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Enterprise social software is a field that attempts to deploy tools such as wikis,
blogs, user generated media and social networking within organisations to
improve collaboration and performance. This article explores trends in social
media and the ways these have been taken up within organisations. It
describes some of the key software vendors in this market and the impact of
managerial attitudes to these tools. It ends with some observations on the role
of information professionals.

INTRODUCTION: FACEBOOK WITH A TIE?

Social software is big business. Facebook has 1.3 billion monthly active users.1 LinkedIn has
300 million users.2 Twitter has 271 million monthly active users.3 These are huge numbers – which
indicate that these are sites that people want to use. To the corporate IT crowd they present a
challenge. Most people do not want to use the finance or HR systems of their employers. They only do
so because they have to. So the idea of cashing in on the credentials and hype of Facebook et al and
implementing systems that people want to use is enticing. At the same time, the ways in which
employees and customers use social media is unnerving for organisations. They are seen as a waste of
time with people posting pictures of their cats or chatting with their friends; or they are seen as an
active risk with employees giving away trade secrets or customers bad mouthing your company.
Organisations perceive that they cannot fully control social media and this lack of control is disturbing
for managers. But what if you could produce versions of these tools that offered the best of both
worlds: tools that people want to use to share and collaborate but that also offer safeguards around
control and security?

As the waves of social software (blogs, wikis, podcasts, YouTube, Twitter, Facebook) have
emerged, enterprising software vendors have endeavoured to introduce more corporate-friendly
versions of these tools to organisations. This article explores the extent to which they have both
succeeded and failed. The first section describes the successive waves of social media and their
applications within the enterprise. The second section describes the state of the vendor marketplace at
the moment. A future article will outline good practices for implementing these tools and some
examples of successful implementations.

THE DAWN OF SOCIAL MEDIA: BLOGS, WIKIS AND BULLETIN-BOARDS

Social media has meant different things at different times. At the turn of the millennium, the world
wide web was going through its first cycle of boom and bust – its first bubble. Websites were
springing up everywhere and getting incredible stock market valuations off the back of little or no
revenue. The logic was that “eyeballs” (visitor traffic) would magically turn into money. The
functionality of the early web was crude – many home users were on dial-up access and pages that
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1 Facebook, “Facebook Newsroom” (2014) http://newsroom.fb.com/company-info.
2 LinkedIn, “About LinkedIn” (2014) http://press.linkedin.com/about.
3 Twitter, “About Twitter Inc” (2014) https://about.twitter.com/company.
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were heavy with images seemed to take an eternity to load. Some acquaintances of mine were
downloading movies off the internet – but it was taking them days to do so.

At the time, much of the focus was on the one-way broadcast of content to the outside world – the
world wide web was often perceived as operating like newspapers or TV. As Marshall McLuhan said
“We look at the present through a rear-view mirror. We march backwards into the future”.4 However,
despite how it appeared to some people, the web was already social. Some of this was implicit. The
act of publishing content on the web implies a desire to be read, and to be seen, and hyperlinks that
are made possible by HTML essentially encourage people to link to, and comment on, each other’s
content. Commentators began drawing attention to these activities with The Cluetrain Manifesto5 of
1999 claiming that “A powerful global conversation has begun”. The social nature of the web wasn’t
always recognised (especially in the 90s) because the content was sometimes more visible than the
people. Some tools were more explicit in their sociability – blogs, wikis and bulletin boards.

Blogs were one twist on web publishing, the twist being that they made it wonderfully simple. In
the early days of the web, a would-be publisher would need to know some HTML (as well as basic
Unix commands) to get text and pictures onto the web. Blogging software offered WYSIWYG
interfaces and push-button publishing. In some ways, blogs are not inherently social. Blogging tools
can be used to create one-way content publishing sites. However blogs can be enabled to allow
comments to open up a dialogue. A post on one blog could respond to a post by another author and
link to it. Networks of blogs emerged with writers sharing similar concerns who carried out
conversations, debates and arguments in public with each other.

Blogging has had a major impact on traditional news media sites but it is internal corporate efforts
that are our focus here. One multi-national organisation that we were aware of took the brave step of
creating a global internal blogging platform and allowing any employee to create their own blog.
About 7% of staff signed up to the system (which was still tens of thousands of people) but there were
only a few hundred blogs that were regularly updated (about 0.1% of the workforce). On the one hand,
this was still several hundred people writing material that was often of a high quality. On the other,
some managers had hoped for greater take up – “why aren’t they blogging?” And other managers
struggled to understand the benefits of this activity – “why are they blogging?” To be a successful
internal corporate blogger requires a commitment to working in a radically different way – to be open
rather than closed – that has made many employees and organisations uncomfortable.

Wikis were a second twist on web publishing. This time the twist was that anyone could edit the
content on a page. Whilst many might vie for the title of “most famous blog”, there can be only one
holder of the title “most famous wiki”: Wikipedia. This site has become a global phenomenon with the
English version alone hosting 4.6 million content pages and about 130,000 active registered users and
hundreds of millions of visitors.6 The initial impact of Wikipedia within the corporate world was felt
as a desire to replicate its success. If you were ABCD Corp then you could bet that someone,
somewhere was trying to build the ABCDWiki.

For most of its existence, Wikipedia has been running on the MediaWiki open-source platform.
Corporate wiki platforms quickly emerged, perhaps the most famous in Australia being the Confluence
tool produced by Atlassian in 2004. The fates of the corporate wikipedias were mixed. Many fell by
the wayside because it turned out that most employees did not want to update corporate wikis. If you
compare the number of editors of Wikipedia with the number of visitors then you get a ratio of
roughly 1:5000. Wikipedia works because the world is a big place but its numbers don’t necessarily
scale down. However it turned out that there are more tactical applications for wikis – such as
collaborating on a particular piece of documentation or maintaining key information about a project.
These smaller-scale examples tended to have a greater chance of success.7

4 McLuhan M, The Medium Is the Message (Bantam Books, New York, 1967).
5 Locke C, et al The Cluetrain Manifesto (1999) http://cluetrain.com/book.
6 Wikimedia, Wikimedia Report Card (2014) https://reportcard.wmflabs.org.
7 Mader S, Wikipatterns (Wiley, New York, 2007).
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Whereas blogs and wikis were twists on publishing and content management, bulletin board
systems allowed asynchronous public conversations between users. These systems predated the world
wide web but quickly migrated to HTML environments once they became available. Easy to set up
from a technical perspective (but not necessarily easy to manage for participants once set up), internet
forums were hot in the late 1990s.8 Forums on every topic imaginable were created and flourished
throughout the 2000s. Much of the hype during that decade was on other technologies mentioned in
this article, however the late 2000s saw a resurgence in interest in online forums and the communities
that they are an expression of.9 Online forums within organisations have been popular for a long time
in technology-centric organisations – possibly because they are the standard way for technologists to
share ideas. Online forums have been slower to develop within non-technology driven organisations.
Experience has shown that when such tools are launched, there has to be sufficient investment in
people to facilitate and moderate conversations that emerge. If this support is lacking then people tend
to abandon these online spaces.

THE MULTIMEDIA EXPLOSION

The turn of the millennium was all about text – and maybe an image if you were lucky. A number of
new technologies started to change this. At the production end, the cost of digital audio (and later
video) recording equipment started to fall and free audio editing software became widely available.
This was followed a few years later by digital video cameras and video editing software. At the
consumption end, MP3 players in general (and the iPod in particular) made it possible to listen to
these audio files anywhere and broadband technologies made online streaming video feasible.
Podcasting emerged as a viable activity with both amateurs offering programs and professional
broadcasting organisations offering their programming as time-shifted audio. YouTube developed as a
site for sharing video online and was quickly acquired by Google.

Our own experience with multi-media in corporations has been mixed. In one, podcasting was
picked up by the public relations team. However, they wanted corporate podcasts to be of radio quality
– which meant hiring a studio, producer, etc. We are not sure they ever produced anything. In another
organisation, a telesales team created their own version of YouTube where they posted dozens of short
videos – about their working lives, the products they sold and how they sold them.

Now, many people can (and do) record audio and video with their phones and share via sites like
Facebook, but it feels like a rarer occurrence within organisations. Corporate IT groups have often
prevented video sharing because of its bandwidth-intensive nature. However bandwidth costs are
continuing to fall and media use is becoming “normalised”. Multi-media may yet become more
prevalent behind the firewall.

ENTERPRISE 2.0 INTERLUDE

When looking at movements and fads, there are always certain individuals that stand out as figure
heads. In the case of social software within organisations, there are several candidates (JP
Rangaswami at Dresdner Kleinwort Wasserstein; Euan Semple at the BBC) but Andrew McAfee was
the one who successfully gave it a name and crystallised many of the thoughts around it. In 2006
McAfee, an academic at Harvard, published an article called “Enterprise 2.0: The Dawn of Emergent
Collaboration”.10 It offered a framework (SLATES: Search, Links, Authorship, Tags, Extensions,
Signalling), some explanations of the technologies and business case studies, and in doing so made all
“this stuff” respectable to businesspeople.

THE RISE OF THE PLATFORMS

The earlier waves of social media still retained some vestiges of the pre-commercial internet.
Mediawiki as a software platform and the Wikimedia Foundation as the content/editorial project

8 Kim AJ, Community Building on the Web: Secret Strategies for Successful Online Communities (Peachpit Press, Berkeley,
2000).
9 O’Keefe P, Managing Online Forums (AMACOM, New York, 2008). Wenger E, et al Digital Habitats: Stewarding

Technology for Communities (CPsquare, Portland, 2009).
10 McAfee A, “Enterprise 2.0: The Dawn of Emergent Collaboration” (2006) 47(3) Sloan Management Review 21.
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behind Wikipedia were both established as not-for-profit ventures. The story of blogging platforms has
been more complex with the sale of Blogger to Google in 2003, the acquisition of Tumblr by Yahoo in
2013, and the intertwined histories of LiveJournal, TypePad and Moveable Type. However, Wordpress
now dominates both as a blogging platform and as web content management system (in terms of
number of sites using it) and Wordpress is free, open source software.

The 2000s saw several shifts in focus. A series of platforms positioned themselves as social
networking sites – with first Friendster and MySpace, then Facebook and LinkedIn entering the
limelight. These sites offered users the ability to create profiles and link to acquaintances to keep track
of them. Unlike blogs and wikis, the focus was not as much on the creation of long form content as on
the interactions between people.

Meanwhile Twitter emerged as the main site for what used to be called “microblogging”. Users
can post 140 character messages to anyone who is interested while following the posts of others. The
140 character limit was particularly chosen to align with SMS character limits on mobile phones.
Twitter was designed for a smartphone world.

Facebook adopted a timeline structure that resembled Twitter’s activity streams. Both focused on
short, sharp information bursts – people documenting their lives and interacting with others in real
time. This short form content requires a lower time investment than writing a 400 word blog post or
editing a wiki page. It is a different kind of online experience. And also one more suited to an
experience oriented around mobile devices. From a commercial perspective, Facebook, Twitter and
LinkedIn have all become public listed companies. Also unlike previous tools, these sites are imperial
in their ambitions. Facebook wants users to spend as much time as possible inside its own
environment – all the better to generate advertising revenue.

In some ways, the evolution of social tools towards more fragmented content exchange, real-time
interaction and mobile device enablement has made them more attractive to organisations. Time is
money and 140 characters is less threatening than 400 words. At the same time, the success of these
platforms with consumers makes them suspect to managers. “People have fun on these platforms”,
goes the thinking, “and the last thing we want is for people to have fun at work”. From our own
experience and anecdotally from others, calling something “Facebook for the Enterprise” is to bestow
the kiss of death on it. Some organisations took an aggressive approach to this, a firm called Serena
Software famously moved its intranet to Facebook. However for most organisations, these public
social networks are simply not secure enough and so independent tools are required.

THE END OF SOCIAL?

As long as the internet is around and has people on it, software to facilitate interactions between those
people is always going to be present. However, it seems to have reached a particular point in the hyper
cycle. It is now eclipsed by analytics (especially around “Big Data”), the proliferation of mobile and
(now) wearable devices, and the internet of things. In a sense, “social” has won. The world has
accepted that these tools that allow people to interact are here to stay.

WHO ARE THE PLAYERS?

Social software is essentially an outsider in the business world. Unlike Enterprise Resource Planning
or Customer Relationship Management systems, enterprise social software was not devised to solve a
single business problem. Instead, vendors and organisations have seized on outside trends and ideas
and attempted to reinvent them inside the enterprise.

The functionality of tools in the enterprise social software market has mirrored the tools in the
broader consumer space – blogs, wikis, bulletin boards and microblogging knitted together with user
profiles and search. As these were designed for organisations, security features and integration with
other systems have been important selling features. From the mid-2000s, tools proliferated. Some
were pure-play vendors that focused on a few functional areas such as Socialtext (wikis) or Yammer
and Socialcast (microblogging).

These vendors identified different business models. Some were traditional software companies but
others were open source (eg Drupal) – where the software was free but professionals would charge for
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customisation, integration and consulting services. Open source solutions are attractive to customers
without deep wallets (eg not-for-profits) but corporate customers are often uncomfortable with the
diffuse accountability of open source. A commercial vendor offers you “one throat to choke” if
something goes wrong.

Others offered a “freemium” model. Yammer’s approach was particularly clever. Anyone with a
corporate email address could create a Yammer network around the email domain address where other
people with the same email domain could join them (jill@xyz.com and jim@xyz.com could join the
xyz.com network, but phil@abc.com couldn’t). The basic system was remarkably easy to start up, had
simple functionality and was free – but the moment you wanted to do anything beyond the basics then
you (or more likely, your employer) had to pay a per user, per month subscription fee.

Of the major software providers, IBM came out earliest with Connections in 2007 – a tool that
offered wikis, blogs, communities and even social bookmarking. Salesforce released a tool called
Chatter in 2010. Microsoft came to this space comparatively late. SharePoint 2010 was widely
regarded as offering weak social functionality. Microsoft acquired SAAS social vendor Yammer in
2012 while also beefing up the functionality in SharePoint 2013. Major vendors like Tibco, SAP and
OpenText also brought out social tools.

Like most things in the technology and business worlds, software is fad driven. Around the turn of
the last decade (say, 2009 to 2012), “social” was a thing that all enterprise software vendors felt they
had to offer. Fashion is now moving on. As noted earlier, more fashionable trends include: mobility
(the use of tools on smart phones and tablets); cloud (the availability of software and the storing of
data on virtual servers that are accessible anywhere); and analytics (reporting and data visualisation).
However the trend for incorporating social features into existing software will continue and the field
will continuously undergo consolidation.

THE ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT OF SOCIAL

Organisations have a profoundly inconsistent attitude towards their employees. On the one hand, many
claim that “our people are our greatest asset”. On the other, the workforce is viewed primarily as a
cost to be eliminated. Senior managers in organisations tend to swing between these points of view
depending on the economic health of their organisations, the strength of the labour market and
availability of individuals with certain skills. The relative value of human beings is only one plane of
oscillation for management minds. Are staff to be trusted and therefore allowed to talk in a collective
space about their work and their ideas? Or will they just wreck everything? Can they be trusted to
manage their own time and workloads or will they slack off at any available opportunity?

The answers to these questions are not always clear cut but they are important to the use of
enterprise social software. When Enterprise 2.0 became a thing to talk about, some advocates of these
technologies claimed that they would fatally undermine organisational hierarchies. From this
perspective, command and control, managerial distrust of social software was in one sense absolutely
justified. However, this perspective also claimed that the benefits of unleashing human potential in this
way would far outweigh any loss of efficiency caused by dissolving authority. It was also claimed that
the next generation of young people entering the workforce who had been exposed to Facebook would
automatically demand these tools as a right. Others took more reactionary positions (for a nuanced
version of this discussion, see Eckman11).

In practice, enterprise social software take up has been mixed. It does not seem to have
revolutionised organisations in the short term but it may well have longer term implications for
organisational effectiveness. It has faced many of the same challenges as previous collaboration
technologies (such as groupware) – difficulties in financial justification, alignment with real-world

11 Eckman J, “Davenport v McAfee: Can we get any disagreement?” (2007)
http://www.openparenthesis.org/2007/06/18/daventport-mcafee.
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working practices, a misalignment of investment between deployment, and maintenance. However,
despite all this, it seems to be here to stay. In one survey, over 75% of respondents had deployed social
software internally.12

CONCLUSION

The role of knowledge and information management professionals in this has been as mixed as the
levels of take up described above. Personally, we have often found information professionals to be in
the forefront of the adoption of these technologies (Stan Garfield at HP and then at Deloitte is one
such example). They offer new ways of facilitating information exchange and use – which is our
prime role in organisations and society at large.

We have also heard cases of information professionals blocking the use of these tools. Social
interaction is a fundamentally messy process and for some people that messiness can be unattractive,
or even threatening. In the longer term, we do not see this as being a productive position.

This article has attempted to provide an overview of trends in social software and how those
working within organisations have attempted to leverage these trends to improve collaboration. A
follow up article will examine best practices around the deployment of these tools and case studies of
successful deployments.

12 Association for Information and Image Management, Social in the Flow - transforming processes and sharing knowledge

(AIIM, Maryland, MD, 2012).
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