic
and financial goals we are required to work together.”
Now – or when
The economic model behind relational coordination will take time to
implement. Jody Hoffer Gittell stresses that this in many ways represent a
transition from a traditional system we know about to something new and
different, and that such a change in itself tends to be time-consuming. The
question is whether there is something managers and middle managers can
already do today to inspire and motivate relational coordination within their
organization, department and daily practice? Gittell has a suggestion:
“One way is to daily motivate and strengthen relational coordination within the
organization by designing jobs focused directly on fostering relational
coordination. There already exist job roles in many American organizations
that can be seen as ‘boundary spanners.'”
“This is a person whose job it is to facilitate the different work groups’
dialogue and coordinate work around the citizens,” she explains.
She adds that the role already figures in several industries, and that the role,
for example, can be performed by a project leader. “In that respect, something
concrete one can do is to design this function, hire for it very carefully, and
make it an important and respected position in the organization”.
In closing, Jody Hoffer Gittell adds that one has to remember that many
already instinctively structure work using relations: “They told me in the
Capital Region of Denmark: yes, we do it [editors note: coordinate efforts
across] because we know it is the right thing to do, but we by no means get
rewarded or paid for that coordination."
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Is Denmark geared to it?
Gittell’s research is primarily conducted in USA and is primarily
based on the health care sector. She is positive about the
possibilities for relational coordination in Denmark, and points to
three things that are decisive as regards successfully
implementing the system.
1. Social capital
“You as a culture are very receptive to the thought of social capital
and social responsibility. It appears that you in Denmark find
relational coordination to be an obvious extension of how your
system already exists. Social capital is already a very popular
concept here and is being seen as something that in a positive
way connects people across groups, departments, and
organizations,” Gittell says.
2. A health care system for everybody
The other thing is that you in Denmark have a payment system
that, for example, as regards your health care system, covers
everybody. Because your payment system is so comprehensive
and reliable there is good possibility that everybody can gain from
coordinating the efforts. This is no matter whether it is within the
health care system or other authorities,” says Gittell.
3. Bureaucracy is a killer
“The final reason has more to do with why relational coordination
could have a hard time here. Even though you in Denmark value
human conditions, social capital and work environment, your
organizations and institutions still are—like most other places in
the world—very bureaucratic. You are also, like us, characterized
by having several large organizations. The large and complex
organizations are a consequence of and a legacy from decades of
knowledge about how to organize.”
“In general, one is ready to think about changing the basic
structures, but they remain there. We still need to find out how we
get from the more bureaucratic organizational form to one that is
more relational and horizontal. I see this as a common challenge
across countries – and Denmark has in this regard the same
challenges as for instance Australia, Japan and USA,” she says in
closing.

About Jody Hoffer Gittell
Jody Hoffer Gittell is a professor of management at the Heller
School of Social Policy and Management, Brandeis University.
She is founder and Executive Director of the Relational
Coordination Research Collaborative, and previously Assistant
Professor at Harvard Business School.
Jody Hoffer Gittell is an award-winning author of three books
about relational coordination, of which the latest "High
Performance Healthcare: Using the Power of Relationships to
Achieve Quality, Efficiency and Resilience" has put in motion new
ways of thinking about health care management in Denmark and
abroad.

This article came into being in collaboration with Jody Hoffer Gittell and is based on an
interview made by Lederweb during her visit to Copenhagen, September 2012.
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