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IntroductIon

E-collaboration refers to a task-oriented co-
operation between individuals by using elec-
tronic technologies. In the com pany’s practice, 
e-collabo ration mainly describes each form of 
collaboration between two or more lo cations and/
or or ganizations via electronic channels in order 
to sup port electronic commerce and supply chain 
transac tions. 

However, a suc cessful e-collaboration can be 
achieved only if many requirements are satis-
fied. We distin guish between three main fields 
that should be addressed in order to benefit of 
this concept. The advances in in formation and 
communication technology (ICT) are the core 
of e-col laboration since they make up the ‘e’ in 
e-collabora tion. However, technology alone is not 
suf ficient to make e-collabo ration work. The sec-

ond re quirement is the appro priate organizational 
integration that supports the implementation of 
e-col laboration in practice. As a third requirement, 
we dis cuss human re source management and 
leadership. Employees should be capa ble of using 
e-technolo gies and coop erating via the electronic 
channel to carry out com mon tasks. 

bAckground

Understanding e-collaboration requires clarifying 
two components: the term “collaboration” and 
the prefix “e-.” The term “collaboration” here 
is under stood in a very traditional manner. By 
analogy to the Heri tage Dic tion ary of the Eng-
lish Language (2004) we define collaboration as 
working to gether, espe cially in a joint intel lectual 
ef fort. In today’s high com petitive processes 
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this means that two or more peo ple are sharing 
complex in formation on an ongoing ba sis for a 
specific goal or purpose. As customary for many 
current concepts compa nies often use ICT for 
an ef ficient and effective implementation of the 
nec essary information sharing and in formation 
proc essing. On the one hand the application of 
ICT en ables personal communica tion such as e-
mail, video-conferences and chats. On the other 
hand ICT is of ten a neces sary precondition to 
get access to com mon informa tion or rather to 
allow people to inter actively share in formation 
at a distance which is used in and arise during 
the collabo ration proc ess. Therefore we call this 
type of collabo ration e-col laboration as it is fa-
cilitated by ICT.

In the technical literature, there are many 
defini tions of e-collaboration. A widely ac cepted 
defini tion was provided in one of the first spe-
cial issues on e-collaboration published by the 
Journal of Systems and Information Technol ogy: 
E-collabo ration is collaborating “among indi-
viduals engaged in a common task using electronic 
technologies” (Kock et al., 2001). Furthermore, 
beside others Mon plaisier/Haji (2002) delineate 
an enabling function of ICT for collabora tion 
and con centrate on its efficient use to support 
interac tion too. Yet e-collaboration does not mean 
that all proc esses are based on the application of 
ICT. E-Collaboration today en tails conventional 
ways of working such as meet ings, phone and fax 
to facilitate infor mation shar ing, discus sion and 
agree ment as well as new ser vices and technolo-
gies such as project collabora tion, work flow tools, 
and e-con ferenc ing.

Main purposes of applying ICT in collabora-
tion are increasing produc tivity and effi ciency 
by reduc ing un pro ductive travel time, creat ing 
shorter and more struc tured meetings, and pro-
viding faster ex change of infor mation for an 
in creased number of participants. In detail, com-
pa nies strive for:

• Accessing and combining distributed assets 
and resources

• Reducing travel, project man agement, and 
ad ministrative costs

• Speeding up product-devel opment cycle 
time

• Reducing supply lead times
• Gaining real-time pricing and availability 

in formation, real-time order management, 
con tinuous demand management

• Improving agility, flexibil ity and speed of 
strategic relevant action across locations and 
company bounda ries

• Synchronizing activities across teams lead-
ing to efficient coordi nation within an entire 
sup ply chain

• Re ducing inventory-carrying costs and 
logis tics costs

• Intensifying collaboration with suppliers, 
cus tomers and partners

• Improving the supplier visibility

In spite of the multitude of benefits and the promis-
ing concepts developed over the last years, there 
are quite a number of problems to be solved in 
order to successfully implement e-collaboration in 
practice. For ex ample Ackermann (2001) argues 
that in the last years re searchers have “identi fied 
a base set of findings [to which] hu man activity is 
highly flexible, nuanced, and contextualized and 
that computa tional entities such as information 
trans fer, roles, and poli cies need to be simi larly 
flexible, nu anced, and con textual ized ... (but) we 
do not know how to build systems that fully sup-
port the social world uncov ered by these find ings 
… (this is) the so cial-techni cal gap … the divide 
between what we know we must support socially 
and what we can sup port tech ni cally.” Therefore 
beside the well known and often discussed tech-
nological chal lenges of e-collabora tion com panies 
have to concen trate the more “hid den chal lenges” 
such as social and cultural struc tures.
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