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Abstract 
 
To design a technology solution for the 2010 Winter Olympic Games 
in Vancouver, BC, Bell Canada leveraged a Structure Collaboration 
process in its specially-designed Delta Centre to bring together di-
verse stakeholders and build innovative, comprehensive solutions. 
After winning the bid for the Olympic sponsorship, Bell embedded 
these collaborative techniques into its everyday work to complete 
their preparation for the Winter Games ahead of schedule and un-
der-budget. 
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In October  2004, Bell Canada won the bid for providing the telecom-
munications to the 2010 Winter Olympic and Paralympic Games in 
Vancouver, British Columbia. The technology solution presented to 
the Vancouver Olympic Organizing Committee (VANOC)  repre-
sented a comprehensive and innovative design for a dizzying range 
of services, including PCS and wireless technologies, voice and data 
communications, broadcast video and audio, cable television, and 
push-to-talk radio. This innovative solution was designed over 
months of intense, structured collaboration between diverse and 
largely autonomous parts of Bell. This remarkable collaboration dra-
matically compressed the timelines required to deliver a proposal to 
VANOC. What is even more remarkable, however, is how Bell’s col-
laborative approach to winning the business has become embedded 
into the execution of not only the Olympics project, but also the way 
all of Bell works in Vancouver. 
 
Structured collaboration is a formal, facilitated design process that 
has begun to reach a wider market in the last decade. Firms like In-
novationLabs, Marble Leadership Partners, CapGemini and Price-
waterhouseCoopers all use structured collaboration to engage pro-
ject stakeholders, craft a shared vision for the project, dramatically 
increase creativity and innovation, and markedly accelerate project 
timelines. The formal collaborative design process takes place in 
specially-designed collaborative environments, is facilitated by a 
team of consultants, and gathers all project stakeholders together 
for 2-4 days of intense design work. These collaborative sessions cre-
ate tremendous value for projects of all kinds in terms of increased 
excitement and engagement among stakeholders, more robust and 
innovative solutions, and dramatically accelerated decision-making 
and project timelines. 
 
Bell was introduced to Structured Collaboration in 2002 when they 
began to engage cross-functional teams to design pilot programs for 
new technologies and services. The piloting program became so suc-

cessful that Bell began using Struc-
tured Collaboration for internal plan-
ning, customer solution designs, and 
partner development. Finally, Bell allo-
cated 4,000 square feet in their Toronto 
offices to create the Delta Centre – a 
state-of-the-art collaborative environ-
ment with a dedicated team of 5 inter-
nal consultants and facilitators. The 
Delta Centre team facilitated over 100 
collaborative sessions each year for 
Bell project teams and external clients 
in Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, Calgary, 

Collaboration and 
the Bell Olympic 
Experience 

The Delta Centre 
 
Bell initially developed this 
collaboration facility to 
support rapid prototyping 
and product 
development. The Bell 
team used a process of 
Structured Collaboration 
in this space to develop its 
proposed Technology 
Solution for the 2010 
Winter Olympic Games. 
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Vancouver and else-
where across Canada.  
 
While the Delta Cen-
tre was wildly success-
ful in its own right, the 
Olympics project has 
taken collaboration to 
an entirely new level. 
The instigator and 
original director of the 
Delta Centre, Norm 
Silins took the lead on preparing Bell’s technical solution for the 
multifaceted challenges presented by the 2010 Winter Olympics and 
Paralympics in Vancouver BC. The Games themselves require a sig-
nificant amount of telecommunications support, from general com-
munications infrastructure to support the hundreds of thousands of 
additional visitors, to television infrastructure to support video and 
audio transmissions to every nation in the world, to security and 
safety communications, to venue-level communications for officials. 
Moreover, the Winter Olympics will be held both in Vancouver at 
multiple venues and in the Whistler ski resort, 70 miles away. Best 
of all, because the company has primarily operated in the provinces 
of Ontario and Quebec, Bell had a very small operation and very lit-
tle existing infrastructure in the province of British Columbia. The 
Olympics represented an opportunity to kick start the deployment of 
competitive services in the Canadian West. 
 
The challenges for the team in designing Bell’s technical solution 
were significant. In addition to the complexities of the challenge it-
self, the solution would also require that diverse and segregated di-

visions within Bell work seamlessly 
together. The wireless group rarely 
worked with the broadcast group or 
the long-haul fibre group, and the 
direct-to-home satellite division 
was a relatively new acquisition. 
Their businesses had rarely over-
lapped before. The Olympics, how-
ever, provided an opportunity to 
build an entirely new infrastructure 

that integrated all of these services and technologies. Collaboration 
was critical to their success. 
 
Norm kicked off the design of the Olympics technology solution with 
a series of Structured Collaboration sessions in the Delta Centre in 
Toronto. Team members were flown in from across Canada to design 
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a solution for VANOC without a detailed specification or require-
ments document.  Missing requirements was one of the challenges 
the team had to overcome and due to the competitive nature of the 
sponsorship market Bell was careful not to tip their hat to the compe-
tition.  The team went as far as to write the RFP that they expected 
to get from VANOC as an exercise to determine user telecom require-
ments.  The team was able to design the network and operating mod-
els and create an integrated solution in a series of collaborative ses-
sions that set the tone for the entire project. From the very begin-
ning, this collaborative style was how the “Olympics team” operated. 

 
The technology solution that the team designed was exceptional 
enough to win the bid in late 2004. Once the bid was won, however, 
the real work began. Norm Silins was determined that the collabora-
tive approach that won the business in the first place would continue 
throughout the life of the project. The Olympics is a significant event 
for Bell and for all of Canada. While there are many strategic reasons 
for Bell to have pursued this business, the driving force behind the 
Olympics team at Bell is their feeling of making a real difference for 
the Olympics, for the athletes, for Canada and for the world. They 
are doing important work that will make Vancouver shine in 2010 for 
the entire world to see. The opportunity to work on a project like this 
comes along rarely in a career. The Bell team is passionately devoted 
to making sure this project is done right. 
 
This passion for the project has allowed a number of important com-
ponents to fall into place. First, Norm Silins moved himself and his 

Embedding  
Collaboration into 
Everyday Work 

The Technology 
Solution 
 
Bell’s sponsorship of the 
2010 Winter Olympic 
Games allowed the 
company to build an 
entirely new IP 
infrastructure for 
Vancouver and British 
Columbia. 
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family to Vancouver to stay integrally engaged in the Olympics pro-
ject. Second, because of the high visibility of this project and the suc-
cess that Norm had already had in securing the work, Bell executives 
afforded Norm some leeway to lead the project as he saw fit. Third, 
because the entire Bell team is so passionate about doing the project 
right, there seemed to be a general willingness to approach the work 
differently and collaboratively. These components – a passionate 
leader with some latitude to experiment and a team willing to try 
new approaches to the project – allowed the Bell Olympics team to 
develop a distinctive style of working. 
 
As Norm set up shop in Vancouver, the collaborative style of work 
began to shift from formal, Structured Collaboration to a more infor-
mal Embedded Collaboration. Collaboration has become infused into 
almost every interaction of the Bell Olympics team. First the hall-
mark of the Olympics team in Vancouver, but as the organization has 
grown in the west, this collaboration has become a part of the general 
culture. Then slowly the  Bell organization in the West started learn-
ing about the processes, tools, methods, exercises and techniques 
adopted from Structured Collaboration in their everyday work. 
 
The first essential component of Embedded Collaboration is the envi-
ronment. When Norm moved to Vancouver, he secured about 1500 
square feet of open office space and he acquired a set of rolling 
marker boards similar to those installed at the Delta Centre in To-
ronto. Norm continues to run Structured Collaboration sessions 8 - 
10 weeks, but the marker boards are available for others to use 
whenever they like. Open space and marker boards are co-located 
with the Bell Olympic team, meaning that they need to walk through 
the collaborative space every day on their way to and from their 
desks. This collocation is important because the marker boards are 
easily accessible to the team throughout the day. 

 
Not only must the tools be available, the 
team must also learn techniques for us-
ing them. Marker boards throughout the 
world sit idle in conference rooms with a 
few four-month-old scribbles burning 
into their surface. Techniques for effec-
tively using marker boards have been 
folded into the Structured Collaboration 
process, and many of these techniques 
can be used by individuals and small 
teams in more informal settings as well. 
Today in Vancouver, Bell team members 
will sketch their ideas on these marker 
boards whenever possible. Individually, 

Embedded  
Collaboration 
 
With a small space and a 
few tools, the Bell 
Olympics team created a 
culture of collaboration, 
model-building and 
design. 
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working on the dry-erase surface allows them to modify their models 
quickly. In small teams, the marker boards allow them to sketch 
ideas, solicit feedback from partners or other team members, and it-
erate the models collectively. Team members can then either roll the 
marker board back to their desks to document their work, or they can 
take a digital photo of the marker board and post it on the server. (A 
digital camera and workstation are available for use with the marker 
boards.) 
 
Finally, Embedded Collaboration works because of the process – how 
people choose to work together. The process in Structured Collabora-
tion is rigidly controlled by the facilitation team, and participants are 
divided into teams to explore possible solutions to a challenge from a 
variety of different vantage points. The rules that make Structured 
Collaboration so effective must be selectively bent or broken in an 
Embedded Collaboration environment. Again, Norm Silins has 
played an essential role in helping the Bell Olympics team to make 
this transition. As an experienced facilitator of Structured Collabora-
tion, Norm serves as an excellent resource for team members who 
want to apply the principles of Structured Collaboration to their eve-
ryday work. 
 
The key differences to collaborative work versus “regular” work are 
the elements of design and multiple stakeholders. In traditional 
meetings, someone presents a solution or a report (usually in the 
form of PowerPoint), and the rest of the attendees are required either 
to “absorb” the information shared, or provide feedback to the pre-
senter. In collaborative work, the attendees are presented with a 
challenge and asked to work together to design a solution that ad-
dresses the needs of all of the stakeholders represented. To accom-
plish this goal, the attendees will often break into smaller teams, and 
each team will design a solution from a different stakeholder’s per-
spective. In subsequent rounds of work, these diverse solutions are 
synthesized into a solution that addresses the needs of all. 
 
Some of these process techniques can be very effective in informal, 
Embedded Collaboration settings as well. As small teams get to-
gether in front of the marker boards to explore a challenge, they 
might each take five minutes to sketch out their individual ideal so-
lution on a marker board. This allows each perspective to be repre-
sented and advocated, and avoids the common trap among groups of 
pursuing the first idea proposed without adequately exploring other 
options. 
 
The success of the Bell Olympic team is spreading to the rest of the 
organization in Bell’s western operating division.  More and more 
groups have also begun to use the collaborative space and marker 
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boards for their internal meetings and even customer meetings. 
These groups either base their agendas on their past experiences of 
Structured Collaboration sessions, or they ask Norm for help in de-
signing their agendas. For the most important challenges, these us-
ers ask for facilitation help from Norm or from InnovationLabs. 
 
The tools and processes of Structured Collaboration are weaving 
themselves into everyday work at Bell in Vancouver. This Embedded 
Collaboration approach is shifting the entire culture of Bell in the 
west. New employees are learning that collaboration is simply the 
“Bell way” of doing things. Customers in BC are coming to know Bell 
as the “collaborative company”. 
 
This successful implementation of collaboration throughout the or-
ganization required the rigour and discipline of the Structured Col-
laboration model in the Delta Centre. But the tools and methods 
could not have become embedded into the culture without ready ac-
cess to the tools in the Olympic team’s offices and the leadership and 
coaching of an experienced facilitator like Norm Silins. The 2010 
Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games have catalyzed a transforma-
tion of the Bell organization and culture in the west. 
 

 


