
“Selling” Social Software:
a new approach to IT for organisations and networks

• Is it time for social software or just more IT hype?
• What is going on in this area right now?
• Some potential business uses for social software
• Putting computers in their place: a better future?
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Interesting times…
A new era of technology usage:
• We have the basic technology now - what can it do?
• Tools becoming simpler, more personal
• Ubiquitous computing, rich webs of connections emerging
• Expensive “corporate” IT not working - cheap informal IT blossoming

New ways of thinking about networks: 
• Social Network Analysis and behavioural / ethnographic studies
• Complex systems / systems thinking
• “Tribes” and personal networking, social capital

New ways of thinking about organisations:
• Organisations as networks, complex systems
• Move away from command and control thinking
• Focus on greater autonomy of action for employees / stakeholders
• Increasing interest in “intangible assets” not just “physical assets”



The next big thing?
Hype-fuelled mini bubble
• Mini investment bubble in 

social networking sites
• Proliferation of Weblogs

and media coverage
• AOL, Google and 

Microsoft working on 
derivative products and 
services

• Early social “business” 
applications starting to 
emerge



Time for social software?
Technology not new…
• “It's a concept that's been around for 

many years in varying forms. But unlike 
the purely online communities most of 
us are familiar with (chat rooms and 
bulletin boards), social software is 
designed to link people in real life.”
Mike Butcher, Irish Times, 31/10/03

… but its usage is: 
• Online social networking sites
• Business social software
• Weblogs and personal knowledge 

sharing
• Wikis and simple collaboration tools
• Bottom-up knowledge sharing
• Easy group / community formation



• social networking sites let 
users create personal business 
networks - based on idea of 
exploiting “weak ties”



Business social software applications are 
emerging: Spoke creates maps networks 
from email data…

• Socialtext offers collaboration 
spaces for projects, conferences 
using a combination of weblogs and 
wikis



Weblogs: simple tools for sharing 
observations, links and ideas, with 
easy browser-based content 
management using XML-RPC, 
RSS, and other emerging 
standards



E.g., we use weblogs as part of 
our project communication

• …and to support consultation 
initiatives for our partners



Wikis: very simple shared online 
spaces where anybody can edit 
anything…
e.g. WikiTravel



Possible business uses
Knowledge sharing & learning:
• Devolved personal knowledge sharing / self-managed learning
• Content aggregation / syndication on intranets
• Identifying networks: data mining network behaviour  (e.g. ALA)

Internal and External communications:
• Bottom-up counterpoint to expensive ERP, CRM, KM systems
• More direct, honest stakeholder / customer engagement
• Supporting dialogue, debate and “networked conversations”
• Beyond email: weblogs, wikis etc

Collaboration:
• Online meetings, conferences, shared calendars, etc
• Collaborative document / proposal writing
• Project management and communication



Problem: corporate IT isn’t working
Top-down IT vs bottom-up people networks:
• Many IT systems based on command and control mentality that does not fit 

the way we see our organisations today.
• IT seen as stifling creativity, some online activity going “underground”

Big systems = single point of failure:
• Major CRM, ERP failures common in public and private sector
• Big systems build lock-in, dependency and are not adaptable

Putting computers in their place:
• IT should augment our online interaction, not seek to control it
• IT should adapt to our behaviour, not the other way around



Social software: part of the solution?
Break down formal barriers to sharing knowledge:
• People often do not contribute to corporate knowledge sharing because of 

the formality of “official” systems
• Social software encourages a proliferation of simple, informal publishing

that can be aggregated in new and unexpected ways

Build connections inside and outside:
• Weblogs and social networking tools can help identify, bridge and 

strengthen business networks both inside and outside organisations

Smarter, simpler software needed:
• Lightweight, social software standards support better interoperability
• “Small pieces loosely joined” better than IT monoliths - we should evolve 

rather than engineer overall IT solutions
• Design, build, test and adapt around the people who will use the tools



A word of caution
You can’t control complexity:
• Organisations create the conditions 

for networked conversations but 
can only influence (not manage) 
results

Avoid crass exploitation:
• Social software is a bottom-up 

approach “owned” by those who 
use it - this can be harnessed for 
business uses but not totally 
assimilated or formalised

Culture and Context:
• In a culture that values openness, 

transparency and relationships this 
can bring real results - it is not for 
everybody



Some future areas of development
Semantic Web:
• Interoperable metadata and shared meaning through ontologies, etc to allow 

people to share their world views / perspectives
• Emergent metadata & latent semantic indexing

New people-based standards and aggregation tools:
• E.g. Friend of a Friend (FOAF) and similar standards for describing 

relationships between people
• More emphasis on content and network aggregation rather than simple 

search to find relevant content 

Better reputation systems and authentication:
• New ways of proving who we are in an online context and how trustworthy 

we are (cf eBay, slashdot)
• Moves towards a single login/authentication system (cf MS passport)



Contacts & further information
Contact Details:
• Lee Bryant: lee@headshift.com

http://www.headshift.com

Background Reading:
• Social software reader:

http://ross.typepad.com/blog/2003/11/social_software.html

• Good collection of links:
http://www2.iro.umontreal.ca/~paquetse/cgi-bin/om.cgi?Social_Software

• Many-to-Many Weblog:
http://www.corante.com/many

• Our Weblog:

http://www.headshift.com/moments


