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Preface

My interest in writing this book came from me reflecting on over 25 years 
of experience developing individuals, teams and organisations. Throughout 
my career I have been working to improve relationships between people in 
organisations and sometimes between separate organisations wanting to work 
together. Facilitating improved working relationships between organisation 
silos has been a big part of this.

So what is silo working? I describe it as:

When people in organisations focus on their own needs and goals to the 
exclusion and sometimes detriment of the wider organisation and its 
aims – a lack of joined up, systemic or holistic thinking and behaviour.

Organisation silos can be like different countries, or even parallel worlds. 
Even in a single organisation, people in separate divisions or teams can talk a 
different language and have different work cultures that they each find difficult 
to understand and relate to. Add to that the multitude of different individual 
personality traits, behaviours and styles and it is easy to see why busy people 
may not take the trouble to involve others on a wider basis when they feel they 
can do a job quicker themselves.

That is not to say that silos cannot be helpful, for example where people 
need to focus on targets or get specialist results. Organisation structures 
after all are meant to be helpful. They group specialists and functions into 
learning communities, focus people on results and orientate them as to who 
does what and where. However, organisations, like living organisms, require 
work, information flows and relationships across boundaries in order to grow 
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and thrive. This includes the boundary between the organisation and its 
environment.1 To quote Capra (2003: 103):

Living organisms need to be open to a constant flow of resources 
(energy and matter) to stay alive; human organisations need to be open 
to a flow of mental resources (information and ideas), as well as to the 
flows of energy and materials that are part of the production of goods 
or services.

Where people identify too much with the particular space they occupy and 
boundaries become rigid and impervious then problems can and do occur. 
Where cooperation and collaboration is needed and there are barriers to 
achieving this, the cost to the organisation can be very high.

Some of the costs of not collaborating that I gleaned from interviews and 
other research include:

•	 lack of shared learning/knowledge transfer/innovation;

•	 missed opportunities;

•	 delay in getting work done;

•	 mistakes being repeated and wheels reinvented;

•	 wasted time and energy due to unproductive conflict;

•	 decisions having adverse impacts across the organisation;

•	 lack of engagement and motivation;

•	 difficulty in changing;

•	 downstream time and cost implications;

•	 significant financial costs due to programme failures;

1 Fritjof Capra (1997, 2003) and Margaret Wheatley (1992, 2007) make the links between scientific 
research and human relationships. They explain how interdependent and self-organising 
communities of people are.
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•	 impact on customer perceptions;

•	 impact on results.

Interestingly, two of the key personal benefits of silo working mentioned 
in the research interviews – what people hang on to – were belonging and 
control. These are fundamental desires that people have at different stages of 
relationship development (Schutz 1979).2

Some of the things they don’t like about ‘out of silo’ working are:

•	 the potential lack of clarity;

•	 increased work load;

•	 trusting others that they perceive as less capable;

•	 the complexity of dealing with different people;

•	 compromising on preferred ways of doing things.

In short, it’s about comfort with the familiar, including relationships, and 
retaining a sense of control. People get into a comfort zone of contact and prefer 
to retain control over their work. They want to do what they came to do, such 
as focus on their specialist work and deliver results. This affects the level of 
contact and degree of openness that people need to work together within teams 
and across an organisation.

There are many ways in use today to increase collaboration in organisations, 
yet somehow they don’t always succeed, become sustainable or inform the 
learning of others who inevitably share the same fate. There are numerous 
examples in organisations and in the public domain of breakdowns that occur 
within and between organisations and the cost this can bring about.

On Wednesday 20 April 2011 Sony’s PlayStation Network, with around 77 
million users, was hacked into by criminals who stole personal information. A 
report in The Guardian newspaper on 27 April 2011 explained that:

2 I explain more about Schutz’s research and ideas throughout the book.
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Since Stringer’s appointment in March 2005 he has struggled to 
break the company out of its ‘silo’ organisation that has prevented 
coordination between different divisions. (Arthur and Stuart 2011)

The impact of the security breach on Sony’s share price and reputation are well 
known and data protection law suits were also filed.

In a different case Chris Patton, Chairman of the BBC Trust, blamed silo 
working at the BBC as one of the reasons for the editorial crises that have 
seriously damaged the organisation’s reputation – a view subsequently 
confirmed in The Pollard Report (The Andrew Marr Show interview with Chris 
Patton, 2012: 12, The Pollard Report, 2012: 39–40, 185). 

These examples happened many years after the publication of Peter Senge’s 
seminal work on the learning organisation, The Fifth Discipline (Senge 1992), 
that explained how organisations are like systems and people and events are 
interconnected. They also happened several years after the publication of Will 
Schutz’s The Human Element (Schutz 1994), a book outlining his teachings over 
30 years that point towards personal rigidity and defensiveness as the main 
causes of ineffective teams.

Capra (2003) and Wheatley (1992, 2007) have expertly translated the 
discoveries in the scientific and philosophical fields into the organisation arena, 
explaining the interdependent and co-created world we live in. We also live in 
an age where we are all a lot more aware of the interconnectedness between 
people and events on a global level. Witness the impact of the recent financial 
crisis across the world.

Despite this awareness and all the approaches and tools available – and 
there are many – something seems to be missing. As one board director who 
contributed to the research pointed out: ‘In most companies silos haven’t 
changed, yet everything else has. Why not this?’

I feel as though we need a ‘subtle knife’, like the one in Philip Pullman’s His 
Dark Materials trilogy (Pullman 1998), to cut through the divide that separates 
people in different teams, functions and departments. Places like Human 
Resources (HR), Operations, Marketing, Sales, Accident and Emergency, 
Government ministry or other departments and teams that make up the 
organisation structure.
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Writing this book was for me a journey to better understand how we can 
reduce the downside of silo working and achieve greater collaboration within 
and between organisations. It has evolved over a three-year period of research 
and writing as I sought to answer the questions:

•	 Do we really know why silos develop?

•	 Why are they so difficult to break down?

•	 Why has silo working been so prevalent for so long?

•	 Why is it so difficult to get joined-up thinking and integrated 
working in a team and even more so across an organisation?

•	 What influence does the senior leadership team have over this 
phenomenon?

•	 What are the best ways to approach this problem – at individual, 
team and organisation levels?

One thing that became clear to me, perhaps not surprisingly, is the complexity 
of the issue. Not surprising because people and organisations are complex. One 
contributor to the research even suggested that there isn’t a problem with ‘silo 
working’, just complexity. Recognising the complexity, I continued with the 
belief that some ‘joined-up’ thinking could emerge that would build on current 
knowledge and practice, challenge existing approaches and point towards 
some more sustainable ways of tackling the problem. One of the key arguments 
resulting from this is the need for more joined-up thinking and working in how 
we approach the issue of collaboration.

My journey through the different levels of individual, team and organisation 
led me to the need for an integrated approach that works at all three levels, as 
well as combining the task, process and relationship elements of organisations. 
The emphasis throughout the book is on the relationship element, as it is the 
complexity of people and human relations that is often ignored on the grounds 
of ‘keeping it simple’. I reference and take into account a lot of human relations 
and psychology thinking from the last 80 years. At the same time I recognise 
that we all exist in a context that includes the task we are there to achieve and 
the ways we organise ourselves to do that. I make practical recommendations 
for improving collaboration, but recognise that the approaches and methods 
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used to achieve them need to fit the circumstances of each individual, team 
and organisation. Most important is the context provided by the leadership 
of the organisation, including the need for a relationship agenda that is both 
supported and lived at the most senior levels.

Part I begins with the individual where I describe some of the complexity 
and richness of the human personality. Next I consider the potential barriers 
this presents for people working together. I then move on to define what a good 
working relationship is before providing an approach to reviewing working 
relationships and some steps people can take to overcome the barriers.

In Part II my focus shifts to teams and group dynamics. Building on Part I,  
I describe how the personality of the team develops through a dynamic 
relationship between individuals, and the central role of identity in the 
formation of individual and team boundaries – boundaries that determine the 
level of collaboration that is possible. This informs the description of the barriers 
to good quality relationships within and between teams. A central argument is 
how under or over identification with team boundaries can hinder collaboration 
and three dysfunctional team archetypes are described. Finally I present my 
argument for a more integrated approach, working at different levels. The 
main recommendation is the need to develop ‘open’ teams that maintain their 
identity and boundaries at the same time as responding and adapting to the 
context they are in. People need to connect and identify at different levels, 
preserving individual and team boundaries as well as collaborating with 
multiple teams across the organisation. This requires work at the individual, 
team and organisation levels to improve collaboration. Practical approaches to 
doing this are provided.

In Part III I describe how the process of forming team identity described 
in Part II occurs at an organisational level between teams and functions to 
determine the identity and boundaries of the organisation. The implications 
of this for organisations and leadership are explored. I continue the argument 
for an integrated approach to developing collaboration across organisations 
– combining task, process and relationship agendas at individual, team and 
organisation levels. To tackle the downside of silo working and develop 
collaborative relationships business planning and review needs to be connected 
with organisation development on an ongoing basis. Central to senior leadership 
efforts is the development of Open Teams at the top of the organisation. I also 
argue the case that the concept of Open Teams and collaboration is just as valid 
in an environment where change leads to redundancies and closures and what 
leaders can do.
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 1  
Factors that Influence Behaviour

You are in a Silo

We are all in silos at the same time as being connected with each other; it’s a 
natural state of affairs.

As a human being I have a physical boundary to the outside world. My 
contact with the environment is mediated by my senses (touch, taste, smell, 
sight, sound, feelings) and the sense I make of these through my beliefs, values 
and self-concept – my ‘sense of self’. I can choose to be in contact or out of contact 
with others. I can include or exclude myself. I can move towards people, away 
from them or against them. I can be more or less open with other people in how 
I communicate. I can try to control, be equal or be submissive. My face can be 
fixed or relaxed. I can be rigid, flexible or somewhere in between. What balance 
I strike in my contact with others will be based on several factors including 
those which I now describe.

My physical heritage

My physical heritage is the inherited genetic makeup and the physical 
disposition I am born with. This will influence my level of physical and 
psychological comfort or discomfort and therefore the choices I make. Genetics 
and physical disposition are outside of the scope of this book, although it 
is important to recognise their influence on our psychological makeup. My 
focus is on the social and psychological domains and the behaviour of people 
to explain silo working and how to improve the quality of relationships 
people have. You cannot change the spots on a leopard, but you can influence 
how it behaves!


