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1. Introduction  

This document provides a short overview of IBM Connections, which is an enterprise social 
software – a rather new category of tools that nowadays help companies remain productive and 
innovative despite the information explosion, workforce changes, email overload and ever-
changing business environment.  

Almost all Fortune 500 companies implemented an internal social network in order to keep pace 
with market changes, become more connected, transparent and efficient. Several independent 
studies have shown that implementation of enterprise social networks can improve various 
business results about 20-30 % on average. 

IBM Connections is a market leading product that is suitable for companies of any size, starting at 
a handful of users and ending with global corporations having hundreds of thousands of users. 
Every company can benefit from IBM Connections, yet usage patterns and the benefits themselves 
vary. 
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2. What is an ESN? 

Enterprise Social Network (ESN) is a virtual environment, where employees can meet, 
communicate, share ideas, collaborate on files, create various groups and work on daily tasks. 
Most users interact with ESN via a web interface, therefore it is often considered to be a new, 
social intranet. An ESN should also be integrated into “common” business tools such as e-mail 
clients and office suite applications. This is very important, because an ESN is not “another 
productivity tool to use” but it must merge with existing applications. 

ESN originated in web 2.0 environments where users started to create web content themselves – 
in forms of blogposts, wiki pages or just like or comment on the content of other people. This is 
pretty common on the internet nowadays, however, such capabilities are often not present in 
intranets. 

The best way to describe an ESN is to superpose many collaboration tools such as Linked-in (user 
profiles), Facebook (personal wall, status updates, likes and comments), Wikipedia (wiki pages), 
Dropbox (file sharing) and combine them with other technologies. 

 

 

Fig. 1: How ESN work 

However, ESN is not just about technology – there is also a lot of psychology and behavioral 
science behind it in order to create a pleasant place to work. People often talk in terms of 
collaboration without boundaries, communication across departments, breaking down corporate 
silos etc. You can also think of a groupware extended to a whole company or of a new generation 
of enterprise portals - employee to employee (E2E). 

  

+ + + +
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In the following chapters, we will demonstrate some fundamental features of IBM Connections 
version 5.5, one of the most successful ESN products on the market.  

 

 
Fig. 2: IBM Connections applications 

IBM Connections has multiple modules and in this guide we will touch on most of them but not all. 
For instance, we will not mention bookmarks, ideation blogs, analytics, metrics, APIs and many 
other important features. If you need detailed information on those modules, please refer to the 
IBM Connections Reviewer’s guide which is available for free download on the internet. 
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3. Look&Feel 

Most users access IBM Connection via a web interface. It is very modern with clean graphics and 
straightforward navigation menu on the top. As there are more tools compared to social media, 
which typically only have one kind of post (i.e Twitter only has tweets), it might look intimidating at 
first but users get to know them very quickly. 

Nowadays, many users work not only from their desk because they travel a lot, work on the go, 
work from home or just want to be “always online”. For such scenarios, there are native mobile 
apps for tablets and mobile phones running iOS, Android or BlackBerry. Each platform has its own 
IBM Connections app that adapts to the habits of a given OS. They are available for download from 
AppStore or Google Play and look just awesome. 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: IBM Connections homepage on an Android phone 
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4. Profiles 

The first task that users usually do, in any social network, is to setup a user profile and fill in 
personal data. In IBM Connections it is a bit easier because user profiles are automatically pre-
populated from an enterprise directory such as IBM Domino, Microsoft Active Directory or any 
supported LDAP server. 

IBM Connections provides rich user profiles with many fields for contact information, professional 
information and personal background. Administrators can add custom fields and pre-populate them 
(or synchronize them) from a database (typically an HR system) or other data sources. 

User profiles are combined with a Facebook-style wall, where you can see recent activity of a user 
and write them a public message. This is called microblogging. People can respond to such 
messages, use hashtags and even mention other users in a Twitter style. 

 

 

Fig. 4: A rich user profile in IBM Connections (with some extensions present) 

Users can build their professional networks within their company in the same way they do in 
Linked-in: they can send and accept network invitations. In addition, they can mark both 
themselves and other people with tags to indicate skills and other attributes more visibly. Tags are 
very useful while searching for an expert on a given topic and to help people understand roles and 
relationships.   

 In addition to building a network of contacts, people can follow other people to see what content 
they share and to watch their activities. Regular employees perhaps won’t add their CEO into their 
networks but they will most likely follow them. For obvious reason, followers can see updates only 
from content (i.e. Communities) where they were granted access. 

IBM Connections can also visualize your reporting structure, explain a relationship between two 
users, display what they have in common and much more.   
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5. Homepage 

Any social network must have a means of showing users what is happening in their digital 
neighborhood - for example, Twitter has a timeline. In IBM Connections, there is a Homepage, 
which displays an Activity Stream, where you can see status updates from your personal networks, 
comment on your files, assigned/completed tasks, updates from your Communities etc. 

 

 

Fig. 5: Homepage in a browser 

In large or active enterprise networks there might be a lot of updates, a continuous stream of them 
in fact. Therefore IBM Connections offer powerful tools to filter them, search them or save certain 
posts for later processing. There are also special views on your mentions, items waiting for your 
attention etc. Users can also subscribe to receive e-mail notifications for certain (or all) updates in 
their activity stream. 

Everything is set in a way to make users well oriented, to give them context and to make them 
more productive while dealing with lots of things that are happening. 
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6. Files 

File sharing is a very important feature of IBM Connections, according to some analyses, ESN 
users spend 40-60 % of their time working with files. Each user is given a personal storage area for 
files, a kind of “web drive”. Each file has a rich set of predefined attributes such as name, 
description, owner, timestamp, version, sharing information and of course – tags. Users can upload 
them in several different ways (including drag&drop in browser or using desktop connectors), 
manage versions, share them with others, add comments and like them. It is also possible to see 
what files are most downloaded, most commented on and who downloaded which version. 

 

 

Fig. 6: File Preview in a browser 

A file can be shared with other people or Communities in a read-only or a read-write access. A file 
can also be made public for the whole organization. What is important, is that the sharing is 
managed by users themselves (by file owners and editors) and is fully transparent. There are 
multiple views on files available, such as My Files, Files Shared With Me, Public Files etc. 

A file can also be shared (not moved into!) with one or more folders, which can be nested. Although 
tagging is in general considered a better way of handling large collections of files, many users have 
got stuck with the old way of thinking and want to organize content into folders. Therefore nested 
folders offer a way how to give them folders while keeping the benefits of social file sharing and 
tagging.  
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Fig. 7: Files in a folder 

 

Fig. 8: Working with files on iPad 
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Fig. 9: Editing PowerPoint presentation on iPad 

In conclusion, IBM Connections provide a rich set of capabilities for file sharing. It combines 
traditional taxonomies (folders) with social folksonomies (tagging) to provide value for both 
individual users and the organization. People who have ever tried IBM Connections usually do not 
want to return to “old” shared drives, old fashioned document management systems or file libraries. 
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7. Wikis  

If there were only file sharing and microblogging features in an ESN, it wouldn’t be enough. An 
organization that wants to actively support knowledge sharing needs some advanced tools too … 
such as wikis.  Wiki is a very handy tool when it comes to keeping documentation up to date, 
sharing know-how and managing structured text. In a parallel to Wikipedia, the “mother of all wikis”, 
the aim is the same: to let people co-edit documents and thus create shared values which are often 
referenced as a crowd intelligence. Wikis foster open sharing of little pieces of information or 
knowledge and thus work better that old-fashioned DMS. While most employees won’t start a new 
wiki, they will correct (or comment on) mistakes, add their two cents or update outdated content.    

 

 

Fig. 9: An example of a wiki page 

The concept of wikis in IBM Connections is to have multiple wikis with dozens of pages rather than 
have a single wiki with thousands of pages. This allows wikis to be more manageable and linked to 
a respective topic – a typical wiki sits in a Community (which we describe later) and contains 5-50 
pages. Wikis in IBM Connections provide a rich text editor and all other common features: page 
linking, indexes, attachments, comments, automatic versioning with version comparison etc.  

Personal or community files, blogs and discussion threads can be easily linked and referenced 
from wiki pages – in this case a wiki can serve as a means to organizing content across all the 
collaborative tools in IBM Connections.   

Wikis take up an important role in many collaboration scenarios and are crucial for capturing know-
how of your employees. 
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8. Blogs 

Blogs are important building blocks of a social intranet. There are not that many bloggers within an 
enterprise but those people are often the most important – they are opinion leaders, innovators and 
knowledge workers who share their ideas with the whole company. 

Many managers struggle to explain their needs or ideas to the workforce because they can’t talk to 
everybody and messages in e-mails quickly vanish. Therefore they should think of starting a 
leadership blog. If children of school age and retired folks can blog, why not managers? 

Blogs are good for longer messages, where people want to share some thoughts or information 
with others and await some feedback or small discussion. An employee won’t send a personal (or 
even public) e-mail to her boss’s boss just to agree/disagree with her latest e-mail… on the other 
hand, commenting on a blog is much more common, faster and easier. 

 

 

Fig. 10: A blog post viewed on a mobile device 

IBM Connections provide a feature-rich blogging application: users can include images and rich 
media in their blog posts, there are comments, permalinks, automatic monthly archive, suggestions 
of similar posts etc. It is possible to read a blog in a chronological order or scan though recent 
messages in all blogs you follow. A “save to read later” feature is also very handy for offline 
reading. 
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9. Communities 

A principal function of an ESN is to put people together on a topic, a project or an interest. In IBM 
Connections you can create Communities to group people and content together. Communities play 
an important role because they are the main way of structuring content.  

Each community can be equipped with various collaboration tools such as Files, Blogs, Wikis, 
Surveys, Activities, etc. Every community can be unique according to its purpose and audience. In 
organizations there is a variety of communities that serve different purposes: project communities, 
knowledge-sharing communities, product communities, product-centric communities, departmental 
communities and many more.   

 

 

Fig. 11: Sample community – overview page 

Communities also serve as a framework for access control. There are community owners and 
community members. Every community can be set up to be open (public) so everybody can join 
and contribute, or moderated or even restricted. Restricted communities are by default hidden, so 
nobody but members can see them and access the content. Community owners can further control 
fine-grained permissions for members, i.e. whether they can edit the shared content.    

 

Under standard setting, every user can start a community and invite others to join it. In small 
companies, there are dozens of communities while in large international corporations, there might 
be tens of thousands of communities. This might be considered a big mess at the first glance, but 
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IBM Connections is a social software that has been designed to cope with huge amounts of data. 
There is nobody who enforces global structures – in the same way that nobody cleans “wrong” 
tweets or tidies on Linked-in.  

In contrast to some other ESN software, IBM Connections use Communities to force some degree 
of structure and manageability without any global administrators. Communities, together with the 
user-centric approach, are the core reason why users like IBM Connections so much.      
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10. Activities 

In IBM Connections, people do their real work, not only “social networking”. Hence they need a tool 
to organize and manage their tasks. This module is called Activities and it stands for a real 
important part of the product. Activities is the feature that contributes the most to the ROI of IBM 
Connections. 

Nowadays, people work at several simultaneous projects and participate in multiple parallel virtual 
teams. More and more people also work remotely or on the go. All of this puts extra stress on 
coordination and maintaining context while switching tasks, teams or projects. Activities can help 
with these challenges, reduce unnecessary communication and the need for manual status 
updates and meetings. 

 

 

Fig. 12: Sample Activity 

An Activity is a structured to-do list shared among a group of people, most often in a Community. 
Activities consist of sections, items and to-do items, which can be assigned to one or more 
persons, supported by attachments or web links and of course, there are deadlines. As people do 
their work, they can resolve work items, comment on them, or ask additional questions. IBM 
Connections provide several useful views on work items within an Activity or across all Activities, 
so everybody can see who is working on what, what has been done and what needs further 
attention. 

Activities are not meant to replace sophisticated project management tools with ticket numbers and 
workflow processes, on the other hand many organizations find them extremely valuable and 
useful for managing small project or repeated activities, such as planning of events, managing 
meetings, etc.    
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11. Surveys 

IBM Connections also offer an optional application to manage surveys among employees. It is very 
easy to set-up a survey and let community members fill their input. Once a survey is finished, IBM 
Connections can display the results in a form of pie charts, bar chars or data tables. The data can 
be further exported into CSV or XLS for additional analysis or processing.  

Surveys are especially useful for HR and marketing departments.   

 

Fig. 13 Setting-up a survey 
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12. External Users 

IBM Connections allow to invite external users into the system and thus enable conversations and 
collaborations with your suppliers, partners or customers across the firewall. 

External users have a limited set of functions – they can only work with certain files and participate 
in external communities. IBM Connections is designed in a way to protect internal data from 
accidental or careless exposure to external users. Information security is the priority here. All 
external users and externally accessible content is marked by yellow contours, so it is easy to 
recognize. 

External users have their homepage with an activity stream, so they can participate in the social 
conversation, however they can’t access the corporate directory or see profiles of internal users. 
External users do not require a license, they are for free in any number, which is of great value and 
leverages investments in IBM Connections. 



 

  

Introduction to IBM Connections V5.5 

7/12/2016    Page 20/26 

www.whitesoft.eu 

 

13. Search 

Many ESNs (such as Twitter) are not very good when it comes to searches – old information is not 
findable, somehow hidden somewhere “in the past”, search results are inconsistent and therefore 
old information is hard to access. This is not true for IBM Connections. 

IBM Connections allow full text search on everything. And what’s even better, they understand your 
relationship with the content, i.e. content that was created, commented or liked by a user gets 
better ranking. Also content from people in your network gets better ranking than content from 
strangers.  

IBM Connections is prepared for the big data era. It provides a faceted search, where you start with 
a simple query such as “expense report guidelines”, the system returns hundreds of item and you 
subsequently filter them by tags, by content type (such as wiki or blog), by people or by date. This 
way, you can find almost anything on thee clicks.  

 

 

Fig. 14: Drill down trough search results 
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14. Integration 

An ESN must be integrated into daily lives of employees, not be an extra system to manage. 
Therefore IBM Connections offer multiple ways to seamlessly integrate it into other systems which 
people are used to work with. Such features are important to support adoption of new tools as well 
as for saving precious minutes many times a day. 

First of all, there is a desktop connector for Windows and Mac OS which allows you to access your 
personal and community files through a virtual network drive. Those people who are not big fans of 
social networking can still participate in file sharing, which stands (do you still remember?) for 
approximately one half of all ESN activity. 

 

 

Fig. 15: Desktop editor for Windows 

Secondly, there are IBM Connections ribbons for Microsoft Office editors (Word, Excel, 
PowerPoint) and similar plug-ins for Open Office that allow working with ESN without leaving the 
editor. People can either search for content in IBM Connections and open/copy it in the respective 
editor, or they can publish new versions of their files, comment on other files, change sharing etc. 

 

 

Fig. 16: IBM Connections ribbon for Microsoft Office 
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Desktop connectors also handle the File Sync functions and assist in round trip editing, so it is not 
necessary to download a file, edit it and upload the new version manually.  

Thirdly, there are plugins for e-mail clients such as IBM Notes or Microsoft Outlook. Using them, 
you can easily move files between your mailbox and ESN or send links to files instead of 
attachments. 

 

 

Fig. 17: IBM Connection plug-in for IBM Notes 

There are also other handy integrations that make daily life easier. IBM Connections provide book-
marklets for browsers to make sharing web pages faster and easier. There are extensions for 
Firefox and Chrome browsers that assist with searches and browsing of IBM Connections and all 
HTML5 browsers can receive page notifications. 

IBM Connections mobile app, depending on the platform, can be a target of many share-via 
actions, i.e. you can share a photo or a webpage directly to Connections via a context menu of 
other apps.    

IBM Connections provide out of box or third party integrations with other systems such as Microsoft 
Sharepoint, IBM Filenet, Alfresco, Salesforce, Box and so on. Last but not least, IBM Connections 
provide rich APIs that can be used by developers to extend its functionality or integrate it with other 
systems. 
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15. Security 

IBM Connections is an enterprise software with a military-grade security. There are various means 
for authentication and authorization of users according to common industry standards such as 
SAML, Oauth, JAAS.  

Although ESN’s priorities are in open sharing, IBM Connections provide fine tools to manage 
access control via roles and access control lists (reader, editor, owner) or via community 
membership. 

IBM Connections takes security very seriously. There are many layers of security in databases, in 
application servers, in the Connections server, encrypted transport protocols, etc. 

BYOD for mobile devices is supported out of box. There are additional options to secure mobile 
applications, i.e. restrictions of what content users can access via mobile. 
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16. Deployment Options 

IBM Connections is available as a classic on-premises software, as a SaaS public cloud offering 
from IBM (called IBM Connections Cloud) or hosted by IBM business partners such as Whitesoft in 
PaaS or SaaS mode. The offerings above differ slightly in terms of features, price and extensibility. 

In general, the customers can choose a delivery model that suits them best which is a big 
competitive differentiator for IBM Connections, especially compared to public cloud-only offers. 

The on-premises version runs on Windows, Linux and AIX, supports IBM DB2. Microsoft SQL or 
Oracle databases and connected to IBM Domino, Microsoft AD or Novell directories. 

  



 

  

Introduction to IBM Connections V5.5 

7/12/2016    Page 25/26 

www.whitesoft.eu 

 

17. Price 

IBM Connections is licensed by authorized (“named”) users.  

The list price of a perpetual life-long license is approx. 140 Euro including the 1st year of support. 
Later, customers can (and should!) buy software subscription and support for each subsequent 
year, which costs approx. 20 % of the license price.   

The SaaS cloud offering from IBM is about 6 Euro per user per month. 

Compared to many single-feature cloud services (such as Dropbox or Slack), the IBM Connections 
are offered for a very appealing price. 
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18. Summary 

IBM Connection version 5.5 is a mature product, with many great features. Due to its extensibility, it 
shall be considered as a social platform rather than a tool with a fixed list of features.  

IBM Connections can be used in many ways, depending on which business activities or processes 
shall be executed in a social way. Implementation of IBM Connections is not only an IT project but 
it also involves some cultural changes in the organization. Depending on the desired outcomes, 
IBM Connections can foster collaboration, reduce e-mail overload, leverage open communication, 
support enterprise-wide conversation, assist in cultural change, enhance project management etc. 

At the first glance, the tool might seem a bit complex, however the ability to choose the right 
collaboration tool for a given task will shortly demonstrate its business value.  

IBM Connections is a response to nowadays global trends and challenges, described by Gartner 
as the “nexus of forces” – Data explosion, Social, Mobile, Cloud, Analytics and Security. We 
believe that most organizations will implement a kind of ESN in the next five years, regardless of 
how they will call it. IBM Connections, as an award-winning, yet affordable premium software from 
a well-known IT vendor shall therefore always be considered. 

Further reading 

 IBM Connections 5.5 Reviewer’s Guide 

 Experience IBM Connections 

 

 


