Intranets and Corporate Culture

New Problems, New Perspectives

While I was researching for this article, I got a chance to revisit a lot of old articles and studies from the early days of intranet development, in part because that is when most of the articles that dealt with culture and intranets were written.  I also interviewed a number of people working in a variety of positions in the intranet world, and Intranets.com ran a survey of their customers.
Considering the range of inputs, there was a remarkable unanimity around the most important difficulties in getting acceptance of intranets and the most successful strategies in solving those difficulties. However, as we shall see later, the early articles revealed a very interesting dimension to the intranets and culture interaction that continues to be a real problem.
First Generation Problems

The early articles and the survey agreed that the primary or first generation issues in achieving a successful intranet were simply getting people to use the intranet, and secondarily to share and publish information on the intranet.  This was usually presented in the context of a culture problem which consisted primarily of overcoming the cultural resistance to the wave of the future, an intranet.  
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Successful Strategies

There was also a remarkable unanimity about what steps to take to overcome the initial resistance to intranets, and there emerged a set of almost standard strategies or best practices for culture and intranets that are still working today.  
The basic set of successful strategies include:

Top executive buy in and even better getting the top executives to use the intranet.  This was the number one factor in article and interviews alike.  It was not only for support or even funds, but simply to have someone establish policy with both a compelling business justification and muscle to gently force users and authors alike to behave.  

Training and good communication about what to expect, why the intranet is important, how it will benefit various key constituencies.  In the intranets.com poll, a number of groups tried asking people to use the intranet and a number tried force, but the most successful was simply training people how and why to use it.

Document results.  It is not enough to tell employees what to expect, you must also let them know how others are succeeding with and by using the intranet.  This can be usage statistics, but even better are stories.

Combination of rewards and enforcement, including rewarding information sharing, giving experts time to contribute, incorporating intranet contribution into the job and more importantly, into the job description.

Integration of intranet into work processes.  One example from Martin White where a client company had “PC’s in meeting rooms with the intranet already open in the browser.”  
Understand your culture(s).  This is often easier said than done, but some groups that reported success did formal culture readiness assessment to understand the historical and cultural context within which the intranet would have to operate, including such thing as problem comprehension, community information behaviors, history of resistance to similar projects, etc.
The dot com boom/bust of the intranet

Along side the set of successful strategies listed above, there was another theme that was prominent in the early articles and which had echoes in the survey.  We are all familiar with the dot com boom/bust of the internet, but as I researched the topic of culture and intranets, it became clear that there was a corresponding dot com boom/bust for intranets as well.  

It is quite interesting to relive the revolutionary fervor that permeates these first generation articles:  Prepare for revolutionary change!  The Intranet will change everything!  The intranet will change your organization forever, replacing those old static hierarchical siloed business units with a dynamic network of small, empowered teams.  

While we may smile at the fervor and naiveté of these articles, and while we may think we have moved beyond those overblown days, we are still feeling the effects of that early intranet culture war mentality.  It is the cultural divide between the dot com culture with a heavy IT focus on the one hand, and the business value and knowledge centric culture that has, in some but not enough cases, replaced it.

The impact of that cultural divide can be felt in two major areas.  The first was the attitude toward information and the second was the effect of the inevitable reaction to the revolution hype and subsequent bust.

When it came to information the early dot com model was largely, put up some servers and file structures and we have a great platform for storing, managing, and organizing information, and the more information the better.  This early model was using an IT centric definition of information that is largely content agnostic and had more to do with data than information or knowledge.  Unfortunately, that model only works when you are fighting the good fight to get people to publish more information and fails utterly when you have succeeded and now the problem is how to find and use the information.

Another example of this approach is the model of self service – put up some servers, publish lots of information and then let everyone figure out how to do everything themselves and so create a lean organization without all those administration costs.  This is a great model that fits perfectly with an IT culture, but often fails when other business units with their different cultures are offered this model, or worse, expected to change their culture to fit the self-service model.

The last point exemplifies another major problem with the dot com revolution mentality.  Not only did the early initiatives focus on the power of technology to transform business (roughly comparable to the internet cot com belief that all underlying business notions of value were overthrown), but when it didn’t happen we had a whole series of reactions to the loss of the revolutionary fervor.

First, intranets are no longer the next big thing.  The revolution has come and gone, leaving some significant changes and a host of problems outside the normal scope of IT departments.  The effects of this can be seen in a lowering of the rhetoric about revolutionary change (which is good) but a concomitant loss of interest and funds (which is bad).  

One interesting sidelight to the loss of revolutionary fervor came up in conversation with an insurance company with a central intranet services group that was mostly library and information specialists.  In their environment, the biggest resistance to change they ran into was not from business units tied to an old way of doing things, but from the prophets of change themselves, the IT group.  

Maturing intranets and Second Generation Culture Issues
The successful first generation strategies to increase the use and amount of information on intranets produced some impressive results and continue to be good strategies for second generation culture issues.  Unfortunately when combined with the dot com attitude of technology will force or at least lead to a radical change in corporate culture we have created a monster that we now have to deal with if we are to achieve post dot-com success.  

As intranets matured, the interplay of intranet and culture changed from a focus on the power of the intranet to transform business to a much more sophisticated set of small “c” cultural issues that impact the successful utilization of corporate intranets.

One example of a second generation cultural issue is the issue of national cultures and languages. According to one person I interviewed, who was a member of a large international company, there was no one way to solve international culture issues, the answer was to pay attention to details while undertaking a conscious and company supported education campaign to overcome the US centric thinking of employees.  

In some case, it was the traditional problem of translation of non-English and English languages, but often it was more subtle involving the different “corporate languages”. These problems included terminology issues such as those reported by an insurance company between financial sales and protection sales, or in a pharmaceutical company between research and sales.  However, they also include deeper conceptual and cognitive issues such as different approaches to categorization.  

The range of second generation cultural issues is too broad and varied to deal with in this article, but the important strategy to remember is the need for a set of sophisticated solutions to a set of complex cultural problems and that means that we have to evolve beyond the simplistic revolutionary rhetoric of the dot com Intranet.  

Solutions for evolutionary change in a post dot com Intranet.

The first step in finding the right set of solutions is to discover the extent of the historical problem by looking carefully at your intranet and intranet team.  It is important to recognize and document the effect of a dot com model of the intranet.  Some of the signs of a dot com / IT intranet are:

If your CIO is really a CTO.
If your intranet home page has more drop down menus than text.

If the number one complaint about your intranet is “I can’t find anything!”

If your intranet team’s response to the above is to buy a portal rather than organize the content.
The second step is to develop a better model of the intranet and its place in your organization.  What this means first of all is that a conventional IT web developer owned intranet is not going to be adequate to deal with these second generation issues and too many intranets are still owned by IT.  These issues cannot be treated as peripheral or simply “user interface issues”, but need to be approached with a deep understanding of cultural and cognitive differences in your organization.
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However, it is also important to avoid another culture war and remember that IT is not the bad guy.  First, they are an essential element to any successful intranet.  Second, it should be recognized that it was IT in most companies that jumped on the intranet bandwagon and without them we would all be poorer.

What is even more important is to realize that sophisticated second generation culture issues (and real business value issues) require a cross organizational team with a variety of members including librarians, information architects, business analysts, IT application and web developers, education resources, and even in some case, cultural anthropologists.  
One example of the right direction is from another insurance company in the mid-west that has a team that was organizationally within IT but was led by a librarian and whose team members were focused on content and metadata not technology.  This focus enables a team perspective that can deal with second generation culture issues of the intranet within the overall context of corporate cultures rather than call for or expect that the intranet will simply rule and change everything.

Of course, there is still the issue of getting status and funds for this cross-organizational, content and culture focused intranet team, particularly in competition with the latest technological fix, like a portal or new search engine, but that’s a topic for another day.
