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The Collaboration Triangle whiteboard is available as an Adobe Acrobat PDF document optimized 
for screen viewing or printing.   

 

Getting IT and end-users to collaborate effectively has never been easy. Often, IT people focus on 
the technology rather than how the technology can help users perform their work. Users may then 
become overwhelmed by technical details and grow unwilling or unable to express their business 
needs clearly. The result: unrealistic expectations, poor communication and frustration, all of which 
lead to failed projects, poorly re-engineered business processes and ineffectual information systems. 

Successful collaboration requires an approach that is user-centric rather than techno-centric. The 
best way to achieve this is for the two sides to hold a structured dialogue that focuses on how users 
do their work—be it hiring people, producing products, selling to customers or generating financial 
statements. By emphasizing the work system rather than just the information system, IT people can 
collaborate more effectively with their business counterparts, and users can better organize and 
clarify their concerns. The result is a mutual understanding of the planned changes and the creation 
of an information system that truly meets the needs of the business. 

This whiteboard provides three critical checkpoints IT and business professionals can walk through 
together when creating or re-engineering a work system. CIOs in smaller companies can apply it 
when directly supervising projects; those in larger companies can give it to project managers and 
sponsors for use by their staffs. 

The triangle-shaped framework identifies the core elements of a work system: customers, products 
and services, business process, participants, information and technology. Surrounding these 
elements is the work system's environment—the firm's business strategy, the IT infrastructure the 
work system shares with other work systems, and the organizational, competitive and cultural context 

http://common.ziffdavisinternet.com/download/0/1348/0109_whiteboard_screen.pdf
http://common.ziffdavisinternet.com/download/0/1347/0109_whiteboard_print.pdf


in which the business operates. These three environmental elements provide resources and influence 
decision-making regarding the other six elements. 

The team of IT and business professionals creating or re-engineering a system should use this 
whiteboard at the early stages of its development. Begin by creating a concise snapshot of the work 
system the information system will support (Checkpoint 1); then identify its problems and 
opportunities, clarifying which of these the project will and will not address (Checkpoint 2). After the IT 
team creates the initial plan for a new IT system, the team arrives at Checkpoint 3. The IT and 
business teams must now agree on the likely effects the proposed information system will have on 
the work system's operation and success. At each checkpoint, the triangle remains the same, but the 
questions differ. The IT and business members of the team should methodically consider the 
questions that go with each element and try to agree on the answers. An inability to agree is an 
important early warning that issues need to be resolved before investing additional time and effort in 
the project. 

The framework does not guarantee the quality of the code or the completeness of the requirements, 
nor does it provide a full cost-benefit analysis of the new system. But it does increase the likelihood of 
genuine communication, realistic system requirements and reasonable expectations. Moreover, it 
improves the likelihood that the project will produce an information system that users will want to use, 
and from which the business can gain an effective and efficient work system without creating 
unexpected, unpleasant side effects along the way. 

Three Critical Checkpoints 

1. Create a Snapshot of the Work System 
Work together to write a brief summary of the current work system by identifying its customers, 
products and services, business process, participants, information and technology, and relevant 
aspects of strategy, context and shared infrastructure. This snapshot helps resolve disagreements 
about work system scope. To keep this snapshot to one or two pages, the business process should 
be summarized in just a few steps. 

2. Find Problems and Opportunities for Improvement 
Use the questions above, which are organized into eight general work system goals such as "Please 
the Customers" and "Support the Firm's Strategy," to explore problems in the work system and find 
opportunities to improve it. Look for imbalances and misalignments between different elements: For 
example, do the customers really want the products and services? Can the participants perform the 
business process? The performance indicators shown can help evaluate the current process and 
spur thinking about possibilities for improvement. 

3. Explore Effects of Proposed System Changes 
After the IT team develops an initial plan, collaborate to answer the above questions. These 
questions help IT and business explore the positive and negative effects of the proposed information 
system and work system changes, especially as the effects propagate across the work system or 
even touch other work systems. Be sure to look for imbalances and misalignments between different 
elements that may be caused by the proposed changes. 
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Who receives, uses and 
benefits from the products
and services this work 
system produces?

What products
and services
does this work
system produce?

What are the
major steps in
the business
process?  

What
information
is produced
or used by
the work sys-
tem?

What dedicat-
ed technology
is used to per-
form the steps
in the business
process?

Who per-
forms the
steps in the
business
process?  

How does 
the system
advance 
the firm’s 
strategy?

What human,
informational
and technical
infrastructure
that is shared by
other work sys-
tems is used in
this work sys-
tem’s operation?

What aspects of the surround-
ing context have important
effects on the work system’s
operation and success? 

e l e m e n t s  o f  a  w o r k  syst e m
customers: The people who use and receive direct benefits
from the products and services produced by the work system.
They may be external or internal customers.

products and services: The products (physical items as
well as information) and services the work system produces for its
customers. The work system exists to produce these products and
services.

business process: The set of steps or activities performed
within the work system. These steps may be defined precisely in
some situations and relatively unstructured in others.

participants: The people who perform work in the business
process. Some participants require little or no access to information
technology. In self-service processes (such as withdrawing money

from an ATM or buying an airline ticket over the Internet, for
example), the customers are also participants.

information: The data used by participants to perform their
work. Not all information needs to be computerized.

technology: The hardware, software, and other tools and
equipment used only by participants in this system to perform
their work. Technology is not limited to information technology.

environment: The outside factors that influence or support
the work system. This includes the firm’s strategy for achieving 
its business goals; the organizational, cultural, competitive 
and regulatory context in which the business exists; and shared
infrastructure, such as support and training staff, and techni-
cal resources such as networks and databases.

1. CREATE A SNAPSHOT OF THE WORK SYSTEM
Work together to write a brief summary of the current work system by identifying its customers,
products and services, business process, participants, information and technology, and relevant aspects 
of strategy, context and shared infrastructure. This snapshot helps resolve disagreements about work
system scope. To keep this snapshot to one or two pages, the business process should be summarized 
in just a few steps.

S
T

R
A

T
E

G
Y C

O
N

T
E

X
T

I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

customers

products & services

business process

participants information technology



TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF INFRASTRUCTURE

Is the available technical infrastructure used effectively?
Is the available information infrastructure used effectively?

Is the available human infrastructure used effectively?

2. FIND PROBLEMS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT
Use the questions above, which are organized into eight general work system goals such as “Please the
Customers” and “Support the Firm’s Strategy,” to explore problems in the work system and find opportunities to
improve it. Look for imbalances and misalignments between different elements: For example, do the customers
really want the products and services? Can the participants perform the business process? The performance indi-
cators shown can help evaluate the current process and spur thinking about possibilities for improvement.

PLEASE 
THE 

CUSTOMERS
Does the work 
system provide 

a positive experience 
for customers?

Are these the products 
and services customers 

really want?
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS: customer 

satisfaction, cost to the customer, 

quality perceived by the customer, 

responsiveness, reliability, conformance 

to standards and regulations

PERFORM THE WORK EFFICIENTLY
Could a different overall approach get better results?
Are there better methods for carrying out individual

steps in the business process?
Is information within the business process automated to

an appropriate degree?
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS: activity rate, output rate, consistency, 

productivity, cycle time, downtime, security

SERVE 
THE PARTICIPANTS

Are there better  
ways to structure the  

organization and work roles?
Do the participants have the 

skills, knowledge and 
resources necessary to do 

the work?
Are personal incentives aligned 

with the work system’s goals?
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS: job satisfaction, 

personal productivity, skill 

levels, retention rate, rate of employee 

complaints and mishaps

CREATE VALUE FROM 
INFORMATION
Is information  

adequate, accessible and  
easy to use?

Do the participants 
use the information, and 

is it secure?
Do users understand 

how to apply the 
information?

PERFORMANCE INDICATORS: 

accuracy, completeness, 

timeliness, credibility, ease of 

access, ease of formatting, 

degree of security

MINIMIZE 
EFFORT CONSUMED 
BY TECHNOLOGY
Does the technology 
create obstacles for users?
Are more cost-effective 
technologies available?
Do participants focus on the 
technology to the detriment of 
the process?
Are the participants satisfied with 
its uptime and availability?
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS: capabilities of 

information system from IT and user 

viewpoints, ease of use, compatibility, uptime, 

maintainability
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SUPPORT 
THE FIRM’S
STRATEGY

Does the work
system help
the company
advance its
strategy?

MINIMIZE UNINTENDED
CONFLICTS AND RISKS

Is the work system
aligned with the firm’s
culture, policies and 
procedures?
Does it meet regulatory
requirements?
Does it harm the interests
of nonparticipants who
are not competitors?
Are there unacceptable
operational risks?



3. EXPLORE EFFECTS OF PROPOSED SYSTEM CHANGES
After the IT team develops an initial plan, collaborate to answer the above questions. These questions
help IT and business explore the positive and negative effects of the proposed information system and
work system changes, especially as the effects propagate across the work system or even touch other
work systems. Be sure to look for imbalances and misalignments between different elements that may 
be caused by the proposed changes.

TAKE FULL ADVANTAGE OF INFRASTRUCTURE.

How will the proposed changes take greater 
advantage of human, information and 

technical infrastructure?

MINIMIZE 
EFFORT CONSUMED 
BY TECHNOLOGY
How will the proposed 
changes affect:
• the technology now 
used in the work system?
• the effort required to use 
technology?
• technology availability and 
uptime? 
• maintainability and compatibility 
with other technologies ?
• the technology budget?

PLEASE 
THE 

CUSTOMERS
How will the 

proposed changes 
affect:

• the overall customer  
experience and the kind of 

customers attracted?

• metrics the customers 
perceive directly, such as cost to the 

customer and product or service quality?

• the features or the kinds of products 
and services generated by the work system?

PERFORM THE WORK EFFICIENTLY
How will the proposed changes:

• improve the overall approach and the way 
the business process is carried out?

• make individual steps more effective or efficient?
• affect process performance?

SERVE THE 
PARTICIPANTS

How will the proposed 
changes affect:

• organizational structure  
and work roles?

• needed skills, knowledge 
and resources?

• alignment between 
personal incentives and 

work system goals?
• the work that needs to be done 

by the participants?

CREATE VALUE FROM 
INFORMATION

How will the proposed 
changes affect:

• information quality and 
accessibility?

• how actionable the 
information is? 

• information security?
• users’ willingness to use 

the information?
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STRATEGY

How will the
proposed
changes sup-
port the firm’s
strategy?

MINIMIZE UNINTENDED
CONFLICTS AND RISKS

How will the proposed
changes affect:
z conflicts and risks related
to culture, procedures,
policies, regulatory re-
quirements and the inter-
ests of nonparticipants?
z operational risks?




