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Chapter 9. THE WIKI WORKPLACE 
Unleashing the Power of Us 

 
 

When Robert Stephens graduated from the University of Minnesota with a degree in computer science 

in 1994 he wanted to start a business consultancy. The problem was that good consultants cost a lot of 
money to hire, and Stephens had little, so he went into computer repair instead. 
 Stephens recognized early in his venture that the do-it-yourself crowd is a dying breed. From 
coping with the annoyance of computer viruses and spyware to the trauma of setting up a home 
network, a growing number of consumers trade cash for peace of mind by having a technician do the 
job. SǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΩǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǿŀǎ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘΣ ŀ ŎƘŜŜƪƛƭȅ branded service company 
that helps consumers navigate the increasing complexity of electronic gadgetry. 
 From very humble origins, Geek Squad grew and grew. Then, in 2002, the company was acquired 
by consumer electronics giant Best Buy after nearly a decade of profitable operations. Stephens had 60 
employees at the time, and was booking $3 million in annual revenue. Today Geek Squad has grown to 
мнΣллл ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ .Ŝǎǘ .ǳȅΩǎ ǳmbrella the division clocks nearly $1 billion in services 
from over 700 locations ŀŎǊƻǎǎ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ Ϸнул Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǘƻ .Ŝǎǘ .ǳȅΩǎ ōƻǘǘƻƳ line. 
 At age thirty-seven, Stephens is now leading the company in a bold effort to move Best Buy away 
from products and into services. Best Buy anticipates high-double-digit Geek Squad revenue growth in 
2007 as the service offering benefits from volume and scale. CEO Brad Anderson describes {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΩǎ 
ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŀǎ ƘǳƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ άwƻōŜǊǘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǘ the ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΦέ 
 Stephens is also teaching the old guard a thing or two about how to use the new universe of 
collaborative technologies to get the most out of Best .ǳȅΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΦ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ use 
wikis, video games, and all kinds of unorthodox collaboration technologies to brainstorm new ideas, 
manage projects, swap service tips, and socialize with their peers. They even contribute to product 
innovation and marketing. And all this makes Geek Squad a great place to work, and contributes to its 
stellar service ǊŜŎƻǊŘΦ ²ŜΩƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅΣ ōǳǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŦƭŜǎƘ ƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ hypothesis. 
 Just as the new Web is revolutionizing media, culture, and the economy, it is reshaping 
organizations and workplaces in a profound way. Peer production and cocreation are not just happening 
in online communities and networks like MySpace, Linux, and Wikipedia. Increasingly employees are 
using blogs, wikis, and other new tools to collaborate and form ad hoc communities across 
departmental and organizational boundaries. Geek Squad is just one of many examples in this chapter 
that signal the rise of openness, peering, sharing, and acting globally as fixtures of the future workplace. 
 The result is a number of deep, long-term transformations in the culture, structure, process, and 
economics of work. We are shifting from closed and hierarchical workplaces with rigid employment 
relationships to increasingly self-organized, distributed, and collaborative human capital networks that 
draw knowledge and resources from inside and outside the firm. 
 For people who toil away at desk jobs today, this prediction might sound outlandish. But as we 
explained in Chapter 2, a generation of young people are entering the workplace with a radically 
different philosophy of work. As eighty million young people in the United States alone enter the 
workforce they will bring high-technology adoption, creativity, social connectivity, fun, and diversity to 
the companies they work for, and increasingly, to the companies they found themselves. 
 wƻōŜǊǘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΩǎ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘ ƛǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ and demographics are 
coming together in a radical workplace meritocracy that is rewriting the rules of engagement at Best Buy 
and showing the world how the new wiki workplace can produce superior bottom-line results. 



GEEKS, WIKIS, AND GLOBAL DOMINATION 
 
LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀŘ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ƻƴ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ a cross between 
Ghostbusters, Men in Black, and Dragnet. Geek Squad agents carry a special agent badge and dress in 
black pants, white shirts, a black clip-on tie, and white socks with polished black shoes. All agents get 
special titles like Mission Controllers, Special Agents, and Black Ops, for the serious tech guns. To top it 
ƻŦŦΣ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŜ ŀǘ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΩ homes in black-and-white Volkswagen Beetles.1 
 Together with the outfits and Geekmobiles, the James Bond titles foster a sense of fun and 
ƛǊǊŜǾŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ōŀƴŀƭ ƧƻōΦ ά9ƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ stǊƻƴƎƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƴŘΣέ ǎŀȅǎ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΦ 
ά¢ƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƻ ŦƛǾŜ emergencies a day, they drive a Geekmobile, they carry a badgeτbut it would 
ŀƭƭ ōŜ ǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŘ ƛŦ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΣέ ǎŀȅǎ 
StepheƴǎΦ ά!ƎŜƴǘǎ ŜǾŜƴ Ǝƻ ƎǊƻŎŜǊȅ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ with their Geek Squad jackets, and people walk up to them 
and ask them ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 
 Geek Squad has got a lot of things right. Its brand, its systems, its business model, and its 
relationship with Best Buy are all part oŦ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΩǎ not-too-secret plan for world domination of 
computer services.2 Take the Best Buy acquisition, for example. The potential for synergies was 
obvious.3 Most service offerings in the computer industry are in shambles. And most customers dread 
wasting their time getting bounced from call center to call center. If Best Buy could turn the tech service 
into a sleek, profitable, and growing line of business, it would not only delight Best Buy customers, who 
could then count on quick and reliable service, it would benefit shareholders with increased revenue 
and earnings growth. Certainly, it was all upside for Stephens, who stood to gain access to a natural 
launching pad for a national computer services offering. Indeed, the customer response has been so 
great that Geek Squad precincts have now been stationed in nearly every Best Buy location across the 
United States and Canada. 
 The real Geek Squad secret sauce, however, is the people and how ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜΦ ά²Ŝ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ 
and retain talent longer, better, and more efficiently ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ tŀǊǘ ƻŦ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘΩǎ 
ability to retain talent has to do with the branding and the fun workplace ethos that Stephens has 
cultivated. Part of it has to do with traditional things like άƘƛǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ4 
 But branding and smart hiring aside, Stephens has learned to engage his agents in a continuous 
process of innovation and improvement that keeps the agents motivated to perform at their highest 
level. In fact, Stephens is full of great stories about the myriad ways his agents are the driving force 
ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ .Ŝǎǘ .ǳȅΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ are always surprising him. The story that 
tops our list is the one about how Geek Squad agents instinctively started using online multiplayer 
games to stay in touch as the organization grew from 60 to 12,000 employees in just three years. 
 The ironic part of it is that Stephens had spent considerable time and effort building an elaborate 
internal wiki for exactly that purposeτto help keep all of the agents in the loop and to gather their input 
into the business. But the wiki was slow to take off, and Stephens was perplexed. He was always harping 
on the agents to use the wiki to communicate, but, at first, few of the agents bothered. Geeks are 
supposed to love wikis, so what was the problem? 
 Then one day Stephens asked a deputy director of counterintelligence at corporate how things 
ǿŜǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ άL ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ !ƴŎƘƻǊŀƎŜΣ !ƭŀǎƪŀΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
twenty of them there, and L ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΦέ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜǇǳǘȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ 
ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΣ άhƘΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ !ƴŎƘƻǊŀƎŜ ƎǳȅǎΣ L ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦέ 
 Curious, Stephens prodded him to reveal more details. So the deputy director sheepishly told him 
that ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭƭ Ǉƭŀȅ .ŀǘǘƭŜŦƛŜƭŘ н ƻƴƭƛƴŜΦ ά²ƛǘƘ each server you can have 128 people simultaneously fighting 
each other in ŀ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΦ ά²Ŝ ǿŜŀǊ ƘŜŀŘǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ±ŜƴǘǊƛƭƻ software so 
that we can talk over the Internet while we are running ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΦέ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΣ ǿƘƻ ƴƻǿ Ƨƻƛƴǎ ƛƴ 
himself from time to time, ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ǘŀǳƴǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άIŜȅΣ L ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭΦ But 



ǘƘŜƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǉǳŀŘǊƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ rifles in our hands, one of the 
ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƳŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ Ψ¸ŜŀƘΣ ǿŜ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƙƛǘ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ǘƻ ōǳŘƎŜǘΣΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜΣ 
ΨIŜȅΣ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǊŜǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎǿƻǊŘ ƻƴ ŀ [ƛƴƪǎȅǎ ǊƻǳǘŜǊΚΩ έ 
 {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƎƘŀǎǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴǘƛŎǎΦ άL Ƨǳǎǘ stood there in the hallway 
ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ΨhƘ Ƴȅ DƻŘΣΩ LΩƳ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ build this shiny playground with all these tools for 
collaboration and I failed to notice what the agents were already doing. While I had my head down 
ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƪƛΩǎ floodgates, the agents had self-organized online in probably 
the most effective and efficient collaborative ǘƻƻƭ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ 
 Stephens says that the agents now have up to 384 colleagues simultaneously playing at any one 
ǘƛƳŜΦ ά¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǇ ŀƴŘ ǎǿŀǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƛǇǎΣέ 
Stephens said. Geek Squad agents had just unofficially added another collaboration tool to the palette. 
{ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅΦ άLƴǎǘŜŀŘ of ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜǘ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΣέ ƘŜ 
ǎŀƛŘΣ άLΩƳ ƴƻǿ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ƛǘΦέ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ ŜǾŜƴ ƳǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ƴŀȅ 
get the agents to hack Battlefield 2 into a Geek Squad video game that he can use for training and 
recruitment. 
 By this time we were about halfway through our interview with Stephens. He had a lot more 
stories, each more compelling than the last. It turns out that for the Geek Squad agents, bottom-up 
communications was just the beginning. Next up was product development, as the agents applied their 
intimate knowledge of customers and technology to design award-winning products for Best Buy. 
 It all started when Best Buy decided to produce a new line of private label goods in China. They 
asked Stephens if he would allow them to put the Geek Squad logo on some of the devices. Stephens 
told Best Buy that he would do it, but only on one condition: Best Buy had to observe certain quality 
criteria, a bit like Martha Stewart or Ralph Lauren would. But above all, Stephens insisted that the Geek 
Squad agents should design them. No products would be released with Geek Squad logos without the 
ŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ approval.  
  Best Buy agreed, but no doubt wondered if Stephens was crazy. He told the product developers 
ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ƘƛǊƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎΦ άL ǿant you ǘƻ ƘƛǊŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜ ǘƘŜ DŜŜƪǎΩ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ Stephens rallied the agents to put sketches of potential products on the wiki. 
Hundreds of them did, and many more spent time providing feedback ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƭƻǾe 
to debug, they love to criticize, ǘŀǳƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀǊ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀǇŀǊǘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΦ 
 Two months later the agents came back with a unique and pragmatic ŦƭŀǎƘ ŘǊƛǾŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 
electronics market is about as close to a commodity as you can get. And yet, the agents did something 
clever. Their design ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŀǎƘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŦƻƭŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ŎŀǇΦ 
The agents knew that customers were always losing the cap, so a capless drive would be convenient. 
They also knew that nobody ever puts their flash drives on their key chainsτƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
want to, but because the plastic rings are too thick and too hard. So the agents designed a flash drive 
with a thinly reinforced loop that slides easily onto a key ring. The design was goodτso good, in fact, 
that in June 2006, Geek Squad ǿƻƴ ŀ ǇǊŜǎǘƛƎƛƻǳǎ DŜǊƳŀƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǿŀǊŘΦ ά²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ DŜǊƳŀƴǎ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀƴ 
ŀǿŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘΣέ ǎŀƛŘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΦ  
 DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘ ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾŜƴ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ most successful PR stunts. 
Stephens said that a few weeks before the new Star Wars movie was set to come out in the theaters, 
the agents were predicting that business would pick up. Why would business pick up, Stephens 
wondered? Because IT workers are the people you tend to see lining up at midnight to get advanced 
tickets. They end up staying up too late, and the next day they call in sick. Then, when problems occur in 
the workplace, their bosses call Geek Squad! 
 Stephens thought this was hilarious (and so did we). But the agents had more. They suggested the 
company fabricate an excuse note that IT workers could download up to a month ahead of time. They 
called the ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ άǇǊŜǉǳŜƭƛǘƛǎΣέ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ǘǊŀŘŜƳŀǊƪΦ  



 Next, Geek Squad sent out a press release predicting a mass wave of άǇǊŜǉǳŜƭƛǘƛǎΦέ L¢ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
students, they claimed, would be reporting mass illness on March 28 (the day after the Star Wars movie 
was released). In the meantime, they posted the downloadable excuse notes on their Web site. They got 
over eight hundred thousand downloads, and a day later Stephens was on the Today Show. Stephens 
Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƛǘ άǘƘŜ ŎƘŜŀǇŜǎǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǿŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǇŜƴǘΣέ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ 
from the Geeks.  
 ά¢ƘŜ tw ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛǎ ƴƛŎŜΣέ ǎŀȅǎ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΣ άōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ sense of pride, identity, and 
purpose that is growing within the Geek Squad agents. There is a new, deeper level of self-awareness of 
their power as a ƎǊƻǳǇΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΦ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ ǿŀǊƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ emerge 
ƻǾŜǊƴƛƎƘǘΦ άLǘ ǘƻƻƪ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ Φ Φ Φ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΦέ 
 bƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƎŜƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ Ƙŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǊƻƻǘΣ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ telling where it will go. One 
thing is certain, however. When is comes to orchestrating employee collaboration, Stephens has a new 
rule: First observe, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘΦ άLΩƳ ŘŜŀǘƘƭȅ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǿŀǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ trying to get 
pŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ {ƻ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ before I build that shiny, new playground, 
LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘhink about how Geek Squad agents are already organizingτƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ 
tƘŀǘ ǿŀȅΦέ 
 !ǎ ŦƻǊ DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ .Ŝǎǘ .ǳȅΣ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎ ƛǎ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎǘƛŎΦ ά!ǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ 
ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ άǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƴŜǿ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ consumer chŀƻǎΦέ 
 
 

RISE OF THE WIKI WORKPLACE 
 
DŜŜƪ {ǉǳŀŘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘ-technology adoption, creativity, social 
connectivity, fun, and diversity into the workplace. But are ideas behind the wiki workplace really new? 
 There has long been recognition that organizational bureaucracy impedes innovation, agility, and 
success. Walk into a typical office less than a century ago and one would expect to see long rows of 
desks, regimented in army fashion, with typists clicking away from nine to fiveτall under a managerial 
ŜǘƘƻǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǊǊƻǿŜŘ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ-and control structure. 
 For half a century there have been successive theories and attempts to free the creativity of 
human capital. Most of these management theories were predicated on the view that computers could 
change the ways organizations work. In 1962, Douglas Engelbart wrote an extraordinary paper entitled 
ά!ǳƎƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ IǳƳŀƴ LƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘΥ ! /ƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΣέ ǿƘŜǊŜ he explained how electronic 
workstations could augment the thinking and ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ theme of teamwork was big in the eighties, and empowerment and networking were big 
in the nineties.5 But what has really changed? 
 The record shows that corporations have become networked in the sense that they build business 
webs with partners on a platform of information technology. While this is a huge development, 
fundamental changes in the internal structure and management of organizations have been illusive. Jeff 
tŦŜŦŦŜǊ ƻŦ {ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘΩǎ DǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǎŀȅǎΣ άCƻǊ ŦƛŦǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ people have speculated 
about how the advent of computers was going to change the workplaceτthe distribution of information 
would delayer and decentralize organizations and management. Except for relatively few organizations 
ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘΦέ IŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ ά¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŜǎ still exist. Bosses still expect to be 
bosses. Command and control is alive and ǿŜƭƭΦέ ¢ƻ tŦŜŦŦŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊable 
dissatisfaction in the workplace today. 
 However, the new business environment, the Net Generation, and the rise of the new Web are 
finally beginning to change all this. Most large organizations today are geographically dispersed. This 
fuels a need for people to communicate and work together while being separated by great distances. 



Networking technologies allow companies to run cohesive yet decentralized operations by linking 
employees in virtual teams and communities of practice. 
 Competitive pressures, meanwhile, are making organizations leaner and more agile, more focused 
on the customer, and more attuned to dynamic competitive strategies. This means firms are less 
hierarchical in structure and decision-making authority than they used to be. But it also means that they 
will be less likely to provide lifelong careers and job security, and more in need of continuous 
reorganization to maintain or gain competitive advantage. 
 At the same time, the nature of work itself is changing. Work has become more cognitively 
complex, more team-based and collaborative, more dependent on social skills, more time pressured, 
more reliant on technological competence, more mobile, and less dependent on geography. Many 
employees are already given far more autonomy to decide how and where they want to work. A 
growing number of firms are decentralizing their decision-making function, communicating in a peer-to-
peer fashion, and embracing new technologies that empower employees to communicate easily and 
openly with people inside and outside the firm. 
 The continuous flow of new technologies into the workplace has been a key source of change in 
the way that we work. For members of generation X and earlier, the most definitive workplace changes 
began with the rapid convergence between office telephone systems and computer networks. E-mail 
enabled employees to share information far more efficiently than they could with typewritten memos. 
Client-server computer architectures gave them access to company data that used to be guarded 
jealously by senior managers. Cell phones and BlackBerrys gave staffs the ability to work on the move 
and spend more time out of the office.  
 Finally, today, a younger generation of workers is embracing new Web-based tools in a way that 
often confounds older generations but promises real advantages for companies that adapt their style of 
working. Tools such as blogs, wikis, chat rooms, peer-to-peer networks, and personal broadcasting are 
putting unprecedented power in the hands of individual workers to communicate and collaborate more 
productively. This in turn is driving a new revolution in workplace collaboration of a qualitatively 
different nature. 
 Having matured quickly in the last three years, these weapons of mass collaboration enable 
employees to engage and cocreate with more people, in more regions of the world, with a richer, more 
versatile capability set, and with less hassle and more enjoyment than any earlier generation of 
workplace technology. Employees can act globally tooτcutting across organizational silos and 
connecting with customers, partners, suppliers, and ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊƳΩǎ 
ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ increasingly open source nature of these tools means that this new 
infrastructure for collaboration is accessible to a much wider base of people and businessesτso wide, in 
fact, that there are very few barriers to adoption for organizations of any persuasion. 
 ¢ƻ ŀŘŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŦǳŜƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜΣ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƛǎ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ workplace that cannot 
imagine a world without Google or mobile phones. The Net Gen has experienced these inventions and 
breakthroughs as part of their birthright, unlike earlier generations who have had to adapt or 
acclimatize to instant messaging and the iPod. Having been nourished on instant messaging, chat 
groups, playlists, peer-to-peer file sharing, and online multiplayer video games, they will increasingly 
bring a new collaborative ethos into the workplace. Working together and sharing their knowledge 
across organizational boundariesτin much the same way as they swap songs and videos over the 
Internetτwill be perfectly normal for ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜΦ6 
 Of course, the new workplace is about much more than wikis and other technologies, just as wikis 
are about much more than Wikipedia. The Net Gen also has a unique set of formative experiences that 
shape their sense of workplace norms and values. When asked about the experiences that define their 
worldview, members of the N-Gen talk about the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Rio Earth Summit, and 9/11. 
All of this adds up to a profoundly different attitude and approach to work and a unique set of 




