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Wikis, blogs, IM  
– cool business tools?

It would be an unusual organisation 
that didn’t include email on its list of 
top business applications. But does 
your organisation feel the same way 
about corporate instant messaging? 
What about blogs and wikis? All three 
are valuable business tools, it’s just a 
matter of managing them correctly. 

Blogging makes sense
Blogging can show the human face to 
your organisation, a point of contact 
for customers and partners. The blogs 
in our technical evangelist team pres-
ent the human face of Microsoft and 
provide a fantastic way to engage peo-
ple in dialogue. For example, when we 
ran a recent roadshow in Nottingham, 
we had a Q&A session (based on ques-
tions submitted as text messages dur-
ing the day). To save people taking 
notes on the resources we mentioned, 
I pointed them to my blog listing all 
the resources. So, two technologies of-
ten seen as ‘non corporate’ – SMS text 
messaging and blogging – were used to 
give people a better experience. 

Many of the product teams within 
Microsoft have blogs, and use custom-
er feedback as a guide for their product 
development. A blog can reach a wider 
audience than a beta programme. 

Internally, blogging can provide 
an alternative to endless email trails. 
If there’s a topic that needs to be dis-
cussed by a group of people, then talk 
about it in a blog. That way, if someone 
in the list doesn’t find the discussion 
particularly relevant, they don’t need 

to read the comments for that blog en-
try. It also means that you can decide 
which categories in a blog are relevant 
to you and worth reading. 

That’s the wonder of wikis
Wikis offer another option for quick 
and easy collaboration . Wikis provide 
instant environments where a group 
of colleagues can add information, edit 
what’s there already, and collaborate 
quickly and efficiently. For example, 
in our team we’re planning a whole set 
of TechNet events for the next year. 
The people in the technical part of 
the team create the content that will 
be used in the events; they place it on 
the wiki. When the people in charge of 
marketing the event want to advertise 
the event, they can take the content di-
rectly from the wiki, safe in the knowl-
edge they have the current version. 

Using wikis that are designed to be 
seen by a wider audience – for exam-
ple by external customers and partners 
– is more challenging because by their 
nature wikis allow people to add and 
change information, so wikis that are 
visible to the public have to have some-
one to moderate the new information. 
Microsoft does have some wikis that 
are public. Most of them are designed 
to give people a simple way to tell prod-
uct teams about problems they’ve expe-
rienced, or request features. 

The IM advantage
The final tool that should not be ig-
nored is corporate instant messaging 

(IM). IM has suffered a bad press be-
cause most of us encountered it for 
the first time being used by teenagers 
to ‘talk’ drivel to half a dozen of their 
friends at the same time. In a business 
environment, IM fills a very useful gap 
between telephone conversations and 
emails. A telephone conversation hap-
pens in the foreground and takes most 
of your attention. An email conversa-
tion can take hours or days, but can 
be fitted in at your convenience. An 
IM conversation happens in minutes, 
but can also be fitted in at your conve-
nience – people don’t mind waiting a 
minute for a response in an IM conver-
sation, unlike a phone call. It can also 
be audited and logged, and kept secure 
by the use of policies. For example, you 
can specify that people can’t transmit 
documents or exchange URLs. This 
prevents problems with security in 
terms of both intellectual property 
rights and network security. 

We use IM at Microsoft, and find one 
of the benefits is the presence engine. 
This integrates with Active Directory, 
and indicates whether your contact is at 
their PC or not. Office applications take 
advantage of the presence information, 
so you can see whether someone is away 
from their desk in a meeting, and decide 
not to use IM, but an email instead.

So don’t dismiss wikis, blogs and IM 
– they’re useful business tools that can 
save you time and money, and make 
your business more efficient.     ■
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Eileen Brown, head of the Microsoft UK IT 
evangelist team, explains how IM, blogs and 
wikis can be valuable business tools.
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