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With collaborative writing, a little planning can make the difference between time well spent and time wasted. Here's how to make the process more efficient:

· Designate a team leader. Decide who will have the responsibility for keeping the project moving and define that person's duties (enforcing deadlines, circulating copy, etc.). 

· Designate a chief editor. Depending on your situation, the project coordinator also might serve as the chief editor, or you might prefer to have a different person assume those duties. In any case, make sure every member of the team understands the editor's role: Is the editor responsible for copy-editing (correcting errors in spelling, grammar and punctuation), style editing (ensuring consistency in tone and format), content editing (checking for accuracy, clarity and completeness) — or all of the above? 

· Agree on your purpose. Make sure everyone has the same purpose in mind. The time to reach a consensus concerning your goals and objectives is not when copy is being edited but before the first draft has been created. 

· Think about your audience. Take a few minutes to discuss your reader's particular interests and concerns. How can you present your information in a way that is relevant and useful? Are there opportunities for mutual benefit? 

· Organize your material. Outline your document's major components. Depending on the nature of your assignment, you might want to take the next step and determine specific subject headings for each section, or you might leave those for the individual writers. 

· Decide who is going to write what. In making your assignments, consider your team members' experience and expertise. Consider assigning more important or complex areas to your most accomplished writers. 

· Indicate the desired length. Be explicit regarding length limits. No one wants to spend time drafting 10 pages only to be told that no more than five pages can be used. 

· Establish writing style guidelines. To reduce the amount of editing required later on, establish some guidelines before everyone begins drafting. It's helpful to identify the style guide that writers should follow. You also might want to specify usage regarding the following: the serial comma (whether to use or omit a comma before a conjunction connecting the last item in a series); spacing after periods and colons (whether to use one space or two); vertical lists (whether to use punctuation after each item); headings (how to highlight, whether to use upper or lower case, etc.); numbers (when to spell as words or write as figures), and person (whether to use I or the third person). 

· Establish deadlines for rough drafts and final copy. To give each writer a sense of how his or her piece will fit into the whole, ask everyone to submit a rough draft early in the process. 

· Emphasize the importance of meeting deadlines. Because one missing piece will delay the entire project, urge everyone to submit their drafts on time, no matter how rough they might be. 

· Be prepared to compromise. Don't expect everyone to agree with you on every point. Individual team members inevitably will have conflicting ideas. Be willing to give on certain issues. 

Collective wisdom is a powerful force, but it cannot be achieved by talking alone. It also involves listening.
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