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ollaboration promises to facilitate effi-
cient communication and knowledge 
sharing across the entire enterprise. Fur-
thermore, with enterprise social business 

tools, organizations can leverage the collaborative effects of having 
processes executed within their “four walls” or throughout their 
value chain in either a cloud-based or on-premises environment, 
using either a proprietary or open source platform. Although the 
social and collaborative benefits are clear, businesses first need to 
understand what exactly this technology means before exploring 
software options. This e-guide provides an overview of collabora-
tive tools and their uses, coupled with a look at market trends.
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COLLABORATION TECHNOLOGY DRIVEN BY CULTURE, 
COMMUNICATION GAPS

The poet John Donne sagely wrote that “no man is an island.” He understood 
that humanity depends on teamwork to survive -- a lesson not lost on manu-
facturers, who know well the importance of efficient communication and 
knowledge sharing among employees. Collaboration technology promises to 
facilitate this sort of teamwork across the entire enterprise.

Before exploring manufacturing collaboration software options, busi-
nesses first need to understand what exactly collaboration technology means. 
Generally, the term refers to a cluster of technology types rather than a single 
software package, experts say. “It’s about technology that connects people to 
people,” explained Carlo Delumpa, founder and principal at Portland, Ore.-
based Hive Consulting. “The average American worker spends 3-6 hours a day 
trying to find a piece of knowledge. Collaboration technology is a means for 
people to get to the info they need to do their jobs faster and more effectively.”

Delumpa emphasized that this is about more than the simple transfer of 
data. At its core, collaboration technology is about an exchange of wisdom and 

http://searchmanufacturingerp.techtarget.com/IT-Challenge-Using-collaboration-technology-across-manufacturing
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ideas between employees who may not be in the same room, facility or even the 
same country. “You can move bits and bytes over networks, but you can’t move 
knowledge or wisdom over networks,” he said. “The most important thing is to 
facilitate a connection between people and to fill in knowledge gaps. Allowing 
employees to connect directly with the people who have the knowledge they 
need keeps the info from being filtered over and over.”

WHAT QUALIFIES AS COLLABORATION TECHNOLOGY?

Industry analysts at Forrester Research and IDC Manufacturing Insights 
break collaboration technology down into distinct categories based on forms 
of communication:

Email applications: TJ Keitt, senior analyst serving content and collabo-
ration professionals at Cambridge, Mass.-based Forrester, points to Microsoft 
Outlook and Exchange as the most popular business email apps, though Gmail 
is also growing in use.

Real-time, or instant, communications: Catherine White, research 
analyst for supply chain at IDC Manufacturing Insights, based in Framingham, 
Mass., points to the prolific use of instant messaging, chat, phone and video ser-
vices such as AIM, Gchat and Skype between employees in the workplace and 
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beyond. While resistance to these newer forms of communication may initially 
be a hurdle, older workers at manufacturing organizations are retiring and be-
ing replaced by a younger, less technology-resistant crowd. For them, tools like 
Gchat are already part of everyday life, according to White.

Collaboration platforms: The category includes teaming applications, 
product management tools and workflow tools, according to Keitt. Examples 
of collaboration platforms are Microsoft SharePoint, Lotus Quickr, Central 
Desktop and Huddle -- platforms that are largely cloud-based, said Keitt. As 
White observed, “Forward-thinking manufacturers have already moved to 
these cloud apps.”

Conferencing applications: Both Keitt and White say conferencing soft-
ware, such as WebEx and GoToMeeting, is increasingly common, especially 
among companies with multiple facilities around the world. “Real-time com-
munications like video conferencing allow for face-to-face interactions with 
employees in global manufacturing operations,” Keitt said.

Social computing: Enterprise social software is a catchall term for blogs, 
wikis, RSS, and intranet-based employee-driven networks. According to Keitt, 
“Social computing denotes a more democratized publishing information sys-
tem that allows for a less hierarchical creation of information.”

http://searchmanufacturingerp.techtarget.com/news/2240035866/More-manufacturers-turning-to-Microsoft-SharePoint-collaboration
http://sharepoint.microsoft.com/en-us/Pages/default.aspx
http://www-01.ibm.com/software/lotus/products/quickr/
http://www.centraldesktop.com/
http://www.centraldesktop.com/
http://www.huddle.com/
http://www.webex.com/lpintl/us/sem/web-conferencing-together.html?
http://www.gotomeeting.com/fec/
http://searchmanufacturingerp.techtarget.com/news/2240149119/Companies-turning-to-enterprise-social-business-tools-for-collaboration-integration
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REAPING THE BENEFITS OF COLLABORATION SOFTWARE

Whether a manufacturer decides to use all or just some of these tools, a "slow 
and steady wins the race" approach is the best way to get the organization at 
large on board, according to White. “For example, if a design team wants to 
be able to get products to market faster, I’d take that group and see if they can 
better collaborate online. Simple things like pushing POs [purchase orders] 
through or communicating with suppliers are easier with collaboration tech-
nology. Get that low-hanging fruit first,” she said.

White also suggested starting with a small group of power users -- employ-
ees who are eager to try the new technology right off the bat and are willing to 
help promote it to their colleagues. “Get those users that want to be a part of 
this on board, then move on to the rest of the team,” said White. “If [collabora-
tion technology] is not going to be part of the company culture, it’s not going 
to work. You have to talk to employees during and after implementation. Show 
them the baseline metrics and how it would improve customer satisfaction.”

It’s essential to determine where inter-enterprise communication gaps lie 
-- and how technology can fill them -- before making any purchasing decisions, 
according to Keitt. “What is it that hinders individuals in the organization from 
working together? Once you have an understanding of what the issues are, then 



PA G E  7  O F  1 3 S P O N S O R E D  B Y

Home

Collaboration tech-
nology driven by 
culture, communica-
tion gaps

Companies turning 
to enterprise social 
business for collabo-
ration, integration

COLLABORATION IN MANUFACTURING: TOOLS AND TRENDS

you can set objectives to remove hurdles, create strategies to meet objectives 
and choose technology to support these strategies,” he said.

“From the cultural standpoint, for businesses that haven’t historically had 
a lot of sharing internally, [collaboration technology] is a new process,” said 
Keitt. “It’s important to have middle management be engaged and invested. 
Processes have to be changed, but so do minds. Express to employees how the 
culture is going to change and what it will achieve.”

COMPANIES TURNING TO ENTERPRISE SOCIAL BUSINESS 
FOR COLLABORATION, INTEGRATION

The explosion in open source computing and cloud computing options has cre-
ated a new level of thinking in the design of enterprise process execution and 
how these processes use -- or simply integrate with-- traditional and proprie-
tary software. So-called two-tier computing, which combines  the on-premises 
applications traditionally used to execute business processes with cloud-based 
applications, is also gaining acceptance, particularly where formal operations 
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are temporarily needed (such as mergers and acquisitions) or user levels have 
not achieved critical mass to deploy a full instance of an application. Enterprise 
social business tools sit at the crossroads of these trends.

With enterprise social business tools, organizations can leverage the col-
laborative effects of having processes executed within their “four walls” or 
throughout their value chain in either a cloud-based or on-premises environ-
ment, using either a proprietary or open source platform. Key organizational 
functions such as purchasing, supplier management and product development 
appear to be good candidates for enterprise social business. Early results look 
promising.

OPEN SOURCE COMPUTING OPTIONS FOR COLLABORATION

I recently had the opportunity to drop in on the DrupalCon 2012 event in Den-
ver. Drupal is an open source computing platform that allows for a number of 
enterprise-wide activities to be executed in a secure and structured environ-
ment. To date, larger traditional platforms that are widely used for program 
microsites and collaboration--such as Microsoft SharePoint--and enterprise 
data management (EDM) platforms,  such as Oracle mySQL, provide ready-to-
use application program interfaces (APIs) to Drupal and other components of 

http://searchcontentmanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Expert-offers-tips-to-craft-effective-enterprise-social-media-strategy
http://searchcontentmanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Expert-offers-tips-to-craft-effective-enterprise-social-media-strategy
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a Linux application management process commonly referred to as LAMP.
Bryan House is the vice president of marketing for Acquia, a commercial 

open source software company providing products, services, and technical sup-
port for Drupal, based in Burlington, Mass. In my recent interview with him, 
House talked about the open source options available for enterprise processes. 
“Some purchasing networks, such as the U.S. federal government, run very well 
on an open source platform,” he said. “Other functions we see taking advantage 
of this platform approach include new product development, resource manage-
ment and case management.”  

Case management in this sense refers to a combination of enterprise con-
tent management (ECM) and passing files from one party to another using 
workflow, and is most often employed in health services organizations. One ex-
ample of case management is California’s HealthNet, which uses the Alfresco 
ECM system. According to House, Drupal takes the metadata and taxonomy 
from Alfresco and then handles the approvals and document routing.

ENTERPRISE SOCIAL BUSINESS TOOL ADOPTION TRENDS

Some proprietary enterprise social business platforms are also growing in 
use.  Jive Software, based in Palo Alto, Calif., recently announced a number of 
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APIs in support of its Jive 5 release. Even traditional ERP companies are tak-
ing advantage of Jive to develop marketing programs. The America’s SAP User 
Group is a longstanding Jive customer.

However, the idea of porting to an open source model, where according to 
House “you can download a complete copy of your application system, any-
time, anywhere,” is compelling. Given a secured environment, even regulatory 
management processes--such as HIPAA compliance for health systems--can 
be executed safely using open source.

In the end, combining cloud, on-premises, open source, and proprietary 
platforms is a question of the organization’s culture, resources, finances and 
needs. “The biggest thing in the software social business space is the flexibility 
that an open source platform such as Drupal provides,” House explains. “The 
amount of heavy lifting in each of these [open source] proprietary tools, like 
Jive, simply becomes unsustainable in terms of cost and effort.” (Both Jive 
Software and SAP were unavailable for comment.) 

My own experience suggests that user adoption is affected by a combina-
tion of many factors that depend on a person’s position and perspective in the 
organization. Executives will want to preserve transparency and cost struc-
tures, while developers will focus on ease of integration and reusable code. For 
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any new technology, adoption should come in risk-managed and well-defined 
envelopes so that organizations can learn to walk before they run. Where they 
run--and how fast they run--is up to each organization to decide.

WILLIAM NEWMAN is managing principal of Newport Consulting Group, an independent management 
and technology consulting firm based in Clarkston, Mich. Contact him via email at wnewman@
newportconsgroup.com or follow him on Twitter (@william_newman).

http://www.newportconsgroup.com/
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FREE RESOURCES FOR TECHNOLOGY PROFESSIONALS
TechTarget publishes targeted technology media that address 
your need for information and resources for researching prod-
ucts, developing strategy and making cost-effective purchase 
decisions. Our network of technology-specific Web sites gives 
you access to industry experts, independent content and analy-
sis and the Web’s largest library of vendor-provided white pa-
pers, webcasts, podcasts, videos, virtual trade shows, research 

reports and more —drawing on the rich R&D resources of technology providers to address 
market trends, challenges and solutions. Our live events and virtual seminars give you ac-
cess to vendor neutral, expert commentary and advice on the issues and challenges you 
face daily. Our social community IT Knowledge Exchange allows you to share real world 
information in real time with peers and experts.

WHAT MAKES TECHTARGET UNIQUE?
TechTarget is squarely focused on the enterprise IT space. Our team of editors and net-
work of industry experts provide the richest, most relevant content to IT professionals and 
management. We leverage the immediacy of the Web, the networking and face-to-face op-
portunities of events and virtual events, and the ability to interact with peers—all to create 
compelling and actionable information for enterprise IT professionals across all industries 
and markets.
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RELATED TECHTARGET WEBSITES


