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Introduction 
  

Research shows that informal learning accounts for over 80% of the learning that takes place in 
organizations

1
.  As organizations realize the potential of informal learning, more and more they are looking for 

ways to help them harness this power and align those results with tangible business goals and strategies.   
 
This is where social networking and collaboration software steps in.  These types of tools and technologies 
pave the way for your organization to facilitate knowledge sharing, collaboration, and learning activities that 
directly impact organizational initiatives.    
 
By breaking out of the traditional formal and informal learning silos - and embracing the natural synergy that 
exists between these two areas - you open your organization up to potentially greater results and benefits in 
both the formal and informal learning arenas.  Those results can include more productive employees, shorter 
time to competency for new employees and partners, and more engaged employees.  All of these results can 
have a direct impact on your business goals and objectives.   
 

What social networking and collaboration tools provide you with is an easy way for you to connect your 

employees to each other, provide them with direct access to information and an environment for them to 

contribute to the content.  These types of tools can help you bridge the gaps between traditional or formal 

learning and less tangible, user-driven, informal learning. 

 

  

                                                                                                                                                2

                                                 
1
 Informal Learning becomes Formal, Josh Bersin January 22, 2009, http://www.bersin.com/blog/post/Informal-Learning-becomes-Formal.aspx  

2
 Reuters Learning Architecture, Charles Jennings, Reuters 

http://www.bersin.com/blog/post/Informal-Learning-becomes-Formal.aspx
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Now that we know where we are and where we want to go, how do we get there?  What are the best 
practices for implementing social networking and collaboration at your organization?  How are other 
organizations using these tools to leverage informal learning?   

 
Letôs start first with the basics ï  
 
 
What is Web 2.0? 

The term ñWeb 2.0ò refers to the web                                                                                                           

development and web design that                                                                                                                 

facilitates interactive information sharing,                                                                                                

interoperability, user-centered design                                                                                                                           

and collaboration.   Examples of these                                                                                                                    

tools include wikis, blogs, message                                                                                                                                  

boards, discussion groups, etc.                                                                                                                             

(For definitions of common Web 2.0                                                                                                                              

tools, see Appendix I). 
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What is social networking and collaboration? 

Social networking, also referred to as social media, encompasses Web 2.0 tools that make it easier for people 

to listen, interact, engage and collaborate with each other. Examples of social networking platforms include 

Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, LinkedIn, Twitter, etc.  

In the context of the workplace, an organization can take these social networking tools and apply them toward 
strategic business purposes.   
 

How can my organization use social networking and collaboration? 

The sky is really the limit when looking at ways to effectively use social networking and collaboration tools at 

your organization.  When it comes down to it, it really depends on what your organization needs to 

accomplish.   

 

Some ways these tools can be used:  
 

 Expert location ï who in your organization is an expert?  Who holds knowledge?  Easily search 

for information (and experts) on various topics related to the workplace. 

 

 

 

                                                 

3
 Original Source: Markus Angermeier Source: http://kosmar.de/archives/2005/11/11/the-huge-cloud-lens-bubble-map-web20/ URL: 

http://kosmar.de/wp-content/web20map.png. 

 

http://kosmar.de/archives/2005/11/11/the-huge-cloud-lens-bubble-map-web20/
http://kosmar.de/wp-content/web20map.png
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 Promote knowledge sharing ï encourage your users to share knowledge (and capture that 

intellectual capital!) through the use of wikis, blogs, sharing documents, or adding expertise 

information to their searchable profile. 

 

 Extend and expand every-day activities - such as on boarding and employee learning. 

 

 Enhancing employee productivity and engagement - by allowing your employees (users) to 

more easily share best practices, ask questions, and find knowledge ï on their own. 

 

 
Social networking and collaboration tools not only provides you with new way to capture and harness your 
internal knowledge and extend formal training activities, but also provides a way to do this cost effectively.    
Furthermore, it provides a powerful way to get your employees more involved and become the center of 
informal knowledge sharing and learning.   
 
 

                                                                      

                                                      If HP knew what HP knows, we              

                                                      would be three times as profitable. 

                                                                                                                                                
 

 
There are many more examples and scenarios of how social networking and collaboration can be used in the 
workplace, weôve provided just a handful of examples to show you the possibilities.   
 

The rest of this business case, Social Networking and Collaboration for the Workplace, will take a closer look 

at the best practices to consider as you embark on instituting social networking and collaboration at your 

organization.  It will also cover sample scenarios, showing you the possibilities informal learning and 

collaboration tools can offer including: 

 

 Providing new product training to geographically dispersed employees. 

 

 Providing training, a collaboration environment, and information to partners, resellers ï the 

extended enterprise. 

 

 Managing a geographically dispersed project team, where the project team can be short-lived and 

dynamic.  

 

 

 

 

 

Lew Platt  
Former CEO of Hewlett-Packard 
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Strategic Planning Best Practices 

 

As an organization there are some key things you need to consider and plan out before you take the social 

networking and collaboration plunge.  Simply providing social networking and collaboration tools with no plan 

of action to your users will most likely lead to failure.  In these circumstances, itôs unlikely to see any results.  

If something does happen, the value to your organization will be questionable.  

 

 

                                                                      

                                                      A provide and pray approach has     

                                                      approximately a 90% failure rate. 4 

                                                                                                                                                

 

When it comes to any technology initiatives, the plan is the single most important ingredient to ensuring 

effective use of the technology after implementation.  The technology itself it just an enabler and without a 

well thought out plan that considers the company culture, business objectives, and how to implement the 

technology , then the technology will fall short of whatever expectations might exist.  The planning process 

will help minimize technology-related crises, use staff time efficiently, and avoid wasting money.  Creating a 

strategic plan will assist you with thinking through your priorities, ensuring that you use the technology in a 

way that directly impacts your business goals and strategies.  In other words, itôs essential. 

 

As you get started, consider these ñhow will Iò points and integrate them into your plan of action:  

 

 Deliver business value.  How will you link activity to your business strategy and goals? 

 

 Maneuver company culture barriers.  How do your corporate procedures and policies impact 

the initiative and planned activities.  This is a major consideration for social networking tools.  If 

the company culture does not encourage collaboration then implementing technology to foster 

collaboration is not an ideal strategy. 

 

 Ensure privacy.  How will usersô personal information be handled and how will (and what) 

corporate information be disseminated. 

 

 Govern user behavior.  How will you set forth the basic policies and expected behavior for the 

site ï this is a fine line between exerting some level of control without stifling user participation. 

 

 Balance personal and professional time.  Consider how you will answer concerns regarding 

productivity in a more loosely structured work environment. 

 

                                                 
4
 Gartner:  Enterprise 2.0: Building a Corporate Strategy for Social Applications,  2009 

 

Gartner Inc.  
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Now itôs time to get started with planning your project.  Below, weôve laid out the suggested steps to build 
your strategy for implementation and best practices that will help you get the most out of your social 
networking and collaboration project. 
 

                                                                      

                                                      Informal learning is a strategy for  

                                                      organizations with long-term                             

                                                      values and vision.
 5 

                                                                                                         
 

 

 

 

 

Step 1:  Define the Purpose of the Project 

As a first step, you will want to identify your organizational purpose - ñwhy are we doing this.ò  Why is this so 

important?  This simple statement will be the foundation of the project and no other choice will impact your 

success more.    It is very common for social networking initiatives to start out with the end users.  Engineers 

might decide to set up a project wiki, or marketing might set up a sales portal for training.  It is important to 

analyze those initiatives and look for the common ground and any shared purpose. 

 

Characteristics of Good Social Application Purpose
6
 

 

Magnetic ï the purpose should draw people directly to participate.  This is the ñWhatôs in it for me?ò  

characteristic.  Users should easily grasp its importance and the value of participating. 

Aligned Purpose ï this should align with business value.  This is the ñWhatôs in it for the business?ò 

Low Risk ï choose low risk over high reward.  Do not try to change the culture of a community or an 

organization with social software.  No matter how enticing the reward, heed the risk of adoption first. 

Properly Scoped ï start with a minimal scope and focus on growing your communityôs scale as fast as 

possible.  Once the community has scaled up, users will guide you on how to expand the scope. 

Promotes Evolution ï Select purposed you can build on.  Start by brainstorming numerous possible 

purposes for a target audience.  As you apply these characteristics, weigh which purpose to focus on first.  

Enable the community to move the purpose forward by promoting emergence. 

Measurable ï you can measure the success of a good purpose.  Especially early on, when organizations are 

skeptical of social solutions, choose purposes where business and community value can be clearly measured. 

                                                 
5
 Informal learning:  Extending the impact of enterprise ideas and information, Adobe Systems, 2007 

6
 Gartner:  Enterprise 2.0: Building a Corporate Strategy for Social Applications 2009 

 

Jay Cross  
Author, Informal Learning: Rediscovering 

the Natural Pathways that Inspire Innovation 
and Performance 
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Community Driven ï the value must come from the community.  The best communities contribute far more 

to themselves than the enterprises that support them. 

 
 

Step 2:  Define the Scope ï ñLess is Moreò 

Once youôve confirmed the purpose of the project, now is the time to define the scope of the project ï whatôs 

included, or excluded, from the project.  Itôs recommended that you keep the scope small to start.  This will 

allow you to have a clear purpose, communicate that effectively to your audience, and speed your 

deployment.  An overly complex scope will slow down deployment, confuse users and hinder adoption. 

 

By keeping your scope small and rolling out to a small manageable group with a decisive purpose, you allow 

your organization the ability to tweak the scope in preparation for a larger roll-out 

 

 

Step 3:  Create a Roadmap to Execute on the Established Purpose & Scope 

Now that youôve determined both the purpose and scope of the project, itôs time to create the roadmap that 

outlines how you will incrementally execute on your strategy. 

 

 Match the tools you plan to make available to your users, based on the established purpose of the 

site.  

 

 Determine how to derive value of social networking and collaboration and set measurable goals.  

 

Social networking ROI measures are still evolving, but there are methods that you can use to 

determine your progress and collaboration, because they are intrinsically abstract when compared 

with hard quantitative measures.  Here are some example success measures to consider: 

 

                                                                      

                                                      Not everything that can be counted    
                                                      counts, and not everything that  
                                                      counts can be counted.   

                                                                                                                                                
 

Á Qualitative success measures: 

 You are building better relationships with and between employees 

 You are delivering messages to the community  

 Blog posts are building momentum in the number of quality comments  

Albert Einstein  
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 Users are actively using the site to share knowledge and meaningfully supporting 

peers 

 

Á Quantitative success measures: 

 Increases in the number of people joining communities 

 Ratings for blogs and content ï a critical component of a user driven collaboration 

tool 

 Subscriptions to RSS feeds 

 Participation numbers and levels of participation ï how many people post 

documents or provide ratings, etc.   

 Number of visitors who are interacting with content 

 

 Determine permissions 

o who will have access to creating blogs, contributing content,  or just reading 

 

 Determine your timeline and steps for rolling out the initiative 

o Do you want to beta test with a small population segment? 

o Do you need to train anyone, such as administrators? 

 

 Determine how you plan to support this initiative. 

o Will you have a helpdesk? 

o Identify community managers/leaders 

 

 Set expectations 

 

 

 

Step 4:  Seed/Populate the Site 

Nothing stops momentum like an empty social networking/collaboration site.  Users need to see the value of 

participation immediately, so you will need to make sure that you have populated the site with good examples 

and content before making it available to your users - this gives people a reason to come back to the site.  

Select people and task them with seeding content regularly.  Fresh and relevant content compels users to 

contribute and participate and come back.  Remember that positive user experience is the key to the success 

of your initiative.   

 

 Point to consider:  Donôt allow anonymity.  This will ensure a basic level of validity in postings, etc. 

and allow the contributor to showcase his/her expertise.  
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Step 5:  Communication 

Plan how you will ñmarketò your new tool to your users.  The ñIf you build it, they will comeò maxim doesnôt 

work here.  If users donôt know that the site exists, they wonôt participate.  Plan out how you will tell them 

about the site, how to use the tools, and set expectations.  Remember that new users who are not familiar 

with social networking and collaboration tools will likely require more guidance than others who are familiar 

with the tools. 

 

 

 

Step 6:  Assessment 

Plan to regularly assess the project to make sure that it is: meeting expectations and that there is user 

satisfaction.  This is your primary vehicle for collecting lessons learned and clues on how to improve the site.  

Go back to your goals and follow up on the measures of success that you established earlier.  
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Summary 
                                                                                                                                                          

As youôve read, social networking and collaboration opens the door to endless possibilities.  It provides you 

with the opportunity to evolve and improve your business and the choice to be either evolutionary or 

revolutionary in your informal learning and collaboration strategy.    

 

Evolutionary:  you can use the tools to better manage every day processes  
 

Revolutionary:  you can completely change the way you approach these activities 
 

There is no right or wrong direction to take ï the choice is yours!  And that what makes this exciting and 

challenging.  Remember that informal learning is additive, not a replacement for formal learning. 

 

As you implement your informal learning and collaboration strategy keep in mind that itôs ok to make mistakes 

and you should be prepared to make some as you refine your strategy for what works best for your 

organization.  Remember, flexibility is the key to successfully implementing social networking and 

collaboration at your workplace.  Expect the unexpected, and adjust accordingly.  By planning thoroughly at 

the front end of your initiative, you reduce room for error and can quickly make changes, ensuring a great 

experience for both users and project managers. 

 

OCLC/WebJunction Success Story
7
 

 

                                         

 

Challenge: 

Library staff and organizations vocalized the need for a centralized community - the desire to find a way to 

bring together their fragmented library field and provide a venue that would allow them to engage in 

discussions, participate in groups, share content, and partake in collaborative learning development with 

each other. 

Solution: 

WebJunction launched an initiative to make it easier for librarians and staff to:  

 

 Connect with friends and colleagues across the library community using social tools 

 Create custom content, conversations, and ad-hoc communities 

 Learn relevant skills with flexible online courses and social and learning management tools 

 

In response, OCLC created WebJunction to provide library staff an online community to create, learn, and 

share.  WebJunction built and deployed a revolutionary platform that integrates social tools, content 

management, formal learning (Plateau Learning Management System), customer management, and virtual 

meeting spaces. 

                                                 
7
 OCLC/WebJunction Case Study, October 2009, www.plateau.com/is/case.htm  

 

http://www.plateau.com/is/case.htm
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Sample Use Case Scenarios 
                                                                                                                                                          

The following sample scenarios describe how you can use social networking and collaboration technology to 
supplement every-day activities and help you achieve your business goals. One point to consider as you read 
through these sample use scenarios is that although the functions of many of the available tools overlap, you 
will often find that certain tools are more applicable in supporting specific uses or in different situations over 
the others in the toolbox. 

 
 
Scenario 1:  Providing New Product Training to a Geographically Dispersed Sales Staff 
 
Your organization regularly provides new product training to sales staff, most of whom are located outside of 
the home office.  In the past, youôve used a formal process to provide the training to these employees.  This 
formal training has consisted of classroom training and webinars.   It is no surprise that there is less budget 
for the in-person training this year.   
 
Youôve collected the statistics from the years that youôve offered the formal product training and know that you 
donôt have good participation on the webinars, only about 20% of the sales staff attends; classroom training is 
required so participation is good, but feedback indicates that this takes too much time out of their days and 
that sales staff often leave for extended periods of time to conduct business.  You also know that the training 
is typically very one-way, with the marketing team providing the content and getting very little feedback from 
the field.   
 
In addition, you also rely on email to provide any updated or changes to information.  The sales email list also 
became the de facto collaboration environment, as people regularly posted questions and shared best 
practices.  Although you can ensure that everyone receives the email, you arenôt able to track how many 
people actually read the communications and there is no easy way to search this knowledge base.  
  
You plan to continue the formal training, but are interested in finding out how you can supplement this for a 
more positive and useful experience that would result in faster ramping up on new products and an increase 
in sales activity and revenues.   

After evaluating your needs, your organization has compiled the following goals: 

 

 Ensure sales staff receives the new product information in a timely manner 

 Supplement product training to hone sales staff knowledge and ramp up sales activity 

 Provide a venue for sales staff to share experiences with each other and capture that information 

 

 
Solution: 
 
Youôve recognized that you canôt meet all of your sales training needs with formal training alone.  With social 
networking and collaboration tools, you can supplement your formal training processes and optimize on the 
job performance.  These informal learning tools provide you with the opportunity to use on demand, social, 
and embedded learning in conjunction with your formal sales staff product training.  By blending the formal 
training with informal learning, you build an environment that allows you to better cultivate and sustain 
learning. 
 
We know that most learning does not occur in formal training (20%), but through informal learning (80%).  To 
harness that other 80% of learning that happens informally or socially, you can implement various simple 
tools that will help you expand your formal learning plan and help ensure that your sales staff is receiving the 
new product information in as many formats as possible.    As you build out your formal training activities 
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using supplemental informal learning activities, you add value to the training experience and providing a 
venue that encourages your sales staff to ramp up on the product more quickly and accelerate their 
competence. By adding informal learning activities prior, during, and after the formal training, you can create 
an environment of constant learning.   
 
You also provide an organized opportunity to capture and promote sharing of some of the most valuable 
information that your organization has ï the information that your sales staff has locked in their own heads or 
in private notes.  These tidbits of information can include everything from tips and tricks to competitive 
information.   By providing a venue for them to share this information and collaborate with each other, your 
sales staff can learn tips, tricks, and techniques from successful peers and you can capture this information 
as an organization. 
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Announcements ï you can post announcements on any topic ï 

announcing items such as new training offerings, the release of a new 
product, or any updates or changes with the products.  Within the 
announcement you can provide details, and even link to external web 
sites.  Your sales staff can view these announcements and access the 
announcement details.    

 

To Do List ï each of your 

staff members will see their 
current to do list (includes all 
learning and performance 
related items), pulled directly 
from the Plateau Talent 
Management Suite. 

 

 

 
 
Wikis ï can serve as a library of resources, a central place to find information.  Wikis 

provide a way to share information collaboratively allowing posting of documents, 
editing of documents, and history tracking so you can see when and who last edited 
the document. 
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Additional tools to consider utilizing include:  

 

 Learner Alerts ï each of your staff members will see their current alerts on training that needs to 

be completed, pulled directly from the Plateau Talent Management Suite. 

 

 RSS Feeds ï feeds can keep your sales staff apprised of important, changing information such as 

company news, announcements, etc. 

 

 Calendar ï a calendar feature can make any upcoming training events or important dates clearly 

accessible. 

 

 SMS Text Messenger ï you can send short text messages to sales team members and they can 

utilize the feature to send messages to each other. 

 

 Document Libraries ï the library provides a venue to manage the distribution of files.  Your sales 

staff can easily view and download all documents associated with the new product and training, 

and post their own documentation and rate othersô submissions. 

 

 Communities ï you have the flexibility to create one common community for the sales staff or 

create sub-communities for specific areas such as international sales members or sales members 

who are dedicated to a specific product line. 

 

 Blogs ï with blogs you can encourage your sales team members to provide written content on 

anything from tips and tricks to competitive information ï anything that you think might provide 

value to the rest of the team. 

 

 Polls/Surveys ï utilize polls and surveys to collect real-time information on training activities or on 

the product.  Poll results can also be displayed. 

 

 Message Boards ï sales team members can be encouraged or required to engage in threaded 

discussions on various topics that you post, continuing ongoing discussions started in formal 

training or starting new conversations.  Sales team members can easily share information and 

contribute to an ongoing discussion by posting to message boards. 

 

 Meetups ï through meetups, your sales staff has the ability to create gatherings of other team 

members with similar interests, such as international sales or product specific sales. 
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Scenario 2:  Providing Training and Information to Partners, Resellers ï the Extended Enterprise 
 
Youôve made significant investments in training and development for your internal employees, and now you 
need to focus on expanding your training to include your extended enterprise ï your partners and resellers.  
Imagine that a major portion of your revenue comes from channel partners.  Up to this point, your partners 
and resellers have not been included in the sales team training, due to the sensitivity of allowing external 
users behind your firewall.   
 
Most of the training to these groups has been through webinars, email, and sending documents.  With 
webinars, you regularly encounter challenges for these groups to attend due to time zone differences and 
daily schedules.  Emails go out, but you have no way to know if the information has been read or how 
effective that mode of delivery is for resellers and partners.  There is currently no way for your partners and 
resellers to connect with each other and share information and collaborate on sales initiatives. 
 
You would also like to formulate a way to accelerate your extended enterprise time to competency on new 
products and services offerings.  Formal learning has worked, but hasnôt generally been the speediest way 
to achieve this.   
 
Your organizationôs goals for this initiative are:  
 

 Provide training and critical information in a more organized and efficient manner. 

 Collect and solicit feedback from partners and resellers to better ascertain the local markets. 

 Accelerate time to competency on product lines. 

 Improve partner and reseller productivity. 

 

 
Solution: 
 
Your organization recognizes the need for a more flexible and efficient solution to providing training and 
other resources to your extended network.  By pairing informal learning and collaboration with formal 
training you can improve productivity and the bottom line, while accelerating the time to competence for 
new partners and resellers. 
 
By rapidly delivering training to your larger extended network of partners and resellers quickly and efficiently, 
you can improve the quality and the convenience of your training while reducing the costs associated with 
providing onsite training. 
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Blogs ï with blogs you can encourage your resellers and partners to provide written 
content on anything from regional information to competitive information.   

Polls/Surveys ï utilize polls and 

surveys to collect real-time 
information on training activities, 
regional product sales, or on the 
product.  Poll results can also be 
displayed and shared with the 
community. 
 

 

Document Libraries ï the library provides a venue to 

manage the distribution of files.  Your partners and 
resellers can easily view and download all documents 
associated with the new product and training, and post 
their own documentation.   
 

 


