
Cooperation, Collaboration & 
Regional Competitiveness

(in an ever changing world)

Ted Abernathy



“Too often we enjoy the 
comfort of opinion 
without the discomfort 
of thought.”

John F. Kennedy



Some General Beliefs 
About Collaboration …

1. People, and organizations collaborate 
when it is in their interest to do so.

2. “Where you stand always depends on 
where you sit.”

3. When crisis > complacency = 
cooperation.

4. Context matters…and all our context is 
changing real fast.



Should We Fear the “Future”
Context?



There Are More People Globally 
…And The Rate of Growth Is Dramatic
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We Are Living Longer
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In 1900 6% of Married Women in the US Worked
In 2000 62% of Married Women Worked

More International Air Travel 
in a day today, than in a year 
in 1975

By 2020 80% of the middle 
income consumers in the 
world will live outside the 
“developed” countries

2.8 Billion people in the world 
are connected by handheld 
communications devices-
40% of the world’s population



The World is Rapidly 
Changing  

100 Years ago marijuana, 
heroin and morphine were 
over the counter, Coca Cola 
contained cocaine and iced 
tea had not been invented



Global Trends 2025
A Transformed World
National Intelligence Council

“The international system…will be almost 
unrecognizable by 2025 owing to the rise 
of emerging powers, a globalizing 
economy, an historic transfer of relative 
wealth and economic power from West to 
East, and the growing influence of non-
state actors.”

Source: National Intelligence Council



40 Years Ago Alvin Toffler Had a 
Few Thoughts

“Is the dizzying 
disorientation brought 
on by the premature 
arrival of the future, a 
product of the greatly 
accelerated rate of 
change in society.”



40 Years Ago Toffler Had a Few 
Thoughts

1970- Pre-internet, pre-
personal computer, pre-
Microsoft, pre-ATMs  pre 
light beer, video games, 
universal remotes, 
luggage with wheels and 
24 hour cable news



40 Years Ago Toffler Had a Few 
Thoughts

 Durational expectancy
 Transience
 Novelty



Here are 4 more 
things that are 

making it harder…



The Matrix Paradox

We want and 
need to know 
more and more, 
but it is so 
hard. We want 
an easier way.



Complexity Conundrum
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Fragmentation of Cultural 
Reference Points

 News
 Books
 Music
 Movies



We Are in a Bad Mood
 60% believe it is 

harder to achieve the 
American Dream 
today than for their 
parents

 68% believe it will be 
harder for their kids

 58% say America is in 
decline 

Source: The Atlantic Magazine



Americans Satisfaction With Jobs
Lowest Level Recorded
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Who Do We Admire?
“Which fields would you rate the honesty and ethical 

standards as high?”
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“What Do You Think Is the Most 
Important Problem facing the Country 

Today?”
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“Overall have the changes in the U.S. 
over the past 100 years made America’s 

lives better or worse?’
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So in this 
context…



Collaboration
“The act of working with one or 

more people to produce or 
create something.”

“The act of joining together to 
make possible that which 
cannot be accomplished 
alone.”



“Real World” Definition of 
Collaboration

Collaboration is an unnatural act 
between un-consenting adults

Regional collaboration is an 
unnatural act between hundreds of 
un-consenting adults who have no 
idea why they should be working 
together and always have something 
better to do



Why Do We 
Care?



Building Competitive 
Regional Clusters

 Build strong knowledge 
infrastructure

 Attract research & development
 Educate and train citizens
 Develop a high quality of life to 

attract & retain talent
 Enable entrepreneurship
 Encourage innovation & 

creativity with specific actions
 Promote interaction between 

groups and individuals



Site Selection Factors
% of Site Selectors Rating as Very Important

1. Labor Cost 97%
2. Highway Accessibility   93%
3. Tax Exemptions 88%
4. Energy Avail./Cost 88%
5. Corporate Tax Rate 87 %
6. Avail. Skilled Labor 87%
7. Occupancy Costs 87%
8. State/Local Incentives  85%
9. Avail. Advanced ICT 83%
10. Shipping Costs 82%

Source: Area Development 2009 Survey



Why are some regions more successful 
than others in global competition?

 “Regardless of whether a 
region can bring the right 
people to the table or develop 
a strategic plan, the true test 
is whether the region can 
act effectively.”

 “The key to creating 
collaboration is effective 
regional leadership”

Source: Council on Competitiveness, Collaboration 2010



Setting National Priorities
The Next Ten Years

 War or Peace “the greatest risk-the Middle East”
 Nuclear Proliferation
 The U.S. in the World Economy
 Federal Spending & Debt
 Energy and the Environment
 Congress and the President 
“Congress critics charge parochialism in its 
outlook, irresponsibility in its conduct, 
sluggishness in its processes, and amateurism 
in its approach.”

Source: Setting National Priorities, The 
Brookings Institution, 1976

The Country’s economic miracle exists 
because its leaders, unlike those in other 
countries, can make quick decisions and 
ensure underlings carry them out.

China’s People’s Daily



10 Thoughts To Help 
You Create Successful 

Collaborations



Why Do We Want 
and Need 
Leadership?

 We want someone, we 
trust, to make sense of 
all the information we 
are receiving.

 We want someone to 
take actions that 
improves our situations 
or solves our problems

Traditional
Hierarchical
Leadership

Grassroots
Bottom Up
Leadership

Action, Success, 
Problem Solving

Someone important 
or 

some small group
with a vision 
or resources

Someone not 
important 

or 
some small 
group with a 

vision or resources

Leadership Is Crucial & 
Models Are Changing

#1



Public

Non 
profit

Private

Catalyst

Solution 
To a 
Specific 
Problem



Episodic-Networked Leadership

King of the 
hill vs. cog 
in a wheel



Regional Leadership

 “The key to creating collaboration is 
effective regional leadership”

 “Regional leadership bodies depend 
on consensus, not hierarchy.”

 “The structures are more frequently 
networked than formalized”

 “Regional leaders need to be bridge 
builders, boundary crossers, and 
conveners

Source: Council on Competitiveness, 
Collaboration 2010



Regional Leadership

 “New regional leadership must 
create a shared regional narrative, 
build consensus, institutionalize 
innovation, and lead change.”

 Let’s consider some local 
narratives…what is yours?

Source: Council on Competitiveness, 
Collaboration 2010



A society grows 
great when old 
men plant trees 
whose shade they 
know they will 
never sit in.

Greek Proverb



Created Groups Take 
Time To Evolve#2



Evolution Of Groups

Shared Vision & “Plan”
Common Information & Language

Shared Specific Tasks

Familiarity

Personal Connections

Action & Trust



Secretary of 
Commerce

CEO Largest 
Utility

University 
President

Good 
Looking
Chamber 

Dude

Former 
Governor

Entrepreneurial 
Champion

Rural Big 
Business 

CEO



Stand up, shake hands 
with the person next to 

you and say hello!





Social Capital

“Consists of the stock of active 
connections among people; the 
trust, mutual understanding, and 
shared values and behaviors that 
bind the members of human 
networks and communities and 
make cooperative action possible.”

Cohen & Prusak 2001



Narrowly Define the Issue 
to Be Dealt With#3



Government 
Reform

New 
Economy

Livable 
Communities

Community-Based 
Regionalism

How to prepare 
people and places 
to succeed in the 
new economy How to ensure 

everyone is included

How to create 
great places to 
life and to 
work

How to ensure that 
government is 
effective and 
responsive

Future  Competitiveness

Source: Alliance for Regional Stewardship



Determine the Geography 
For the Effort (Be Flexible)#4



Geography-Region?

 Urban Region 

 Economic Region

 Service Region

 Natural-Ecological Region

 Mega-Region

 Think in terms of the effort- watersheds, 
laborsheds, air service areas, logistics networks

 Are Communities Geographic?



Geography Can Be Problematic



Southern Location Quotients
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, Hunting
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What is Tomorrow’s Geography? 
How Will Impact Your Ability to Successfully 

Compete?

“The shift in the 
economic geography 
over the past couple 
of decades has been 
highlighted by the 
concentration…and 
the clustering of highly 
educated, highly 
skilled workers.”

“The suburbs of the 
future will be less 
reliant on cities, 
…promoting smart 
sprawl is a far more 
reasonable way to 
meet our 
environmental needs.”





Even the Mall and 
the Rising Tide 

Come With 
Problems



Create Language (Messages) 
and Images That Resonate

#5



Present Position

Future More 
Competitive
Position4-STEP STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT PROCESS

Strategy
Formulation

2

Guiding Principles

Competitive Advantages

Constraints and Barriers

Conceptual Phase
Visioning   Economic Vision

Future Cluster Competitiveness

Environmental 
Scanning

1

Gather data.

Understand what 
affects your region:

Internally

Externally

Sustainability
Capacity & 

Leadership 
Development

4

Measure performance:

• Compare desired and 
actual  results.

• Plan for contingencies

• “Continuous agenda”

Leadership Model

Strategic Action 
Development

3

• Research Completion
• Action Plans Creation
• CEO Prioritization

Leadership

Sustaining 
Project Focus

Continuous Agenda

Communication

Identifying & 
Engaging Clusters

Capacity

Public 
Engagement

Elected Official
Collaboration

Adjustment

Linkage to Work Group 
Cluster Support

Cluster Recruitment
Entrepreneurship & Technology

Rural Development
Leadership & Collaboration

Hospitality
Government Partnership

Implementation Issues
Cluster RetreatHonest Evaluation

Measurement

Copyright © 2002 by SBTDC.  All rights reserved.  No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without express written consent of the publisher.
Adapted in part from Strategic Management & Business Policy.  Wheelen & Hunger.  2000.

Analytical Phase
Current Reality   Leadership 

Critical Thinking

Focus Phase
Priorities

(What’s going on?) (What can we do about 
it?)

(Who, how and when do we do it?) (How well are we doing?)

National 
Evaluation Reports

National Business 
Surveys

Regional Comparisons

Demographic 
Changes

Economic Trends

•Institutional Partner 
Coordination &Commitment

Fundraising

State of the Region

Innovation Index

Indicators



The Region and its Environment

•Economy-Education-Political-Health

Research

•Demographic Changes over Time

•Economic Trends/Current Situation

•Regional Comparisons

•Regional Evaluation Reports

•Regional Business Survey Results

Competitive 
Advantages

Constraints & 
Barriers

Cluster 
Opportunities

Strategic Position (Choices)
•Focus Strategy
•Product Development Strategy
•Market Development Strategy
•Diversification Strategy

Mission
•Reason for existence
•Guiding principle for strategies
• Industries and types of services
•Ways value is added
•Uniqueness
•Stakeholders served
•Prime goals
•Clear and direct

Visioning
•Picturing  the future: World, Industries, Region
•Challenging conventional beliefs
• Imagination, Innovation, Inventiveness

Vision Statement
•Core Values, Core Purposes, Audacious Goals
•Shared commitment to achieve
• Inspiring, Challenging

Priorities
•Distinctive 

Competencies
•Competitive 

Weaknesses
•Relevant 

Opportunities

Action Plans
•Next Steps
•Assignments
•Management & Feedback Visionary Phase

Analytical Phase

Focus Phase

Task Force 
Formation

Complacency 
Fund Raising
Partnership 
Commitment

Implementation

Action Plans
Institutional Partners
Original Research
Project Coordination

Competitiveness Issues
•Investment in R&D
•Skilled Work Force 
•Quality of Education
•Physical Infrastructure
•Supply of Capital 
•Cost of Doing Business
•Quality of Life 

Critical Thinking

Goal Setting
Long, Medium, Short Term

Current
Reality

Copyright © 2002 by SBTDC.  All rights reserved.  No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without express written consent of the publisher.

Assumptions

•Planning Dangers

•Beliefs v. Facts

•Accounting for 
Change

Measurement

Innovation
Processes
Cluster Customers
Financial

Benchmarking
Contingency Plans

Getting Started- Strategic Action Retreat Model
Future Cluster Competitiveness

Work 
Groups



We Are Competing For 
Economic Success

1) Do you believe that there is greater competition 
than ever for new jobs and new investment?

2) Do you believe that the competition is global?

3) Do you believe that there will be locations that 
win the competition and locations that lose?

4) Do you believe that communities can take 
actions to improve their chances of success?







Specific Language Matters
 Good- progress, a step-by-

step approach, state of the 
art, accountability, 
responsibility.

 Bad- vision (they want bold 
action now)



Specific Language Matters
 “Automotive companies”-

13% good

 “Automotive 
manufacturers- 49% good



Be Clear Why “It” Matters 
To Everyone Involved

People and Organizations 
Collaborate When It Is In 
Their Best Interest To Do 

So!

#6



Dr. Michael 
Porter, 2002



Dr. Mike 
Lugar, 
2002





ESC
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Engage Every Partner 
Involvement = Contribution

#7



“What makes a plan 
capable of producing 

results is the 
commitment of key 
people to work on 

specific tasks.”
Peter Drucker



Regional Legislative Agenda

Education/Workforce Development
•Support a Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics college tuition loan 
forgiveness program.

Transportation/Infrastructure Investments
•Support Local Option Tax Authority via 
referendum for physical infrastructure needs
•Provide Gap Funding for New Toll Road 
Construction

Target Cluster Infrastructure 
•Support Defense and Security Technology 
Accelerator.

Invite All 34 Chambers to Legislative Summit







It Takes “Capacity” to 
Hold Groups Together

“Collaborative Capacity”
 Glue and Grease - The capacity to bring 

people and groups together, keep minutes, 
make coffee, set agendas, make the hard 
calls, smooth the rough spots 

 No Cause, No Credit, No Cash
 …and a little “choice architecture” can help 

#8



You also need
“Implementation Capacity”

People will Stay With an 
Effort Only If they Expect 

it To Yield Results



Nudge
 “Status quo bias” or the default 

option

 People learn from others  

 The most effective way to nudge 
is via social influence

 Social influence involves 
information and peer pressure



Motivations

 Biological drive
 Rewards & 

punishments

 Intrinsic



The Sawyer Effect
 Why would people do 

what you want them to 
do?



The Goals-Collaboration 
Paradox

“goals can cause 
systematic problems for 
organizations due to 
narrowed focus, 
unethical behavior, 
increased risk taking, 
decreased cooperation, 
and decreased intrinsic 
motivation.”



People Receive Information 
Different Ways

 Old School
 New Media
 Social Networks
 Ask them, often

#9

www.southern.orgwww.southern.org





Data Can Be Deadly
But Information is Invaluable

Data Information

Values 
Choices 

Resources
Action

The curse of planning fatigue



Evaluate & Celebrate All 
Success (Together)#10





Competitiveness is a Never 
Ending Journey

“The measure of success is not 
whether you have a tough 
problem to deal with, but 
whether or not it is the same 
problem you had last year.”

John Foster Dulles



So…takeaways
 Rapid change…try to understand it
 Collaboration, especially collaborative 

regional leadership, is a necessity to 
successfully compete

 You can get better at promoting 
collaboration by working to understand 
motivations and by designing an effort with 
collaboration in mind



Books & Reports To Help You 
Think



Southern Growth Policies 
Board

 Since 1971,Bringing Together Governors, State 
Legislative Leaders Business Leaders, Higher 
Education Leaders, and Citizens

 Help communities understand the changing 
context of competitiveness

www.southern.orgwww.southern.org
Public policy is about making choices, Southern Growth informs choice



Thank You

Questions?

Ted Abernathy
Southern Growth Policies Board

tabernathy@southern.orgtabernathy@southern.org


