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Knowledge management and
social software
Increasingly, tools like wikis and blogs are
finding their way into the corporate world.
But while many organisations have greeted
such ‘social software’ with enthusiasm,
others are struggling to identify its value.
The response of individuals is varied, too.
Research from Henley’s Knowledge
Management Forum highlights the
organisational characteristics that help
foster successful use of social software in
the workplace, and provides insight into
individuals’ responses to it.
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Knowledge management and social software

“Our experience with an early form of
social software – newsgroups – has been
tremendously positive. It’s prompted us
to move forward with a more up-to-date
approach: communities based around
Microsoft SharePoint.”
Alan Stevens, programme manager,
QinetiQ

The world of work is changing. Software tools such as wikis and
blogs – initially used solely by private individuals – are now wellestablished in the corporate sector. Unlike other technological
advances, businesses and employees alike have discovered that
a tool in use at home can be ideal for tackling the challenges
faced at work.
The numbers are out of date almost as soon as they are printed:
one recent count identified 71 million blogs, while Wikipedia – the
popular online collaborative encyclopaedia – had 5.3 million
articles in more than 100 languages, all generated by unpaid
volunteers. Less formally, the popular success of websites such
as MySpace and Facebook confirm that social software, as it’s
called, is a phenomenon that isn’t going away.

On one level, the implications for knowledge management are obvious. In a world where
business can struggle to get people to share the knowledge they have, the emergence of
collaborative tools that people appear to actually enjoy using must be welcome.
But look a little closer, and it’s not quite that simple. As research carried out by the Henley
Knowledge Management Forum discovered, not all organisations are equally poised to take
advantage of social software. And while it’s true that some individuals are indeed enthusiastic
adopters of social software, many still approach it with an element of reluctance and
reservation.

Social software and the organisation
A key finding underpinning the Henley research is that organisations are using software such as
wikis and blogs for different purposes, in different ways and with different degrees of success.
That said, in virtually every case their initial objectives were broadly the same: through social
software, they sought to help employees share documents and ideas, broadcast news and
opinions, and author complex documents collaboratively.
The diversity in outcomes, however, is the result of the varying ways in which individual
organisations approach the application of social software to these objectives. Take the extent
to which wikis and blogs are seen as a threat to existing approaches and entrenched interests,
for example. This, it turns out, not only influences the amount of resistance that would-be
adopters of social software encounter, but also acts as a barrier to people participating once
they are in place.

Collaboration, insight ... practical value

Co-ordinated by Dr Judy Payne of Henley Management College, the insights into the use
of social software for knowledge management that are described here originated in two
related pieces of research carried out by Forum members and partners in 2007. Involving
a broad range of bodies from the public and private sectors, the research reflects the
experience and insights of organisations as diverse as Unisys, Nationwide, QinetiQ, BT,
PRP Architects and the Ministry of Defence.
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Introducing a wiki in different contexts

Individuals

Motivation and
capability to
connect and
collaborate

Motivation to
preserve existing
organisational
structures

People would use
it subversively to
satisfy their own
needs

Wide use of wiki
for individual and
work motives –
for good or bad

Some subversive
use and some
resistance:
stalemate

People would use
it to make
collaboration
more efficient

No one would
use it (and no one
would want
them to)

No one would
use it (even
though they were
encouraged)

Coercive bureaucracy

Enabling bureaucracy

Organisation

The nature of organisational hierarchies doesn’t help, either. Social software allows employees
to collaborate freely, cutting across existing hierarchical boundaries – which some organisations
find difficult to accept. Yet the same organisations often recognise the need for such
collaboration. They just find it difficult to relax their control over the way it happens.
The provision of IT support can be another stumbling block. As
the Henley research discovered, it is not unknown for a wiki to
be set up, unofficially, by enthusiasts unwilling to take ‘no’ for
an answer. It seems that people will use wikis and blogs to
make their work easier whether or not their organisation
encourages (or even allows) them to use social software. This is
why social software is sometimes referred to as ‘subversive’.
The bottom line is clear: in any given organisation, there are
people using social software. If this is happening outside the
existing decision-making hierarchy, the organisation probably
isn’t realising the potential benefits. Conversely, organisations
that support social software – and relax their control over how
employees use it – are learning to collaborate more effectively.

“The potential of social software is
enormous. We’re convinced that it’s a
superb way of allowing the lessons
learned in one project to be made
available to many other projects.”
Peter Wilkinson, knowledge management analyst,
Taylor Woodrow

Social software and the individual
And if organisations react in different ways to the advent of social software in the workplace, so
too do individuals. As the Henley Knowledge Management Forum researchers found, some
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people contribute enthusiastically to wikis and other social software sites. Others are reluctant,
or even refuse, to join in at all. And while some wiki users report feeling ‘more in touch with
other people and projects’ – enthusing that wikis help to ‘create a sense of team’ – others feel
threatened, or hold back because they feel their contribution will be of little value.
Some individuals behave as ‘consumers’ of wikis and blogs; reading them but going no further.
Others might be termed ‘respondents’; going beyond passive reading, they offer clarification
and feedback, and make corrections to grammar and spelling. ‘Creators’ go even further by
contributing new material, offering drafts for review and elaborating on the work of others.

“Less formal sorts of knowledge are often
shared in face-to-face meetings. Wikis are
a way of allowing people to share this type
of knowledge without requiring them to be
physically co-located – which is potentially
very valuable in an organisation like ours.”
Susan Frost, knowledge management desk officer,
Ministry of Defence

Still other individuals are best described as ‘synthesisers’ –
authoring original contributions, organising and restructuring
others’ contributions, and adding value through directing,
encouraging and facilitating. Finally, it’s fair to say, a small
proportion are ‘abstainers’; neither reading nor contributing, they
may simply ignore wikis and blogs, or go so far as to comment
negatively on them.
What’s more, researchers discovered that individuals can exhibit
each of these tendencies at different times, and under different
circumstances. This is normal, to be expected and, indeed,
encouraged because, if the contribution made by social software
to knowledge management is to be maximised, it is important for
people to feel free to contribute at their own pace, in their own
way. In short, social software and compulsion don’t mix.

Social software in practice
Care Services Improvement Partnership (CSIP), commissioned by the Department of Health
and other agencies, uses social software in two ways. It runs an online knowledge community
(the KC) where over 18,000 registered users can hold conversations, set up specialist groups
and share content. It has now also developed a wiki to support collaborative authoring.
CSIP identified two kinds of user necessary to make the wiki succeed: people who would be
prepared to adopt and engage with wiki technology and help other people to use it; and
people with a broad set of relationships who were trained to use the wiki so they could bring
their networks and networking skills to the new environment.
The wiki is well used, and future plans include enhancing users’ online presence and creating
other forms of interaction, taking the wiki beyond the collaborative authoring of content.
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