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Businesses are not only continuously looking for ways to increase their competitive edge in a cutthroat market, but they need to create a corporate culture in which their employees are collaborating and sharing innovative new ideas. Social media collaborative tools allow for a collective knowledge from employees in a comfortable workspace (Hatala & Lutta, 2009). Employees can contribute as much as they choose without being penalized for their ideas and thoughts.  This type of environment breeds trust and innovation, two necessary components for an effective collaborative team.  The role of this literature search is to identify collaborative tools that can assist employees and businesses with everything from daily tasks to long-term projects.  It is expected that some of the collaborative tools will be used less frequently than others due to factors such as confidentiality, the ability for anybody to edit a document, and anonymity that may cover up reproachable remarks or comments.
Research Strategy

In conducting our research, we first decided to identify a relevant mix of articles that varied in two primary manners: (1) intended audience (general business reader versus academic research community) and (2) depth of content (practical application and overview versus research methodology and findings).  To identify such a mix the first step was to search within a combination of ProQuest Central and EBSCO database collections, including Academic Search Premier, Business Source Premier, PsychINFO, PsychARTICLES, and ERIC within EBSCO.  Keyword searches consisted of several boolean search string combinations containing the following phrases: “computer-mediated communication,” “collaborative learning,” “social communication,” “social media,” “workplace,” and “business.”  In addition, searching product names of “Facebook” and “Skype” returned useful technology-specific documents containing case applications.  As a final search step, additional filters were applied to limit the results to those providing the full-text article, academic journals, and highlighting the most current documents published between the years of 2008 and 2012. 

Results

Social media collaborative tools can be broken down into five categories: (1) Multiple User Virtual Environments; (2) Virtual Meeting Spaces; (3) Wikis; (4) Social Networking Sites; and (5) Group Editing Applications.  Many of the examples provided for each category are free of charge, although for a fee, a user often has access to more customizable features. The results section of this literature search will be broken down into these five components.

Multiple User Virtual Environments (MUVEs)
These types of social media collaborative tools create 3-D worlds in which avatars represent human figures. The features include the ability to interact in real time and chatting functions both written and oral. GoGoFrog, Second Life, and Active Worlds are three examples of MUVEs (Barcelona & Rockey, 2010). MUVEs could be used for a car dealership to set up an interactive world where people could log in through their computer, look at the models of the cars, and have a salesperson available whenever they need a question answered. The avatar customer could go up to a salesperson at any point and tap him/her on the shoulder to begin speaking about the different cars. 

Virtual Meeting Spaces
Virtual meeting spaces are great for groups who wish to meet synchronously.  These types of social networking tools allow for screen sharing, so that all of the members can view one person’s computer screen, a few group editing tools, and white boards.  Some of these programs also have an audio component so that group members can speak to one another as they are looking through the project (Barcelona & Rockey, 2010).  Acrobat’s ConnectNow, Common Ground, DimDim, and GoToMeeting are all examples of virtual meeting spaces.  Common Ground was designed as an agent to help undergraduates accomplish projects using Facebook.  Facebook is a common social networking site that teens visit.  According to Charlton, Devlin, and Drummond (2009), both Durham and Newcastle College wanted to create a virtual meeting space application for Facebook where students could have a one-stop-shop.  Students could check in with their group on a current project while checking their friends’ status updates.  The result was that students were much more likely to maintain contact with their peers on projects because the project became integrated into their daily routine.  It is thought that Common Ground could be a great virtual space for business people to meet and plan because of the convenience and integration into most people’s personal lives.
Wikis

Wikis offer a shared space for employees to contribute and edit ideas asynchronously. The space can be private or public, depending on the user’s preference.  Another great feature with Wikis is that they allow you to view the history of the document; this guarantees accountability because all actions of a group are evident and able to be viewed.  This program also allows for embedded multimedia presentations (Hastings, 2009).  Wikis would be an excellent social media collaborative tool for groups who are creating, editing, or revising a document for work or brainstorming ideas for a project; this tool would allow each member to see what changes were made by whom.  Wetpaint and PBWiki are two examples of Wikis.
Social Networking Sites
Social networking sites offer personalization and interaction both synchronously and asynchronously.  There are icons to indicate if somebody is on-line; if somebody is on-line there is often a chat feature offered through the social networking site.  Other features include blogging, file sharing, and discussion areas.  Sites such as the Ning allow for some parts of the site to be private and others to be public.  Blogs would be considered a social networking site; these sites allow people to write on a wall and post their writings.  Blogs are different from Wikis in that they are only able to be edited by the designated author.  Twitter is considered microblogging; microblogging involves writing in a public space and having followers who listen to everything that is posted.  As Woodcock, Green, and Starkey (2011) state, Dell and Comcast currently have their brand managers use Twitter to follow what is being said about the brand and incorporating these thoughts into the strategic plan.
The most popular social networking site, Facebook, is being incorporated into many businesses as a means of reaching clients and potential clients.  Facebook has numerous applications for creating a workspace on-line, such as Get Stuff Done.  Get Stuff Done has document storage, photo sharing, a to-do list, and a wall area for posting (Hastings, 2009).  This application allows groups to work collaboratively synchronously and asynchronously, depending on the needs of the group.  Social networking sites are easily accessible, free, and they provide many applications for collaborative use.
Group Editing Applications


Group editing applications offer a space for shared presentations, spreadsheets, and blank documents.  Group editing applications allow people to work on documents simultaneously, and the group has the option of sharing the documents with people of their choosing.  Examples include Zoho, GoogleDocs, and Buzzword.  Zoho is designed with businesses in mind and has added features that can be used with Google applications.  It offers a Project Management software, and customizable applications for small businesses (Barcelona & Rockey, 2010).  All of these Group editing applications allow for documents to be edited and revised by multiple members of a group.

Additional Considerations

In addition to the many great benefits that can be realized when implementing social media resources for purposes such as broadcasting findings to the greater community quickly (Crawford, 2011), businesses should at the same time take into consideration a few areas of caution.  While teamwork, collaboration, and interactive communication are perceived as individual benefits, Burrus (2010) states that many business believe social media collaborative tools “are problematic when used by employees” (p. 50).  Not all businesses encourage an environment of information sharing.  As Hatala and Lutta (2009) point out, organizations can choose to limit the sharing of information for competitive reasons as well as the belief that too much information will overload employees’ attention; individuals may choose to withhold information if such sharing will result in a perceived “loss of power, position of influence, or promotion” (p. 12).  Such feelings could result in an environment of tension or confusion.

Furthermore, just as positive change can occur quickly, negative change can occur as well.  Take into consideration a situation Gupta (2010) presents involving a popular pizza chain in which employees posted a video “on YouTube doing unhygienic things to food that was to be served to waiting customers” (p. 105).  Gupta further explains that individuals feel a false sense of safety in the online world as a potential reasoning for this behavior.  Prevention is the key to managing a social media crisis.  Steps such as “measured transparency, standby statements, review mechanisms and…employee engagement” are practical tactics toward a successful social media presence (pp. 106-107). 
Conclusion

Social media collaborative tools can offer an accessible central location for innovative ideas and projects, but they can also be problematic for companies who wish to incorporate them into their business model.  Companies may need to incorporate an informal training session that employees attend in order to understand proper conduct on-line, what is and is not admissible when collaborating on-line, and basic computer etiquette.  Another solution may be to set parameters for the social media collaborative tools; primary and secondary schools currently allow quite a few of these tools to be used in the classroom, but there are limitations as to what can be used. Some of the tools themselves offer blocks for specific portions of their application.  As Li and Lin (as cited in Hatala and Lutta, 2009) state, “information sharing is fostered by top management support, trust among work groups or individuals, and shared vision among supply chain partners” (p. 8).
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