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n  BUSINESS MATTERS  n

COLLABORATIVE 
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Founder  n  Open Door Insights,
Toronto, Ontario, Canada  n  kate@opendoorinsights.com

As qualitative research consultants, 
many of us enjoy the benefits of 
working for ourselves or in small 

companies.  While we prefer the flexibility 
and independence that comes with being a 
small, nimble operation, our freedom often 
comes at the price of professional isolation. 
Where is that colleague when you need to 

bounce around an idea? Who will push you 
to reconsider a report from another angle?  
Who can provide an extra set of hands for 
work overflow?  We can reach out to our 
LinkedIn discussion groups, Twitter, and 
QRCA chapter meetings, but even with 
those resources at our disposal, we are often 
left wishing for more. 

Collaboration – a scary thought,
but numerous benefits
For starters, who wants to share all their 
secrets with a stranger who might benefit 
from your years of hard work?  Let us 
assure you, with a bit of careful planning, 
a strategic collaboration can benefit both 
parties financially and emotionally. 

10 TIPS FOR
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Collaboration may even give you the con-
fidence and encouragement you need to 
build your business in ways you never 
thought possible!

So how do you find that right person?
 
Chances are you know at least a few other 
QRCs through QRCA, social media, or 
attending conferences with whom you felt 
a good connection. Once you identify a 
person you might want to collaborate 
with, set up a time to talk (in person, on 
Skype, or simply on the phone) and con-
sider these 10 tips to help get you started.  

1. Do your goals align? 
As with any endeavor, starting with 
objectives or goals is crucial. We don’t all 
necessarily have formalized business 
goals, but, if asked, most of us could at 
least identify the direction we are headed. 
The goals of your collaboration should be 
discussed, too. These goals may very well 
change over time – and it’s important you 
continue the conversation as you begin to 
work together and start to see the poten-
tial for your businesses.

2. Do they share your values? 
Just as important as aligning goals is dis-
cussing your values and work ethic. It is 
normal to see business goals evolve over 
time, but your core values typically do 
not. The first few discussions with a 
potential collaborative partner will be 
critical in determining if you can trust 
the other. 

3. Does their experience
complement yours?
The last thing you want when seeking a 
collaborative business partner is to end 
up feeling like you are competing with 
each other. Does one of you have a par-
ticular expertise or vertical in which you 
specialize that could work well when 
married with a technique that perhaps is 
the other’s specialty? Complementary 
skill sets allow you to take on clients and 
projects you might otherwise have had to 
pass on. 

So start by being crystal clear about 
how your individual strengths will com-
plement the other. In our case, one of us 
prefers to focus more on strategic ele-
ments of projects and the other excels at 
delving into the finer details.

4. Are you comfortable discussing 
legal and financial matters? 
Before you get serious with a potential 
collaborator, be sure to sign a nondisclo-
sure agreement and seek legal counsel to 
ensure that you will not be violating any 
antitrust laws. Assuming you are in the 
clear, then proceed to have discussions 
about how you will handle financial mat-
ters – whether you will be working 
together vs. acting as sounding boards for 
each other. Make sure you’re on the same 
page regarding the hours allocated to 
each type of task (briefing, screener 
development, project management, etc.). 
Agreeing to a system in advance will 
speed things up when it comes to devel-
oping joint proposals and settling invoic-
es at project completion.  

So now you’ve found your partner, 
what are some ways to collaborate?  

5. Embrace technology
There are some simple and free tools that 
will allow you to not only share the busi-
ness side of things (after you’ve both signed 
non-disclosure agreements), but also to 
enjoy some of the “water cooler” style chat 
that independents often miss out on.

Join.me is a free desktop sharing software 
that makes it super easy for you and your 
collaborative partner to brainstorm a pro-
posal or report; one of you can make 
changes in real time on screen as you go. 

A “cloud network” like Dropbox makes it 
easy to access shared files with each other – 

proposal templates, images, calendars to co-
ordinate schedules and resources, activity 
examples, and of course… your goals. 

Skype is invaluable when we are collab-
orating on a project. During a client 
scoping or briefing meeting, or during a 
virtual presentation, one of us is typically 
leading the discussion, while the other is 
taking notes and listening. Using Skype 
chat is also a great way for us to commu-
nicate during webinars that we are both 
attending. We often hear something that 
triggers an idea and before we know it 
we’re brainstorming and “seed planting” 
based on what we’re hearing. Technology 
not only makes us more efficient but also 
helps us feel less isolated and more like 
we’re part of a bigger office.

6. Share information  
Nowadays there is so much to learn, it 
can sometimes be overwhelming. We try 
to get ahead of this by dividing and con-
quering at industry webinars and confer-
ences. For webinars, one of us attends 
and takes notes that are posted to our 
shared folder. For conferences, instead 
of attending the same breakout session, 
we try to go different ones to double our 
exposure; we post our notes and that 
makes us really pay attention. And if we 
learned something particularly useful, 
we email or Skype chat about it. 

7. Share resources  
Once we felt comfortable with each other, 
we laid everything out on the table related 

n Bounce off each other’s ideas:    
 develop proposals, guides, 
 insights for reports

n Share large projects: 
 co-moderate online or in-person

n Share resources

n Balance each other’s peaks 
 and valleys

n Co-develop business 
 building ideas

Collaboration means that you have 
a colleague with whom you can:
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10 Tips for Collaborative Business Building   CONTINUED

“Let us assure you, with a bit of careful planning, a strategic collabora-
tion can benefit both parties financially and emotionally. Collaboration 
may even give you the confidence and encouragement you need to 
build your business in ways you never thought possible!”

to our respective research toolkits. We dis-
covered that we were using many similar 
approaches and techniques, but in shar-
ing and brainstorming we learned from 
each other, reinforced our existing tool-
kits, and created new tools that have 
helped transform our work.

We save our shared toolkit of activities, 
images, and proposal/report templates to 
a shared Dropbox folder and reference or 
add to it on a regular basis. We often 
exchange quick phone calls or emails 
when working on a proposal or discus-
sion guide in a new area to find out if the 
other has done something similar.

People are another great resource that 
can be shared, especially as your business 
grows. When we started to get too busy 
to help each other, we trained a couple of 
contract-based project managers in our 
“style” so they could help by loading 
guides, follow up with participants, 
source images, and create slides.

8. Plant seeds
When the slow period hits, you’ll regret 
not following through on initiatives criti-
cal to growing your business. This is 
where collaborating resembles having a 
workout buddy and is what we refer to as 

“seed planting.” At regular intervals, dis-
cuss where you see your businesses going. 
Review your goals from the previous 
period – eliminate, update, and create 
new ones. 

Whether it’s getting an article pub-
lished, starting up a blog or winning a 
client in a new industry, having someone 
to be accountable to and push you for-
ward is invaluable. Don’t worry if your 
goals or the activities to get you there 
change throughout the year – as long as 
you’re checking in with each other and 
showing progress, some seeds are guaran-
teed to have taken root. 

9. Push each other
From time to time, each of us needs 
encouragement to stretch beyond our 
comfort zone. For some this may mean 
trying a new technique, for others it may 
involve speaking at a conference, or 
becoming more involved with social 
media. We have found that collaboration 
has enabled us to confidently grow our 
capabilities and experiences in ways that 
have grown our bottom line. For exam-
ple, when mobile online tools were still in 
their infancy, we agreed to take on a proj-
ect together to figure them out. Between 

us we were better able to manage the 
project details, figure out and document 
what worked, and commit to what we 
would do differently in the future.

10. Introduce your
partner to your clients.
Once you’re comfortable with each oth-
er’s style and approach (and possibly even 
developed a bit of a joint one), you may 
decide it’s time to let your clients know 
you have a partner with whom you con-
sult and who helps you out from time to 
time on your projects. 

Start by working your partner’s name 
into conversation – “A colleague of mine 
has some great experience with X and 
could add some real value to this discus-
sion” or “I bounced this idea off a colleague 
of mine and think we’ve come up with an 
even better approach…” Everyone knows 
two heads are better than one and if the cli-
ent is seen as having access to the best col-
lective thinking available (at no extra cost 
to them), why would they say no?

Collaboration on client projects can be 
as simple as brainstorming a way to 
approach a difficult topic or as involved 
as presenting joint briefings, moderat-
ing, and presenting. Whatever the case, 
make it easy as possible for your client – 
have one point of contact, but copy each 
other on all correspondence. Agree in 
advance on the roles each of you will 
take and make that clear to your client.  
If clients trust you and your work, they 
likely won’t have a problem working 
with someone you trust and have 
worked with before.  

Collaboration – 
a smarter way to work!
We have been enriched by working 
together and by supporting each other 
through our highs and lows. We hope 
you feel inspired and armed to find the 
right partner. 


