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Introduction
Peers are a source of untapped advantage in organisations.
Peer relationships affect 36% of the top drivers of culture according to CEB research,
more than line managers, who affect 23%. Team members interact with about half
of their coworkers on a regular basis; with that reach, peers have greater potential
impact than line managers do. This reach is even more important as managers’
widening spans of control lessen the time they have available
for each team member.
Work tasks and organisation are more dispersed than ever
before, across functions, departments and geographies. To
work effectively, people automatically interact more broadly,
and more often, across the organisation. The amount of time
people spend in collective activities has increased by 50%
over the past 20 years. In some organisations, people spend
as much as 80% of their time interacting with others [2].

Many of the
best engagement
activities have
the greatest
impact when they
are delivered
through peers [1].

And Millennials seek high levels of collaboration and social
connection. Given they are now 45% of the workforce and hold 28% of management
roles, serving their needs is key to engagement [3].
Organisations still have a long way to go in better managing collaboration capability, demands and
quality [2]. With a reconfiguration of engagement efforts to peer collaboration, organisations could
significantly improve the quality of interaction, increase engagement and relieve leaders of some
of the pressure they are under.
In their study of a US Fortune 500 technology company, Cross, Rebele & Grant [2] found that 60%
of workers wanted to spend less time responding to ad hoc collaboration requests, which they felt
exhausted by. However, 40% wanted to spend more time training, coaching, and mentoring. It was
not the amount, but the quality of interaction that really mattered. After contributions were adjusted
to align with these preferences, the employees were less stressed and more engaged.
Yet few organisations are reaping the benefit of quality peer interaction. Most prioritise their efforts to
increase engagement on either organisation-wide or leader-led strategies. Some see the potential
in peer collaboration, but few are leveraging it [1].
And despite the opportunity that strengthening peer relationships presents, organisations continue
to reward practices that fracture collective effort. They:
• Reinforce power differentials by rewarding command and control styles, where only top leaders
make decisions, and which reinforces silos;
• Over-recognise individual achievement and under-recognise collective effort. ‘Stars’ might hit

their numbers and gain plenty of attention for it, but they don’t contribute to the success of their
colleagues; and

• Provide little systematic opportunity for high quality peer interaction; there’s too much focus
on low value meetings and decision-making processes that require multiple interactions for
questionable gain.
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The net result is that peers don’t collaborate, they compete, they reinforce their silos and protect
their turf. And end up feeling exhausted and unproductive.
Without the right context for collaboration, the personal risks can outweigh the advantages. If your
peers aren’t collaborating well, these fears might be at play:
• Exposure – admitting you don’t know can be threatening to esteem and standing with colleagues.
• Retribution - Admitting that you don’t know can be career limiting: if mistakes are not well tolerated,
vulnerability is not supported, then learning is limited.
• Unrealistic expectations - When there are unrealistically high standards of performance and low
expectations of development, workers become defensive and this blocks the brain’s ability to learn.
• Negativity - A climate of negative emotion, such as in a hostile, reactionary, or crisisoriented
organisation is less likely to foster learning.
• Unintended consequences - If learning is tied to performance management, people will be less
open to asking for what they really need. They may impression-manage well, but this comes at
the cost of their development.

Organisations don’t get the innovation they need
Smart people do a great job on their own. That’s
good for work that requires individual effort.
With so much work now interdependent, that
simply is not enough. The evidence is clear that
high performance in groups is
not about the smartest person
in the room [4]. The average
intelligence of group members
and the intelligence of the
smartest group member do not
strongly correlate with group
performance.

collaborate, they move from being competitors
working in silos, to collaborative communities
of practice. They set up a sustainable cycle of
practice and learning that fuels innovation and
high performance.

Collective Intelligence,
the ability of the
group to work well
together, is responsible
for a 40% performance
premium [5].

Shared work tasks take longer
and are harder than they need
to be, because petty power
plays rule. Too much time is
spent fighting over who has higher status. This
harms the ability of groups to work together
[4]. Shared commitments won’t stick in such an
environment.
When you create the right zone for peers to

At a time when innovation
has become an expectation,
getting the payback from time
spent in collective action is a
potential source of advantage.
Collaborative
peer-based
Leadership Coaching Circles
provide the process and skills to
get the payback.

Peer
collaboration
powers
active teamwork towards common goals
and organisational unity. When collaborative
behaviour, with a focus on the collective
good, is expected, supported and recognised,
organisations realise the secret powers of peer
collaboration.
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The bonus:
Leaders are united
by their common
aspirations, and
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collaboratively focussing
on real issues.

than compete and work
together instead of in silos,
they create a significant
performance

The power of peer collaboration is largely hidden
in organisations. It is a tacit resource whose value
is not understood nor tapped. By establishing
an expectation that peers will collaborate, and
the conditions, tools and processes for doing
so, significant innovation and performance
outcomes are gained.
This is the alchemy of peer collaboration. It is the
special formula that harnesses peer power to
realise its secret value.
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What?
A new context is
created within which
peers learn to trust share
and challenge, and which

harnesses the group’s potential.

the same time as developing their leadership
and coaching capabilities. They were staggered
by how much they learned from each other,
and how they could make significant changes
in their own work. They could not believe how
long it had taken for them to work together, and
what a difference it made to their work. They
gained a much stronger appreciation for their
organisation and its context. As peer coaches,
they were able to do this for the first time [6].

When two managers with similar roles but
located in different parts of the organisation
participated in Coaching Circles they began
to share information about their roles for the
first time. The safe zone enabled them to learn
from each other, as well as from other Circle
members, about their roles and approaches, at
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Secret powers advantage
What are the secret powers of peer collaboration?

1. Harness peer power: it’s not just for kids

We develop confidence and a sense of who
we are through our engagement with others.
We know what to think, feel and act based on
the signals we receive from others around us
[7]. When others believe in us, we are much
more likely to succeed. When we teach, we
The boss is to peers as the sun is to stars; one
to a multitude.
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The value of peer learning and collaboration
is that it provides the opportunity to work with
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Peer learning starts when we are very young
and becomes so engrained that we don’t
notice it.

2. The secret powers of peer collaboration
Teachers know the power of peers. They know
that if they tell an individual student not to
misbehave again or the whole class will stay
back for detention, it will be much more effective
than if the individual student faces the prospect
of detention alone.

Why? If we believe that others just like us
are doing something, even a bad thing, we
give ourselves permission to do the same. It
normalises the behaviour.
A stooge researcher was planted by a street
musician busking at a New York
subway station. When a passerby
stopped to listen, the stooge
threw money into the hat. People
who witnessed this were eight
times more likely to also throw
money into the hat. Interestingly,
people who gave money had
no awareness of the presence,
let alone the influence, of the
stooge. The peer influence was
unconscious [3].

Asking people to be
part of a community
is more effective
than asking them
if they want to be
more productive or
more engaged [3].

That’s no secret. But peer power
goes well beyond conscious
awareness. In Robert Cialdini’s
influence studies, he examined the
likelihood of people thieving pieces
of wood from a petrified forest in the
US. Theft was at an unacceptably
high level. When the park signs
carried the message “Many past
visitors have removed the petrified
wood from the park, changing the
state of the Petrified Forest”, the rate of theft
increased to almost 8%. “Please don’t remove the
petrified wood from the park” reduced theft rates
to 1.67% [8].

The power of peers works in both positive and
negative ways. And at times, we do not even
know we are under its influence.
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The secret powers that can be used to engage
peers are:

Building on these features, for peer collaboration
and learning to be successful it needs:

• Shared challenges;

• Impartiality of position;

• Learning through own and others’ experience/s;

• Equality of status;

• The empathy of being in the same position; and

• Reciprocity; and

• Opportunity to come to their own conclusion,
rather than being told by an authority figure.

• Diversity of perspective.
Peer power is at work in your organisation. Is it
working for you?

3. When peers are accountable, organisations thrive
Peer accountability is a powerful force.
In Greek civilization, one story goes, citizens cast
their vote by stepping on a stone – they accounted
for themselves by showing where they stand. How
do your various peer groups
account for themselves, to
each other?

More often than not, there’s no explicit context
for collaboration. In one organisation, senior
leadership roles were designed with mutual
dependencies, having the stated goal of
achieving collaboration. No attention
was paid to establishing a climate
of respect, or providing the tools for
collaboration. Just the opposite. A lack
of impartiality on the boss’s part meant
that the leaders were constantly
vying for attention and resources. The
agenda shifted according to who had
last spoken with the boss, and petty
politicking consumed valuable time
and energy.

When peers are
held to mutual
account, and respect
is expected, a
currency of mutual
respect will prevail.

This means more work is
done, more effectively and
more
innovatively.
Where
accountability is low, but
respect is high, you may
achieve
social
harmony.
People get on well together
and like each other, but they don’t necessarily
achieve at a high level. Likewise, if peer
accountability is high, but respect is not actively
managed, there is likely to be a good deal of
competitive game-playing.

What it takes is an explicit focus on peer
accountability and an environment where
respect is expected. When peer accountability
is high, and respect is shared, a currency of
mutual respect is created.

4. Uncover peer dynamics: make the tacit explicit
A currency of mutual respect both helps to build,
and is built by, peer trust.
When it comes to learning, innovation,
broadening perspectives and challenge, peers
have the edge. When peers trust each other, they

can bring this home in a way that others can’t.
When peers work together it’s the difference
between the ephemeral brilliance of a shooting
star, and the sustained effect of a constellation.
Which does your organisation need?
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Create the zone
What can you do to create the zone in which peer collaboration will flourish?

responsibility for setting safety in
the group? This is usually best done
by a facilitator and is a key part of
the Coaching Circles set-up.

The context outside the peer
group itself matters too. The boss
and other organisational leaders
need to manage the context of
psychological safety in which the
group operates.

“Psychological safety...
facilitates the willing
contribution of ideas and actions
to a shared enterprise.”[9]

High

There is a particular challenge
to develop psychological safety
without the presence of an
authority figure. Who initiates

Compete

Co-create

Low

When the right safety zone
is created, and peers are
encouraged to exchange their
knowledge,
the
benefits
of
collaboration are possible.

Knowledge exchange

1. From compete to confide

Hoard

Share

Low

High

Explicit safety zone
On the other hand, there are advantages in
setting up psychological safety in a peer group.
Shared challenges and the opportunity to work
together make agreement about how we work
together easier.
A peer-relationship reduces hierarchical and
formal status power differentials and so is less
threatening than a boss-subordinate relationship.

How to establish psychological safety
1.

Establish clear norms for behaviour;

2.

Encourage team members to share personal
information about themselves;

3.

Encourage the expression of diverse interests
and perspectives; and

4. Minimise identity threat for minority team
members.
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2. Answers questioned, not questions answered
When they collaborate and learn with peers,
leaders benefit from insightful questions and
impartial advice.
Collaborating and learning with peers allows:
• Cutting edge concepts to be the focus;

• Complex issues to be tackled;
• New ways to be tried;
• Hard questions to be asked; and
• Thinking to be challenged.

Collaborative Environment

Answers
questioned

Questions
answered

Permission to challenge
3. Competitive AND prepared to sacrifice for group success
The best evidence that highly competitive
individuals have committed to the
group is when they are prepared
to sacrifice their own goals for the
group’s success.

team, which has won 10 national championships
in 20 years, an outstanding record
of achievement.

Sacrificing
personal goals
is an everyday,
explicit, part of
the culture.

This level of commitment is quite
rare. Partly because little attention
is paid to it. Yet sustainable success
is possible when this form of
commitment is promoted. Shapiro
& Bottary provide the example of the
University of Connecticut’s women’s basketball

According to one player, “our
players know that we have to be
there for each other. I might be
the star player but if I’m having
an off day, I put myself on the
bench.” [3] It is the combination of
capability and competitiveness,
with willingness to sacrifice for the
team, that is uniquely differentiating for them.
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Coaching Circles Process
In Whitepaper #1 Generative Leadership: How
Coaching More and Controlling Less Doubles
Productivity, I identify why coaching is so
important to organisational outcomes and how
collaborative peer-based Coaching Circles
fast-track leader-coach development. In
Whitepaper #2 Generative Leadership: How to
Create a Sustainable Coaching Culture I outline
how Coaching Circles contribute to the growth
and sustainability of a coaching culture.
This Whitepaper explains in more detail why
the Coaching Circle process, grounded as it is
in peer collaboration, is so effective. Coaching
Circles provide the method and tools by which

collaboration can be harnessed for the benefit
of individuals and the organisation.
They use all the secret powers of peers in a
context where peers trust, share and challenge,
which harnesses their potential. They are the
conduit by which peer groups can become
communities of practice.
Only about a third of employees are effective
at peer interaction. Only 7% of organisations
focus on ways to build collaboration
capability [1]. Coaching Circles are a great
way for organisations to build capability in
collaboration. Those organisations that do,
improve engagement capital by up to 66%.

Communities of practice
1. Peer-based coaching generates collaboration
Peer-based
coaching
shifts
leader’s
perspectives to be generative and collaborative.
Leaders model collaboration, openness and
courage with each other. They’re supportive
rather than competitive. They find new solutions
that are energising.

skill building during and after the program. Peerbased Coaching Circles are explicitly designed
for peers to:

A collaborative learning context makes learning
much more supportive. It increases trust and
provides opportunities for feedback. It promotes

1.

Coach and be coached by each other;

2.

Provide mutual support;

3.

Hold each other to mutual account; and

4. Share successes.

2. Collaborative coaching is high on courage and humility
Getting peers to cooperate can be like trading
across national borders. Yet the boundaries
are necessarily arbitrary. When they’re
removed or minimised, there are greater
riches. Global trading and cooperation have
been at the heart of much great human
progress. That same opportunity is available
within organisations.

Learning with peers establishes trusted
relationships that have sustainable value
for learning, support and challenge. It takes
courage and humility. Being prepared to coach
your peers, and be coached by peers, takes
courage and vulnerability.
When collective efforts are based on the
demonstration of courage and humility, they
are more likely to achieve collaboration.
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• Build emotional connection; and
• Explicitly value the work of your peers.

High

• Keep in check your own competitiveness,
covertness or complacency;

Competitive

Collaborative

Complacent

Covert

Low

High

Courage

• Use a humble, curious stance to listen to
peers’ perspectives;

Low

What leaders can do:

3. Peers share common
challenges and aspirations
People prefer to implement their own solutions
rather than be told what to do. Commanding
management styles disregard that.

Humility

Communities of practice emerge when real
challenges and issues are the focus of learning.
And where there is an explicit, shared learning
agenda.
Training programs and external coaching miss
this connection.

Shared

When a group is given a family of percussion
instruments and told to make music together,
somehow, they do. It’s real, and it’s clear what
needs to be done. When individuals watch and
listen to each other, and aim for symphony not
cacophony, it is possible to achieve it.

Training
programs

Communities
of practice

Not shared

in the room learns something of value. They’ve
all been IN the discussion.

Shared Learning Agenda

When there’s a shared learning agenda and the
focus is on real issues and challenges, everybody

Silo/
isolation

External
coaching

Theory

Reality

Real Challenges & Issues

Conclusion
The power of peer collaboration is undervalued and underused. When fully harnessed it contributes
significant advantage: it increases engagement, lightens the load of leadership, reduce silos and
promotes innovation.

What is collaboration and how it improves engagement 10

About the Author
Dr Karen Morley helps leaders to realise their full potential. She helps leaders to
meet the challenges of growing engaged, motivated, productive people who love
their work, respect their bosses and are proud of their organisations.
Karen appreciates that the work of leadership is challenging. Her career has been devoted to working
with leaders to influence their development. She continues to admire those exceptional leaders
whom everyone loves to work with and who get great results. And her goal is to help spread a bit of
this magic to all leaders. We need to lighten the weight of leadership, and make it more enjoyable
and fulfilling.
Karen is an experienced Executive Coach, and greatly enjoys coaching individual leaders. Yet, her
professional experience has shown her that shifting to a model that grows collaborative coaching
can achieve so much more.
Leaders who learn to coach collaboratively with other leaders magnify the impact of development. Karen
has seen the impact of this firsthand, and is inspired to help more organisations gain the same value.
Karen brings to her leadership development work broad experiences, top professional credentials,
and a variety of perspectives. She’s a registered Psychologist with a desire to align what leaders
do with the available evidence for what works. Besides being an Executive Coach and leadership
developer, she’s held executive roles in government and higher education, and her approach is
informed by her experience in these roles. Along the way, she completed a doctorate in leadership,
published Gender Balanced Leadership: An Executive Guide, and has written numerous other working
and white papers. She is an Honorary Fellow of the University of Melbourne.
Right now Karen is working with executives and human resource leaders from a range of different
organisations to help their leaders fulfil their potential, to make leadership more inclusive, and to
help grow the coaching capability of their leaders.
Karen lives in Melbourne. She Chairs the board of Emerge Women and Children’s Support Network
which assists women and children affected by domestic violence.
For more about Coaching Circles and your coaching needs contact Karen on +61 438 215 391 or
kmorley@karenmorley.com.au.

What is collaboration and how it improves engagement 11

References
1.

Corporate Executive Board, The Power of Peers: Building
Engagement Capital through Peer Interaction, C.C.L.
Council, Editor. 2011, CEB Corporate Leadership Council.

2.

Cross, R., R. Rebele, and A.M. Grant, Collaborative overload.
Harvard Business Review, 2016. January-February: p. 74-79.

3.

Shapiro, L. and L. Bottary, The Power of Peers: How the
company you keep drives leadership, growth and
success. 2016, New York USA: Bibliomotion.

4.

Hildreth, A. and C. Anderson, Powerful People
Underperform When They Work Together. Harvard
Business Review, 2016. February.

5.

Woolley, A.W., et al., Evidence for a collective intelligence
factor in the performance of human groups. Science,
2010. 330: p. 686-688.

6.

Ladyshewsky, R.K., Peer coaching as a strategy to
increase learning and development in organisational
life - a perspective. International Journal of Evidence
Based Coaching and Mentoring, 2017. 15(1): p. 4-10.

7.

Cialdini, R.B., Harnessing the science of persuasion.
Harvard Business Review, 2001. October: p. 72-79.

8.

Cialdini, R.B., et al., Managing Social Norms for Persuasive
Impact. Social Influence, 2006. 1(1): p. 3-15.

9.

Edmondson, A.C. and Z. Lei, Psychological Safety: The
History, Renaissance, and Future of an Interpersonal
Construct. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology
and Organizational Behavior, 2014. 1(1): p. 23-43.

What is collaboration and how it improves engagement 12

PO Box 7053,
Brighton VIC 3186
P +61 438 215 391
E kmorley@karenmorley.com.au
ABN 87934767059

