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Introduction 

Collaborative writing, a multifaceted concept, refers to different ways of jointly creating 

a new document. There is no single definition of collaborative writing, since it refers to different 

types of writing processes. For instance, it may refer to co-authoring, peer editing, joint editing 

and revision, or collaborative document planning (Allen, Atkinson, Morgan, Moore, and Snow, 

1987). One of the earliest theories of collaborative writing is Edwin Mason‟s theory of New 

Criticism, which gained prominence during the 1880s. This theory asserts that students may gain 

effective educational experience by solving problems in a group (Rankin, 2007). Furthermore, 

Kenneth Bruffee supported the Expressivist theory of collaborative writing, which emphasized 

that a single author reserves the right to reject or accept peer-group editing of his work (Allen et 

al.,1987; Rankin, 2007). However, Bruffee‟s theory was strongly opposed by Wiener who 

believed that decision making in groups requires consensus, and that a single team member 

should not be allowed to waive any editions on his own. He contested this notion by mentioning 

that authors may share responsibility by making decisions together. Bruffee‟s theory was later 

supported by O‟ Donnell et al. who conducted an empirical study, which showed that groups 

who made decisions by reaching a consensus produced higher-quality documents (Allen et 

al.,1987).  

As human beings gained more scientific and technological knowledge, the practice of 

collaborative writing and the challenges associated with it also evolved. In the modern world, 

collaborative writing has proven to be quiet challenging in business settings where individuals 

with different academic, employment, and cultural backgrounds work together to create products 

in a fast-pace environment. It is usually difficult to reach a consensus in the workplace where 

conflicts are likely to arise due to diversity, communication barriers, different learning styles, 
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hierarchy, personal goals, and/or competition (Asopa and Beye, 1997). Furthermore, 

collaborative writing has a cost. It takes more energy and mental effort to collaborate than to 

write individually. Collaborators may experience negative emotions, self-doubt, frustration, and 

a damaged ego (Allen et al., 1987). However, the benefits of collaborative writing balance its 

cost. For instance, it helps create more innovative and powerful documents, and it enhances the 

knowledge of the collaborators. Collaborative writing is the preferred choice in a business setting 

where large documents have to be produced in a limited time frame (Allen et al., 1987).  

This essay will discuss several parameters that come into play as professionals write 

collaboratively to produce high-quality documents. These parameters include but are not limited 

to role of group diversity in creating conflict and creativity, size and distribution of conflicting 

opinions, role of authority, and appropriate conflict management.  

Group Diversity, Conflict, and Creativity 

Diversity is a broad term that includes differences in cultures, academic backgrounds, 

work experiences, personal beliefs and preferences, learning styles, and personal objectives. 

Diverse groups may share several common characteristics (similar groups), or they may share 

less or no characteristics (different groups) (Allen et al., 1987). For instance, a group made up of 

a doctor, a business manager, and an administrative assistant has more diversity due to different 

academic backgrounds and expertise. In contrast, a group made up of three philosophy 

professors has less diversity due to similar academic backgrounds. The later group may still be 

highly diverse due to differences in learning styles, personal beliefs and perceptions, and goals.  

Within the business setting, an organization needs to depend on diverse groups because 

this creates an opportunity to draw information from a broader knowledge base (Weingart, 



3 
 

Todorova, and Cronin, 2010). However, diversity may also create significant gaps in 

understanding a viewpoint or a problem: an engineer may visualize a product differently than a 

designer (Weingart et al., 2010); a colleague may choose to target another colleague abusively 

due to clash of cultures; or, two colleagues may refuse to cooperate, since they wish to compete 

with each other for the same promotion. According to Weingart et al. (2010), diversity may lead 

to communication gaps and conflict, thus causing a negative effect on a team‟s performance.  

If diversity causes so many issues, why don‟t organizations create teams that have 

members with strikingly similar characteristics? This is because “Increasing similarity among 

team members perceptions may improve coordination..., but at a cost to innovation...” (Weingart 

et al., 2010, p. 312). Furthermore, research indicates that professionals prefer conflict, and they 

consider it to be healthy. Although conflict may cause negative emotions, it effectively increases 

creativity (Allen et al., 1987). 

“It is easier to become creative when you work with somebody and have them confront you...and you do 

the same to them...instead of calling the process collaborative writing, it should be called „collaborative 

fighting‟.” (Allen et al., 1987, p.358)  

In addition to the above, conflicts that are found within diverse groups help to avoid a 

phenomenon referred to as group think. This term was first coined by social psychologist Irving 

Janis in 1972 (University of Twente, 2010). Janis asserted that group think occurs when cohesive 

groups voice the opinion of the leaders while ignoring conflicting opinions within their group or 

alternatives presented by external groups. Janis argued that this behaviour leads to a decrease in 

originality and flawed decisions (Allen et al., 1987). 
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“Janis found that failure to allow for the development and expression of opposing views within the group 

could produce such defective decision making that the overall value of group effort was lost..., such as 

exists in military contexts...” (Allen et al., 1987, p. 360) 

The following is a real-life example that illustrates how diversity may lead to a conflict, 

and why it is important to avoid group think. While working on the group presentation assigned 

by Ms. Robin Potter in our Technical Writing I class, we ran into an interesting conflict. Our 

team members had diverse backgrounds, including Medicine (member A), Biological Sciences 

(member B), and English writing (member C). Member B wanted to add a real-life scenario in 

the presentation, since she was trained to provide detailed practical examples in her papers. 

Member C confronted Member B and reminded her that if they added these slides, then they 

won‟t be able to finish the presentation within 30 minutes. Member C‟s reaction was stimulated 

by her writing background where adhering to the specified word count is very important. 

However, Member B felt that she must not agree with her team member, since doing so will 

stifle creativity. These two team members finally negotiated a win-win situation where they 

agreed to present the case study highlighting a practical example in the form of a handout, which 

students may review during the presentation. Hence, diversity created a conflict; this was 

followed by an effort to avoid group think, which eventually led to negotiation and a more 

creative presentation.  

Size and Distribution of Conflict 

Weingart et al. (2010) argue that product quality directly relates to the size and 

distribution of a representational gap (rGap). Representational gap refers to how diverse team 

members may represent the same problem in conflicting ways. For instance, a technician may 

develop a software user guide that provides troubleshooting and technical details. But, a software 
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user may develop the same user guide differently by providing step-by-step instructions on how 

to perform basic tasks.  

Weingart et al. (2010) then define size of an rGap as how much conflict exists within the 

team. Furthermore, he defines heterogeneity of an rGap as overall distribution of conflicting and 

similar viewpoints. Imagine a group that has three team members, and only two of the team 

members have the same function. Such a group will have high heterogeneity due to presence of 

minority viewpoints (Weingart et al., 2010). For instance, a group made up of a software 

technician and a software user will have high heterogeneity than a group made up of only 

software users. According to Weingart et al. (2010), only the former group is capable of 

producing more creative products.  

Weingart et al. (2010) note that in order to produce high quality products, the size and 

heterogeneity of rGap must be high. In other words, a team whose members don‟t have 

conflicting opinions (size of rGap is small) or have very similar backgrounds (heterogeneity of 

rGap is small) will produce lower quality products. Hence, organizations should always create 

teams that include members with very different backgrounds so that the final products have 

better quality. 

The following is a real-life example that illustrates how larger size and increased 

heterogeneity of rGaps lead to more productive outcomes. While creating a user-guide for Ms. 

Potter‟s Technical Writing I class, we worked in a diverse team of four members. Due to their 

different learning styles, each group member brought distinct skill sets to their team. As the team 

members worked on creating a user guide for Motorola MC3090 mobile computer, they came 

across a representational gap. One of the more visual team members suggested using tables to 
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compile details of different components of the mobile computer. Another team member who 

preferred reading detailed text suggested the use of bulleted lists instead of tables. Yet another 

team member who was also a visual learner suggested the use of camera to record their meetings 

with the subject matter expert. However, all the other group members who learned mostly by 

taking notes deemed the use of camera unnecessary. Hence, there were several conflicting 

viewpoints within the group, and thus the size of rGap was high. Furthermore, these viewpoints 

were on opposite end of the spectrum, and this increased the heterogeneity of rGap. Due to a 

large and highly heterogeneous rGap, our group managed to create a more powerful solution. We 

incorporated lists within a table and used an audio recorder to record the meetings. The audio 

recorder tracked meetings more effectively compared to note-taking or camera. The result was a 

more visually appealing and descriptive user guide.   

Role of Authority 

Authority (power) plays a significant role in creating or resolving conflicts. According to 

Allen et al. (1987), a team leader is one who organizes tasks, coordinates activities, resolves 

conflicts, and shares responsibility of decision making. The research conducted by Allen et al. 

demonstrated that a leader may be formally selected due to several reasons, such as rank, 

seniority in experience, and appointment by a larger organization. In the field of collaborative 

writing, rotating leadership where each group member assumes leadership for a specified time 

frame is an accepted practice.  

“Leadership in one group rotated, depending upon time available or idea initiation. Two groups operated 

with no leader. Though the majority of groups clearly reflect a tendency toward structure thorough 

leadership, the two groups with no leader show that leadership structure is not essential.” (Allen et al., 

1987, p. 360) 
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In addition to the above, authority also refers to several types of influences that regulate 

decision making. These influences include but are not limited to charisma, physical strength, 

expertise, and social status. Furthermore, conflict and authority interact in several ways. For 

instance, an otherwise less domineering team member may begin to act with more coercive 

power when his/her opinion is not heard. In contrast, an otherwise dominating team member may 

start tolerating authority of a more powerful team member in order to avoid any conflicts 

(Coleman, Kugler, Mitchinson, Chung, and Musallam, 2010). The later situation occurred while 

I worked with three other students to create the user guide for Motorola MC3090 mobile 

computer. During the course of this project, one of the more influential team members did not 

participate well in group decisions. For instance, she remained very quiet while the team was 

brainstorming ideas about how to categorize information in the user guide. One of the other team 

members had to constantly ask her questions in order to ensure her participation in the group 

discussion. This situation occurred because when other team members exhibited power and 

control of the project by brainstorming ideas assertively, this otherwise influential team member 

became submissive in order to avoid any conflict of ideas.   

 Coleman et al. (2010) assert that group members may become more argumentative and 

irritable towards each other in situations where they share equal power but competitive goals 

(Coleman et al., 2010). This situation occurred when I worked with another student to create a 

two page requirements document. This was the first time that we were assigned a project 

together. We did not know each other‟s personality or learning and writing style. Both of us were 

competitive because we believed that we can score a higher grade if we worked alone. 

Furthermore, we had equal power over this project because both of us were equally assertive and 

there was nobody else to regulate our conversations. My team member wrote a lengthy use case, 
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which she thought will get her better grades. I reminded her that our teacher was very specific 

about the page limit, and that we might lose marks if we failed to maintain it. We argued for 15 

minutes as we tried to pursue each other to yield to personal goals. During this heated 

conversation, we gained awareness about each other‟s academic background. This created 

mutual respect between us. According to Coleman et al. (2010), conflict and power are both 

moderated by trust.  

“...relationship between power symmetry and escalation is moderated by trust; when parties of equal power 

are trusting of each other they will choose more cooperative strategies to resolve their differences.” 

(Coleman et al., 2010, p. 303) 

In the above example, development of trust allowed the students to calm down and listen to each 

others‟ perspectives. My team member decided to agree with me about keeping the two page 

word limit, and I decided that she should take control of the editing process. Eventually, we were 

able to create a concise two page document due to cooperation and mutual trust.  

Conflict Management 

Appropriate conflict management is the key to producing innovative products. While 

resolving a conflict, one must avoid oppressing the minority opinion while maintaining personal 

opinions (Allen et al., 1987). Weingart et al. (2010) suggest that this can be achieved through 

accommodation where one‟s perspective in enhanced by including the minority opinion. 

Weingart et al. (2010) distinguish accommodation from assimilation—only the later involves 

altering the minority opinion so that it may fit into one‟s original perspective. Weingart et al. 

(2010) further note that “enlargement results in convergence of perspectives” (p. 315). 
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The last scenario that was described in this essay‟s section titled Role of Authority is an excellent 

example of accommodation. My team member accommodated my viewpoint that page limit 

should be maintained, whereas I accommodated her editing ideas by giving her complete control 

of the editing process. The result was a well-composed document that met our teacher‟s 

instructions. 

While resolving conflicts effectively, one must avoid group think. According to the 

Netherland-based University of Twente (2010), a leader may prevent group think by critically 

evaluating the situation, not choosing any sides, and not stating any personal preferences. 

Furthermore, it is important to ask both parties to state their viewpoints, prioritize issues in order 

of importance, brainstorm solutions together, and find a middle ground (Johnson-Sheehan, 

2010). These points were demonstrated when I created a presentation for Ms. Potter‟s Technical 

Writing I class. This scenario is described at the end of the section titled Group Diversity, 

Conflict, and Creativity. This presentation was designed for Technical Communication students 

who will be starting their co-op in January 2011. In this case, I decided that it is best to add a 

scenario describing conflict resolution at the end of this presentation. I avoided group think by 

choosing not to side immediately with my team member when she requested not to include this 

material in the presentation, since we don‟t have enough time to present it. Both of us then 

brainstormed possible solutions and reached a compromise that involved describing the scenario 

in a handout and not during the presentation.  

 Lastly, effective conflict resolution requires an understanding of cultural diversity. Every 

culture is different; for instance, every culture has a unique oral communication style. For 

example, Asians use non-verbal cues to transmit most of the information instead of conveying it 

through speech (Bosley, 1993). This difference in oral communication style was observed when I 
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worked with an Asian student on a project. While working on the project, we had a lengthy 

argument about the page limit. After the conflict was resolved, I noticed that the Asian student 

sat closer to me, was more attentive, and touched my shoulder when pointing something out. 

These non-verbal cues meant that the Asian student is satisfied about how the conflict was 

resolved, and that she wanted to be my friend. In contrast, Europeans and North Americans tend 

to state intended meaning in speech (Bosley, 1993). While I checked spelling and grammar in 

collaboration with a Canadian team member, he showed gratification by repeatedly thanking me 

every time I found an error that he had missed.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, a high-quality product or document is not just a result of science, 

technology, knowledge, or work experience of team members. Several other parameters, 

including group diversity, conflicts, authority, and methods of managing conflicts play a vital 

role in enhancing product quality. Organizations must continue to create diverse teams so that 

conflict may arise. They must also continue to train their employees about diversity, conflict 

resolution, and authority. Thus more innovative and powerful documents will continue to 

develop.  
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