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The Digital Age has bred a new class of information slaves. They process endless streams of e-
mail or waste time hunting for information on their hard disks and corporate intranets. Edited 
and re-edited versions of the same document bounce back and forth on long e-mail threads 
among co-workers, challenging them to keep up. 

For the tortuous and time-consuming nature of this work, you can blame some of the world’s 
biggest technology companies. Much of the “collaboration software” that most workers use to 
communicate and work together – in particular the e-mail systems that dominate white-collar 
working life – has barely changed in a decade, even as the tide of messages and documents 
has risen. 

“It’s almost been criminal, the lack of innovation on the e-mail client,” says Matt Cain, an 
analyst at Gartner, the technology research firm. 

Even in areas where technology has advanced, many workers are still in the Dark Ages – 
either because their companies have yet to give them the latest tools, or because they don’t 
have the time or inclination to try them out. 

“It’s a constant challenge for us to make people engage with new technologies,” says Stephen 
Elop, president of Microsoft’s business division, which makes the widely used Office 
applications. 

The sheer number of applications that the average worker has to juggle hasn’t helped. These 
now range from corporate document-sharing sites and web conferencing to Facebook and 
Twitter, which are starting to encroach from the consumer world. 

“If you count up all the applications people are being asked to use, it’s probably a dozen,” says 
Ted Schadler, an analyst at Forrester Research. The result, he says, is overload and 
frustration.  

In a survey last month of how 2,000 office workers use their PCs, Forrester concluded that the 
take-up of collaboration tools has “stalled out”, leaving e-mail as the all-purpose default 
option. 

Change, however, is finally in the air. The market for collaboration software, dominated for 
years by Microsoft and IBM, is now under attack from all sides as other technology companies 
hunt for ways to make so-called “knowledge workers” more productive. 



Cisco Systems showed its hand last month with the announcement of a $3bn (€2bn, £1.8bn) 
agreement to buy Tandberg, a Norwegian video-conferencing company, to add to widening 
portfolio tools. Google launched a limited test version of its own all-purpose online tool, known 
as Wave, in September. 

Undaunted by the coming clash of giants such as these, several start-ups have also set their 
sights on the market. Typical of the breed is Xobni, whose technology rides on top of the 
widely used Microsoft Outlook e-mail software and aims to help users find and make use of 
information in their e-mail inboxes more effectively than Microsoft’s own tools can. 

Most of these companies have their sights set on the same things: simplification and 
convergence. 

One manifestation of this is the growing use of “dashboards” – screens that bring a number of 
applications together in one view. They are usually centred on the e-mail inbox, with parts of 
the screen given over to other applications. 

Designs such as this are meant to help workers complete a task without having to close and 
open multiple windows on their PCs. They aggregate multiple sources of information and 
provide a limited amount of information integration. 

For instance, when opening an e-mail from a customer, a user of Xobni’s dashboard might see 
information alongside it drawn automatically from the company’s internal customer 
relationship management system, says Jeff Bonforte, the company’s chief executive. The 
bigger operators are also moving quickly in this direction, with most likely to announce similar 
products in the coming months, says Mr Schadler at Forrester. 

Aggregating and integrating e-mail with other sources of information and applications is only 
part of the answer. Eventually, to solve e-mail overload, the inbox itself needs to become 
smarter.  

“It should be able to aggregate all the sources and recommend priorities,” says Doug 
Heintzman, head of strategy for IBM’s collaboration software. Research labs at companies such 
as IBM and Microsoft have been working for some time on the algorithms to do this, but 
according to Mr Heintzman, a working system is still three to five years away. 

A second approach to simplification and convergence focuses on ways for workers to 
collaborate on tasks without having to resort to endless group e-mails with multiple “cc’s” and 
attachments. 

Most new approaches revolve around software that keeps information in a central place and 
lets staff jointly access and work on it. Microsoft, for instance, has devised a way for people in 
different locations to “co-author” a document simultaneously, though their employers will need 
to buy the latest versions of its Office and server-based Sharepoint software for this to work. 

Google is now trying to go one better. If people can communicate in the same place that they 
create and edit information, it calculates, then many of the complexities caused by current 
software would fall away. 

The result is Google Wave, an online application built for both consumer and work use that 
merges multiple ways of working and communicating. That makes it the Swiss Army Knife of 
software, and its early reception has been mixed, reflecting the difficulty off such an ambitious 
undertaking. 



“It’s the opposite of simple,” says Mr Cain at Gartner, though he adds that it is “really 
innovative”.  

“There’s no doubt it will have an impact on the evolution of this market,” he says. 

For the average information slave, meanwhile, none of this guarantees a quick or sure route to 
higher productivity and lower blood pressure. Though many of these new ways of interacting 
have already been tried out in the consumer world – “social” software such as wikis, or co-
authored, documents were a staple of the Web 2.0 movement – it will be some time before 
they find their way into office life. 

It takes time for experimental consumer services to evolve into the stable, secure applications 
that corporate IT departments feel comfortable with. Also, the slow upgrade cycle of corporate 
software feels glacial compared to the red-hot pace of innovation currently seen on the 
internet. 

The biggest challenge of all, though, comes from workers themselves. Any collaboration tool 
that is not adopted widely will, by definition, fail, yet devising software that appeals to a broad 
group of users is hard, says Mr Heintzman at IBM. “There are so many different work styles, 
people have so many different roles and come from different cultures,” he explains. 

They also come from different technological eras: a generation of workers wedded to e-mail is 
starting to encounter a generation that grew up on social networks and instant messaging. 
Keeping them all on the same page will not be easy. 

Surf the Wave 

It was classic Google ambition. Earlier this year, Lars Rasmussen, one of the company’s star 
developers, stood in front of thousands at a company-sponsored conference and said that 
Google was about to reinvent e-mail. 

Google Wave, now in a limited test, has been hailed as a radical departure in internet-based 
communication, though it has also been faulted for its complexity and poor design – criticisms 
that Mr Rasmussen and his fellow developers concede, though they say they will correct these 
glitches. 

Like an expanded instant messaging system, Wave lets groups of users hold a text 
conversation while also creating, commenting on and jointly editing documents in the same 
window. In a head-turning gimmick, words can be seen by anyone connected to a “wave” as 
they are being typed. 

“Making one tool with such broad utility is the way to go,” Mr Rasmussen says. “You don’t have 
to learn a new way of sharing something for every different collaboration task. Everything is 
just a wave.” 

In spite of the simplicity that implies, getting the most out of Wave will demand a lot from its 
users. “We weren’t trying to hit something that you could learn in an afternoon,” he says. “We 
were trying to build a tool that will be with you for many hours each day. You can even 
imagine, in time, people will be teaching courses in Wave.” 
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