Social Media for HR
How to Encourage Participation
Notes and thoughts from a talk given by Doug Shaw from What Goes Around to the CIPD Social
Media in HR Conference in November 2011, and reprised for the CIPD Central London branch in
January 2012

Playing a Game
As guests arrived for the talk in Central London I gave them a game sheet. The purpose of the game
was to get a discussion going about social tools, and to help the guests get to know each other. In
short, to encourage participation.
Here is the game sheet for you to take and adapt as you see fit. You play this game simply by trading
signatures with people. ‘I’ll swap you my I’ve seen Fenton for your I use Dropbox’ kind of thing. It’s a
particularly useful way of managing the start of an event where people arrive over a period of time,
and it helps people engage in a fun and useful way.
I play Angry
Birds

I blog

I use Yammer

I upload content
to Youtube

I have tickets to
the 2012
Olympic Games

My company
has a social
media policy

I’m on LinkedIn

I have more
than 300
Facebook
friends

I go to pub
quizzes

I’ve seen Fenton

I’m a member
of a sports club

I use Dropbox

Social is here, for better and for worse.
I framed the talk explaining that I was not trying to position social
as the answer to all our prayers. Rather to acknowledge that it
exists and is happening and growing right now, that power shifts
are taking place and there are some useful ways of engaging in
this rapidly emerging new way to work. There are loads of ways
to experiment, some will work for you and some won’t. And you
won’t know unless you try.

I’m on Twitter

I’m on
Foursquare

My company
runs a staff
survey

Fear
I believe the companies who shut their eyes and ears to the social world risk all kinds of things. They
risk the inability to recruit and retain great people who are socially engaged. They risk missing the
opportunity to recover from reputational damage. They miss an abundance of feedback. They miss
the cocreative power of communities. Isn’t it better to be engaged then have engagement going on
around you?
For example, I wrote a song for some friends who were frustrated by poor customer experiences
delivered by Johnson’s Dry Cleaners. We shared the song with the company and they chose to
ignore it, and my friends’ requests for better service. The song was written in January 2011 and has
been viewed by a wide network of people and ignored by the company ever since. And yet people
still arrive at my blog after searching ‘Johnson’s dry cleaners poor service’ day after day. I seriously
doubt this episode has done Johnson’s any good.
I also wrote a song for a friend frustrated by six months of poor service courtesy of Barclaycard. This
time things were markedly different. Within 24 hours of the song going live Barclaycard had engaged
in a good natured way. They offered to help my friend fix her problem and in doing so uncovered a
couple of systemic issues they resolved to prevent the problem recurring. The result? Happy
customer, happy company. Everyone makes mistakes – it is how we recover from them that matters.
I seriously doubt this episode has done Barclaycard any harm.
I think it is important for companies to allow and encourage engagement and participation not
inside or outside the organisation, but both. Increasingly the edges are blurred and being aware to
this brings the chance to build deeper relationships with others who wish to.
Authenticity
So you decide to give this social stuff a go. How might
you make it work for you? I think it is vitally important to
be authentic. And there are two things in particular I
want to focus on here. The first is all about your true
voice. Be yourself. I’ve been in companies where the
CEO hands responsibility for his or her blogging and
tweeting to other people. And without exception this
has undermined their social integrity. If you want to do
this stuff – do it yourself. Peter Wanless, the CEO of BIG
Lottery Fund is a great example of authenticity in this respect.
Another important point on authenticity is the trust it can help build when your words and actions
are aligned. Very simply, where what you say and what you do overlap, you get trust. And that’s
cool. Where they don’t, you get trouble. And that’s what you deserve.

Supportive
You will often hear people refer to relationships within companies as being like ‘parent and child’ or
‘paternalistic’. Often this means that within the hierarchical order, people talk down to their
subordinates. It’s not a very enjoyable way to sustain relationships yet it is regularly practiced.
The use of social tools can be a great way to help break down some of these established barriers and
help to get communication and ideas to flow in all directions. Here’s a short extract from an article I
wrote last year for Commschat on this particular point:
‘Far too often the role of employee communication is in fact
a broadcast role, not a communicating one. The company
predominantly wishes to get its message across and is not
particularly interested in hearing back the other way. In a
recent conversation about employee communication, the
CEO of a global company professed to me a complete
ignorance of the world of blogging despite the company
having an active blogging platform which staff used to
share issues and ideas. Instead he preferred a printed
newspaper sent to all staff once every two months. That’s
not communicating, that’s telling.’
Giving people tools and platforms to share information and ideas across departments and projects
can be extremely powerful. Whilst working at BT I was asked to help save a contract worth £30m per
annum from being retendered. Specifically my job was to try to re-engage a 250 strong team that we
had transferred into BT from the client company. In the two years since the transfer it’s fair to say
they had been largely ignored and left to sink or swim. The client had enough – ‘fix it or we take the
business away.’ Most of the work I did with this group of people was conversational. With a handful
of colleagues I visited groups of people across the country and we started by letting them sound off
at us.
Momentum was slow at first and they quickly realised we were there to listen. Their opinions, anger
and ideas flowed. One of the things we encouraged the team to do was share their ideas and
thoughts, warts and all, across an internal blogging platform. Geographical and organisational
boundaries were lowered and the team cocreated and delivered improvements which improved
things for them and the customer. Turnaround times for order placements and delivery were
slashed by 80% as new slicker procedures were put in place, and one member of the team saved the
company costs in excess of £200,000 as a result of identifying process improvements in another part
of the business. The basis of people’s relationships changed and become much more supportive.

Appropriate Connections
As the use of social tools develops, it is becoming easier to link these tools together. Sometimes that
is useful, sometimes not. It’s worth taking a little time to decide, does the conversational nature of
Twitter flow or jar with something like LinkedIn? Is it important that your Foursquare check ins are
all played out on Facebook?

Learning Together
I like to think that participating in the social world is a little like riding a
bicycle. People are often helpful and supportive and as you learn your
way around they can act a bit like human stabilisers. Then as soon as
you are ready to ride off, they let go, and remain to offer
encouragement and support as and when you want it.
The more you practice, the longer and faster you can ride for. In turn,
you become one of those encouraging and supporting as well as being
encouraged and supported.
Great opportunities begin to emerge. Instead of the clunky, static and frankly horrible annual staff
survey, companies and teams can use social tools to move to a much faster, free flowing way of
asking for, capturing, and acting upon feedback.
People can connect over Skype and other channels to converse and share in real time. There is a
mountain of content on Youtube and other places which people can add to and use to enhance and
broaden learning experiences. And that’s just for starters.

What Next?
Simple, just have a go. The best time to start is now and you will soon find plenty of helpful people
to engage with and learn with and from.
Further Reading
The two customer service campaigns I mentioned about Johnson’s and Barclaycard
http://stopdoingdumbthingstocustomers.com/poor-customer-service/taken-to-the-cleaners/
http://stopdoingdumbthingstocustomers.com/poor-customer-service/ballad-of-barclaycard/
The article on social media in the workplace
http://commschat.com/social-media-in-the-workplace-and-employee-communication
Stakeholders who are engaged online spend more with your organisation. This piece is very helpful
when thinking about the business case for a social organisation
http://www.socialfish.org/2011/12/stakeholders-who-are-engaged-online-spend-more-with-yourorganization.html
A great piece from IBM on asking staff to cocreate social media guidelines. You don’t need a policy
for this stuff to be effective you know.
http://www.ibm.com/blogs/zz/en/guidelines.html
A review of the talk given on social media by Random House Group HRD Neil Morrison at the 2011
CIPD conference
http://stopdoingdumbthingstocustomers.com/inspiring/tools-trust-and-toilets/
A review of the November 2011 CIPD Social Media in HR Conference
http://stopdoingdumbthingstocustomers.com/hr/flashbacks/
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