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OUT OF THE COFFEE SHOP
AND INTO THE DATA CENTER:

GETTING ONBOARD

BY MARTY WEIL, CONTRIBUTING EDITOR

Freelance writer Marty Weil will

be writing a column in each issue
of Data Center Management called
“Personnel Data.” He will focus on
the human aspect of data centers,
so you can look to Marty for solving
some of the people problems in your

JSacility.

WHENEVER I'VE HEARD THE TERM
“social networking,” the images that came
to mind were skinny teens and twenty-
somethings huddled over laptop comput-
ers in hooded sweatshirts with frothy lattes
or cappuccinos. It’s time to expand that
picture.

Industry analyst Gartner is now prognos-
ticating that by 2014, social networking
services will replace e-mail as the primary
vehicle for interpersonal communications
for 20 percent of business users. I have a
feeling their estimate is conservative.

The days of keeping social media out of
the enterprise are past. Of the Fortune
Global 100 companies, 65 percent have
active Twitter accounts, 54 percent have
Facebook fan pages, 50 percent have You-
Tube video channels, and 33 percent have
corporate blogs.
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Clearly, the social networking genie has
left the bottle, and in data centers, its
prime emergence is in the area of onboard-
ing new employees.Onboarding is simply
a business management term used for the
process of handling new hires to obtain the
best results from them.

According to a recent report by the Aber-
deen Group in Boston, Mass., engaging the
new employee early on ultimately leads to
increased productivity, better retention,
and a more committed customer. For data
centers and other technical businesses,
social networking is proving an effective
and cost-efficient means of making that
engagement.

Getting Onboard with Knowledge
Sharing

According to Robert Bilotti, managing di-
rector of Novita, a consultancy firm in New
York, N.Y., specializing in new employee
onboarding, the popular understanding
of social media is quite different from the
perspective typically found inside business
organizations.

“Inside an organization, you can find
social networking tools across a broad
spectrum,” he says. “These include e-mail
blasts and e-mail lists whereby someone
sends out their own user-generated e-mails
to a group and others can respond. So on
one end of the spectrum are user-gener-
ated content (such as blogs and home-
grown bulletin boards) and on the other
are full-blown tools, usually connected to
the organization’s learning management
or HRIS system. These create more of an
internal platform, modeled after a wiki or
Facebook.”

Bilotti cautions that onboarding is typical-
ly a blended effort combining face-to-face
contacts, print materials, and more formal
learning environments; the pitfall of seeing
social networking as a panacea should be
avoided. But, he says, there is no denying
the power of social networking for knowl-
edge sharing. “Social networks are great
for short exchanges of information and
knowledge sharing that might take place
person-to-person but for some reason can-
not,” he notes. “It’s very powertul and very
appropriate for new hires.”

New employees are often reluctant to ask
questions. They think that the more ques-
tions they ask, the more their “stock”™ will
go down. Through social media networks,
these employees are able to get answers to
questions from the archive of information
users have exchanged. “It’s almost like an
FAQ on steroids,” says Bilotti.

For new hires, getting information this
way accomplishes several things: first, the
integrity of the information is considered
extremely high, because it comes from
other employees—telling it like it is, from
the trenches—as opposed to “by the book”
from headquarters. Second, employees
save face by not having to show ignorance.

However, Bilotti notes that the power of
social media really shows up in productiv-
ity. “If a new employee can find an answer
quickly and easily, that employee’s pro-
ductivity goes up.” For example, a simple
online bulletin board, particularly in a
dispersed organization, can be a powerful
productivity tool. One employee will ask
a question, and in short order there will
be four or five responses, with excellent,






