
©Formicary 2011 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

“Getting the message” 

The art of building corporate communities  

 
White Paper 

By Gavin Adam 
8th March 2011 



2 Art of building corporate communities 

 

©Formicary 2011 

 

        

Table of Contents 
 

1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 3 

2 What is unified communications and what is the problem? ..................................................... 3 

3 The way organisations work and communicate ........................................................................ 5 

4 Time to change .......................................................................................................................... 6 

5 Building a better enterprise ...................................................................................................... 7 

6 The risks .................................................................................................................................... 8 

7 Unified communications in your company ................................................................................ 9 

8 Your enterprise community .................................................................................................... 10 

 



3 Art of building corporate communities 

 

©Formicary 2011 

 

1 Introduction 
Over the past few years we have seen the world’s largest software and hardware vendors 

commence battle for mind- and market-share in the Unified Communications (UC) space. 

Additionally, the traditional providers of voice communications have been moving towards 

conquering the desktop domain and maintaining their market share. What’s more, the increase in 

available bandwidth has given software companies the opportunity to push Voice and Video over IP 

as a new market. This provides businesses with obvious cost savings and increases employee 

productivity.  

These propositions of reduced telephony and travel costs combined with an increase in efficiency 

contain wisdom and the fact is that enterprises can, and do benefit from implementing UC strategy. 

In reality, whilst all of these companies try to provide innovative ways of reducing the overhead of 

doing business, they are actually ‘building a better mousetrap’; or at least a less expensive one. As a 

matter of fact, they should ask themselves if they need to catch mice in the first place or consider 

going out to buy a cat! 

This paper highlights the ways in which companies could implement software tools to change the 

way they work and communicate: 

  This will yield benefits that are more than simply a reduction in costs.  

 The returns on investment may be harder to quantify but they deliver lasting change and 

build a truly collaborative environment that welcomes the new world of work and the 

consumerisation of enterprise technology.  

 The way we work is transforming, it’s now time to embrace the change. 

2 What is unified communications and what is the problem? 
According to the UCIF (Unified Communication Interoperability Forum), “Unified communication 

enhances interaction, collaboration and productivity between globally dispersed individuals, groups 

and companies”2 and as reported by others, UC is “eliminating device and media dependencies”3 . 

This does make sense and is the goal of most organisations, to the extent that the concept of having 

a dedicated Chief Collaboration Officer is being argued in respected business journals1.   

Every vendor in the UC space interprets its definition in their own way; in some instances, that may 

be little more than the rebranding of existing products and services to take advantage of the 

momentum of this new market.   

‘Cheaper and better’ will always be an attractive proposition to both individuals as well as 

businesses. Certainly, any reduction in costs are welcomed, however the user experience should be 

a major concern. The reality is that users are becoming overwhelmed. Users are spending more and 

more time managing their inbox, Tweets, IM, RSS feeds, desk and smart phone, document 

management systems, portals, wall posts, message boards and many other methods of 

communication. 

There are too many communication silos and managing them is becoming a ‘burden for many 

employees’ 4. Research recently released by Plantronics at the Mobilize 2010 conference found that 
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57% of knowledge workers were overwhelmed by the volume of emails they received. The terms 

infoglut and infomania are the perfect descriptors of this situation. Figures 1 to 5 below depict the 

situation 5: 

 
 

Figure 1. Social Media usage Figure 2. The number of website hosts worldwide from 

1993 to 2010 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Global Email usage in 2009 Figure 4. Images posted by users to popular sites 
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Figure 5. Web based video usage in 2010 

The numbers shown in the figures above describe the content growth and communication channel 

usage today and help articulate the difficulty of managing them. The growth in the rate of email 

usage by 78% (not accounting for spam) in the last 5 years7, coupled with nearly 50% of people in 

the same study blaming email for causing workplace relationship problems, suggests that changing 

the way we use these tools warrants an investigation.  

Up until the start of this century, the computing industry was primarily driven by the needs of 

enterprises - privately or publicly owned.  The often quoted statement by Ken Olson in 1977, ‘There 

is no reason anyone would want a computer in their home’, reminds us how we have evolved. 

Today’s world is now driven by the consumer. Communication tools such as Facebook and Gmail 

unify messaging so that messages from different mediums (IM, email, social networks etc) are 

consolidated.  However, in the corporate world there are no such obvious equivalents. 

Furthermore, there are other business applications such as CRM, ERP, document management 

systems and portals which add to the communications burden. Increasingly, being able to work 

effectively is about getting access to the appropriate people and mining.   

3 The way organisations work and communicate 
 

These days, it is rare that a corporation’s decisions are arrived at by a single individual.  It is the 

consensus of teams that determine most enterprise’s course of action and processes. Every 

organisation is comprised of several distinct groups based on function or role.  For most, these 

groups are focused not only on the activities within their group, but on activities that involve two or 

even more groups in order to execute some central goal or mission. The roles and functions of each 

group vary depending on the organization. However, the need to communicate effectively remains 

the same: collaborating as a group. 

Primary modes of communication (i.e. phone, email and even IM) typically involve just two 

individuals.  While these are important and valuable tools for specific purposes, they are not 

generally well suited to a collaborative team environment. One-to-one communication only works if 

you know: 

 what you need, and 

 who holds the answer 

182 online videos watched on average by a USA based internet user per month 

260 million content streams on Hulu 6 in the USA per month 

1 Billion videos played on you tube per day 

12.2 Billion videos watched on youtube per month in the USA 
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Point-to-point communication is not efficient in situations where people are not sure of what they 

need (i.e. the new idea or market opportunity) or from whom they can get an answer.  

The major matter of contention is that there is an overall lack of an effective communication 

framework. The following example illustrates this matter. 

 

Figure 6. Barriers to communication; organisational silos 

 

The above figure shows how information is typically communicated inside an organisation. 

Knowledge is shared in a variety of ways and is seldom captured or stored for others to leverage, 

and it can then become lost. Exploiting this tacit knowledge, which is arguably the most valuable 

asset of any company, is almost impossible using traditional communication tools. 

4 Time to change 
The way we communicate has been continuously evolving. In the early 1990s, email was only used 

internally and only by those of us lucky enough to have computers or terminals on our desks.  

Comments such as ‘this will never catch on’ were common. The same is true of instant messaging 

recently, and social networks now. Since the broad adoption of SMTP, email has become a standard 

and the corporate usage of physical ‘snail’ mail has been reduced. Just as with the emergence of the 

telephone, the volume of telegrams decreased despite the predictions of an internal memo at 

Western Union in 1876 that “This 'telephone' has too many shortcomings to be seriously considered 

as a means of communication”. 

 Today email is open to misuse and bad habits are widespread: junk mail, conversational or ‘chatty’ 

email threads, blanket reply-to-all messages, endless cc lists and long term storage of documents. 

Email may have brought improvements in the speed in which we communicate; however it has also 

brought new challenges.  

Introducing additional channels, such as using social media and instant messaging increases the 

volume and speed of communication rather than improving how we work or the quality of our work. 

The way group-based communication in social networking is structured often makes it hard to 

control and manage the participants. Corporations should consider how they want to communicate 

Organisational 

Knowledge Loss 
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and then implement the relevant tools rather than changing the company’s working practices to fit 

the tools. There has to be convergence between pushing technology from a top-down approach of 

‘purchase then implement’ and bottom-up usage of consumer tools for business. 

5 Building a better enterprise 
To begin, an organisation must implement a tool that facilitates group communication. Some may 

choose bulletin boards, discussion forums or ‘internal’ social networks such as Diaspora or Yammer. 

These tools, however, require the users to navigate to them rather than start up automatically when 

they sign into their workstation. They also lack the ‘always on’ persistence that can be found when 

using tools such as Microsoft’s Group Chat solution (part of OCS 2007R2 and Lync 2010, developed 

from their acquisition of Parlano in 2007). 

When implementing a group-based communications tool, project sponsors often expect them to 

automatically flourish on their own after they go-live. This was often the same approach that was 

taken with the implementation of corporate portals where they implemented the technology but 

the traffic remained low. Many organisations fail to budget sufficient time and resources to build 

and maintain their community, or even to take it seriously as a new communications mechanism. 

Overlooking the role of the sponsors and moderators is perhaps the greatest reason that these 

communities fall short in meeting expectations. 

We now live in a society that is dominated by push technology (for example phones, mobile email, 

podcasts, RSS readers) and the speed of life is ever increasing.  ‘Real-time’ is the watch word for 

everything from newspapers to online banking. These are then coupled with media messages that 

tell us to ‘do things quicker’, ‘make better decisions faster’, ‘consume faster and contribute faster’. 

Technology has to be able to build human networks fast, although there are times that it can impede 

their growth. Most people at some point in their life will have ended up in ‘call centre hell’, lost on 

an intranet or hitting the keyboard in despair when faced with an on-line help agent. The only 

proven way to build these networks is with communities of people and an easy way to view and 

discover them. 

The reality is, it is the responsibility of individuals to evangelise group communication. They must 

invest their time and effort into planning and managing the community. Done correctly, the 

community will reach critical mass, a paradigm shift will be achieved and this type of communication 

will become a culture. In the early stages, it does require champions to drive the content and 

participation. There are already multiple on-line communities in the real world that prove that this 

will work, such as groups on Facebook, discussion forums on vendor websites or even ‘hashtags’ on 

Twitter; provided the time and effort are invested in building them. These communities prove that 

technology can provide better communications both internal and external, with a greater sense of 

unity and ‘belonging’ felt by the user. 

With this in mind, it is vital to have moderators/business sponsors/champions who are responsible 

for the care and nurture of ‘chat rooms’. It is essential for them to welcome newcomers, encourage 

lurkers (who read but do not contribute), seed the conversation when necessary and connect 

community members with information and resources that will keep them using the room. 
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These champions only need a minimum set of technology skills; however they must have strong 

communication skills to guide group chat participants in best practice and protocol. There are times 

when those participants need to be restrained and managing this takes some skill. Experience 

suggests that the best solution is to assign this task to a number of individuals who have vested and 

genuine interest in the community’s success. Some organisations have gone as far as including the 

employee’s contribution to group chat as part of their appraisal and remuneration process as it is 

easy to see who is actively engaged with the community. 

6 The risks 
Initially introducing a group chat tool creates an additional communications channel in the same way 

that email did. However this is different to traditional tools as people will not contribute or use the 

system unless it is clear that there are relevant topics, content and people on-line and visible in the 

rooms. As an example, the differences between implementing group chat and an enterprise IM 

solution (or a unified communications environment for that matter) can be illustrated as follows:  

 

The Group Chat Value Curve 

Traditional 1-2-1 communications vs Group Chat 

 

 

 

1. Value step created by the ability to connect to 

existing communities or reducing costs. 

2. 1-2-1 value plateaus based on user’s ability to 

manage multiple contacts and conversations. 

Chat rooms are managed centrally without 

limitations. 

3. Value continues to grow independent of the size 

of community as users become more adept at 

personalizing the application to their 

information/collaboration needs 

 

 

8
The group chat value curve by Ryan Gaylor 

 

1. There is a direct correlation between the size of the community and the value that is 

achieved. Initial value steps include: 

a. Reduction in call costs 

b. Reduction in corporate travel due to web based meetings and teleconferencing 

Implementing group chat as a solution can provide further value when integrated with other 

systems such as: 

a. CRM tools 

b. RSS feeds 
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c. System alerting 

This instantly provides users with value. It presents them with a single, always-on interface 

(that often they were unaware of, or were not using). Furthermore, it encourages users to 

be online and active. The more people they see online the more they will use the tool.  

2.  After a short period of time the overall value of a point-to-point communications tool 

plateaus as a user can only have so many conversations (IM or phone calls) at any one 

time. Group chat, when managed correctly, generates more value as the number of users in 

chat rooms continues to grow. 

 

3.  Users become more adept at personalising their environment by adding filters and 

customising notifications. When they become accustomed to this, it becomes the standard 

for communication across the enterprise. At this point the derived value increases further 

still as users are able to manage their information flow effectively. 

7 Unified communications in your company 
Looking at the desktop of an average enterprise user it is very likely that they will have their email 

client, browser, instant messaging system and other office productivity tools such as Word or Excel 

open. Desktop real-estate is at a premium for most users and adding a new desktop client is often 

displeasing to the user community. Instead of deploying new tools as discreet applications the 

easiest way to drive adoption is to introduce the new paradigm through existing desktop software 

tools that the users know and are happy using. Deployment as a web-based tool may work, with 

some limitation, web tools are not always ‘sticky’ enough for users to stay logged in all the time. 

Additionally, there are limitations of the browser environment (such as sharing sessions between 

different windows) that prevent the use of sophisticated notifications.   

It has become clear from our experience in deploying these tools for over a decade that users do not 

want yet another system that they have to use for communications. Instead they want a unified 

communication tool that does it all in one place and includes the following: 

 Email - for asynchronous and formal  communication, 

 Instant Messaging - for informal ad-hoc discussions, 

 Persistent Group Chat - for collaborative working, 

 Presence and Calendaring - to schedule meetings and manage resources, 

 Social networking - access to Twitter, Facebook and other social networks, 

 Web conferencing - for online meetings, 

 Desktop sharing - for remote support, 

 Voice and video over IP - as a high fidelity replacement to the telephone. 

|For an optimal experience, this tool needs to be always on and therefore a deployed client is 

needed. For example, Twitter, which started life a as a web-based application is principally accessed 

by users on a ‘thick’ client and only 35%  uses the web interface (according to Twitter’s own statistics 

in October 2010). The HTML5 draft specification when implemented and running on desktops will 

present the end user with a viable alternative but this will take some time.  
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However, there are scenarios where the integration of group chat into an existing team 

collaboration space, eg. Microsoft SharePoint, will provide a very strong and ‘sticky’ experience by 

turning it from being a document storage tool or a way of sharing calendars or documents into a 

relevant business critical collaboration system Redburn Partners9, a pan-European institutional 

equities brokers in the United Kingdom embedded Group Chat into their SharePoint portal. This now 

provides a dashboard of information assets for the end users and combines a relatively static ‘story’ 

of traditional information assets with real-time persistent group chat to build a ‘picture’ of their 

collective knowledge.  

From the perspective of a typical Microsoft user, an obvious candidate for the ‘always on’ client is 

Microsoft Outlook. It has most of the above mentioned functionality and typically is left running in 

the foreground or background throughout the working day. This is a medium that users know and 

are comfortable with. It simply needs to be enhanced further to support the missing components. 

Rather than forcing users to go find the tools or content they need, simply push this client to the 

desktop/device and leverage this investment with relevant content. 

Finally, consumer tools are for the consumer, not the enterprise. The enterprise should see these as 

an additional PR or marketing channels and learn from how they are used. They should not advocate 

or allow the use of public IM, VOIP or Social Networks as enterprise tools. Such an approach 

presents challenges including compliance, data containment, risk management and security. How 

many companies would be comfortable with their data being accessed by their competitors, or the 

government of a foreign power?  The concepts that are starting to be utilised by consumers using 

tools such as Facebook messages  can be learnt from and applied in the enterprise to provide the 4th 

Generation of collaboration tool9.   

 

8 Your enterprise community 
Successful implementation and use of collaboration tools and specifically group chat requires three 

core principles:  

 Content 

 Context 

  Community 

Content – Providing relevant content that is useful to the end user gives them a reason to use the 

tool set. As the system evolves, it will become a knowledge repository and a source of ‘tacit’ 

content. 

Context – Establishing a channel taxonomy will provide structure so that it is obvious to the user 

where they should participate for a given subject. A naming convention should be enforced for 

channels; within this, standard users should be allowed to create and manage their own channels as 

it encourages usage however usage needs to be monitored so that unused channels are disabled. 
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Community – Start by identifying groups of users that have a need to communicate as a group, 

project teams, or teams that are dispersed due to geography should be targeted first. These groups 

serve as the seeds of the community. 

The above principles will facilitate a ‘COLLABORATION CULTURE’ – for this to become established 

there are usually three phases: 

 

 

Concepts discussed in this paper have been in use within most of the world’s largest financial 

services organisations for over ten years so it is not a new concept.  This is not a brave new world of 

technology, simply an exclusive one; previously the price of this type of solution was prohibitive and 

this has now become commoditised and is accessible for even small businesses.     Embrace the new 

world of work and get collaborating. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Tactical 

•The tactical phase begins by identifying a group or team that need to communicate regularly and 
work together but face challenges such as disparate location, working in shifts or different time 
zones. Group Chat solves this problem as the conversations persist, allowing users to see what was 
said when they were not working. An example of this would be a support team or perhaps a 
trading desk.  

Strategic 

•The strategic phase begins when used to link different teams together, for instance linking the 
sales team to support or product development 

Enterprise 

•Once the strategic framework has been established, the final phase is across the enterprise, as the 
communities exist new users soon see the etiquette and usage will thrive. Qas an example, at one 
organisation with 26,000 users and on average there are 11,000,000 messages sent per month, this 
has caused a 30% reduction in the amount of email sent – this is norm rather than the exception. 
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