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Introduction
The Promise of Social

Organizations

WE ALL KNOW STORIES of start-ups that begin with a handful
of people working together in one room, in daily contact
with each other and with customers, users, suppliers, and

anyone else important to their success. Everyone has a say in every
major decision because the company can be run naturally as a col-
laborative enterprise.

But success brings growth, growth brings more people, and soon
people have formal jobs with specific written duties and responsi-
bilities. Before long, the company needs managers and hierarchy
and departments full of specialists, along with processes for hiring,
evaluating, planning, investing, and dozens of other “corporate”
activities that require gigabytes of policies and procedures. Eventu-
ally, all that remains of those collaborative good old days, when
everybody was in it together, are nostalgic stories told by the lucky
few who were there.
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Leaders have long recognized the penalties imposed by the
increasing division of labor and specialization organizations require
as they grow more complex. People’s contributions are limited
mostly to the areas where they work; and key players, like cus-
tomers and prospects, are left out altogether.

Think of the possibilities, and the excitement, if your organiza-
tion, like that start-up, could tap into the full talent, creativity,
experience, and passion of all the people it touches—employees at
all levels and locations, customers and prospects, and partners any-
where in your value chain. What if you could minimize the con-
straints imposed by specialization and compartmentalization?
What if you could retain or recapture some of the benefits, human
and organizational, of that collaborative start-up without losing the
glue that currently holds the organization together?

That, in broad strokes, is the promise of social media. No wonder
so many companies around the world are rushing to use it. Devel-
oped only in the past few years, social software is allowing what has
never before been possible—the ability of vast numbers of people
spread around the world to work together productively and to con-
tribute the full range of their talent, creativity, and energy.

The hype is astounding, of course, but organizations today truly
are entering one of those “For the first time in human history . . . ”
moments. Never before have hundreds, thousands—even millions—
of people been able to simultaneously and collaboratively build
massive documents, create huge content repositories, or make collec-
tive decisions. It is the scale of collaboration possible today—mass
collaboration—that is new and transformational.

Since social media technology first appeared, we at Gartner have
been studying how companies are applying it in their organizations
and the results they’re obtaining. We’ve had thousands of conversa-
tions and workshops with companies pursuing social media and have
looked carefully at some four hundred implementations across indus-
tries worldwide. From that rich base, we have developed a good sense
of where and for what purposes social media are being used.

One of our more striking discoveries is that most social media
initiatives fail. Either they don’t attract any interest or they never
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create business value. A key reason for failure is the host of miscon-
ceptions that have grown up in this area, many perpetuated by
books and articles, that lead to ineffective practices. Key miscon-
ceptions include (but certainly aren’t limited to):1

• Social media doesn’t deliver real business value and can waste
a lot of employee time. True, it can deliver little value and
waste time, but not if you go about it the way we describe in
this book.

• Social media poses unacceptable risks to privacy, IP protection,
regulatory compliance, HR infractions, customer service, and
more. Yes, but if done wrong, many things are risky. With
social media, risks can be mitigated and managed.

• Social media is just another marketing channel. Get a Face-
book page, open a Twitter account, give your CEO a blog, and
maybe load some cool videos on YouTube and you’re done. Not
true. You’ll need to do much more than that if you hope to
capture its real potential.

• All you need to do is provide social media technology and the
rest will happen on its own. After all, that’s how it happens on
the Internet. Wrong. This common approach is almost cer-
tain to fail. Success requires more than technology.

• You don’t need a business justification for social media because
it’s so cheap and you can’t anticipate or measure the benefits
anyway. Not true. You can measure its benefits. And that’s
good, because it’s more expensive than it appears and you’ll
need more than faith and high hopes to win the support of
organizational leaders.

In the course of the book, we’ll address all these dangerous mis-
conceptions in detail and describe what you must do to avoid them.
We know what’s possible because we’ve learned that some compa-
nies do move beyond the hype and misconceptions to succeed. In
fact, we’ve seen a few companies move far ahead of others in the
widespread and effective use of these new technologies. They are
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using them to create substantial, tangible business value—in many
cases value that couldn’t be created any other way—and we are
beginning to understand the reasons for their success. Consider
these specific companies:

• Xilinx, a $2.4 billion global semiconductor design company,
used social media to link its five hundred design engineers
with the customers for whom they design custom chips. The
result: a 25 percent bump in productivity, higher quality
designs, and increased customer satisfaction.2

• FICO, an analytics company that created the industry-standard
FICO® credit score, was allowed by government regulations
to tell consumers their credit scores and the main factors
determining those scores, but it could not provide advice
about how to improve the scores. To provide that informa-
tion, they catalyzed a community of customers in their
myFICO forums3 to share techniques among themselves for
improving scores.4

• CEMEX, the multibillion-dollar global cement and building
materials company, directly engaged more than eighteen
thousand of its people to make unprecedented progress far
faster than expected on the key strategies for creating the
company’s future.5

• When Ford Motor Company introduced SYNC technology
they recognized the need for a customer support mechanism
that was as sophisticated as the technology itself. So they suc-
cessfully engaged a community of customers to help each
other answer questions on how to use and get the most out of
SYNC’s capabilities.6

• The Schwab Trading Community gets active traders to share
information and help each other trade more effectively, with
the goal of increasing the wealth of individual participants.
Although Schwab doesn’t directly target revenue generation
with this social-media effort, its new customer engagement
creates the opportunity for competitive differentiation.
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Schwab has over ten thousand community participants who,
on average, complete three hundred and sixty trades per year,
versus two hundred trades per year for nonparticipants.7

Such solo applications aren’t the real story, however. Some of these
organizations are now moving beyond one-off efforts and forging
a strategic corporate competence around social media. They are
transforming themselves into early examples of what we call social
organizations.

A social organization is one that strategically applies mass col-
laboration to address significant business challenges and opportu-
nities. Its leaders recognize that becoming a social enterprise is not
about incremental improvement. They know it demands a new way
of thinking, and so they’re moving beyond tactical, one-time grass-
roots efforts and pushing for greater business impact through a
thoughtful, planned approach to applying social media. As a result,
a social organization is able to be more agile, produce better out-
comes, and even develop entirely new ways of operating that are
only achievable through mobilizing the collective talent, energy,
ideas, and efforts of communities.

In a social organization, employees, customers, suppliers, and all
other stakeholders can participate directly in the creation of value.
They contribute to, review, and comment on any phase of the firm’s
work. In many cases they even participate directly in delivering
business value. They’re all integral parts of how the firm does its
work, and they work together to get the greatest value from the
company’s products and services.

We see firms, like those noted above, that are amplifying their
capabilities through mass collaboration. They’ve turned employees
and customers into effective sales and marketing forces, converted
customers into customer support teams, productively made prospects
members of their product design teams, and turned vast groups of
engineers into innovation engines.

Look at CEMEX, which is using social media as a key element
of its strategic global initiative to change fundamentally how
the company works and collaborates. In the late 2000s, CEMEX
embarked on transformational change to deal with the aftermath of
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which was responsible for defining its initiative in detail, identify-
ing and implementing operational improvements, creating a long-
range plan, and putting that plan into practice. A central innovation
team supported SHIFT, was responsible for the collaborative envi-
ronment, provided coaching support to the communities, and facili-
tated its governance processes.

SHIFT was designed to engage the entire company in discussion,
debate, and action around the company’s strategic initiatives. As
Lozano explained, “Operationally, we work as individual countries
and regions or markets. The challenge is to get everyone involved
regardless of location, job, or language. SHIFT enables us to
develop initiatives at incredible speed by taking the structure of the
company—and a person’s place in the organization—out of the dis-
cussion, so that we can all work together and move faster. SHIFT
creates a truly global organization.” Based on the success he’d seen,
he said, “With SHIFT, I know that we can mobilize the company
faster and more effectively.”10

What we can begin to see at CEMEX and a few other companies
is the full promise of social media and the mass collaboration it
enables. In these organizations, mass collaboration is beginning to
deliver some of the benefits and features of collaborative start-ups
we noted at the beginning.

These pioneering social organizations don’t simply succeed here
and there in using social technology. Instead, they embed mass col-
laboration in who they are and how they work. It’s part of the way
they do business; it’s how they think. They develop the complex
corporate skills to use it well. Thus, they’re able to use it again and
again to deliver real business value, both inside and outside the
enterprise, all along their value chain. They are consistently bring-
ing to bear on problems and opportunities a far greater chunk of
people’s talents, experience, innovation, and passion than tradi-
tional organizations are able to do.

Whether you’re the CEO or a manager somewhere along your
firm’s value chain, our goal in this book is to provide the insight
and knowledge you need to move your firm along the path to
becoming a social organization. We begin by describing the engine
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