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Empowering IT Organisational Performance using a Semantic Wiki 

A Formicio Insight Article by Vaughan Merlyn 
 
 

Vaughan Merlyn argues that attempts to improve collaboration and support knowledge management 
within IT organisations have typically met with limited success.  He believes that limitations with 
collaboration platforms are a key factor in these disappointing results and that a ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

approach is doomed to failure.  Some aspects of IT require a highly structured and tightly governed 
approach to enabling collaboration, while others work best with a looser and more emergent approach.  

Vaughan explains why and how a Semantic Wiki approach provides a powerful solution for IT 
collaboration. 

 
Wikis have been at the heart of collaboration since Ward Cunningham created the first wiki in 1995.  Ward 
and co-author Bo Leuf, in their book The Wiki Way: Quick Collaboration on the Web, described the essence 
of the wiki concept as follows: 

 

 A wiki invites all users to edit any page or to create new pages within 
 the wiki website, using only a plain-vanilla web browser without any 
 extra add-ons. 

 A wiki promotes meaningful topic associations between different pages 
 by making page link creation almost intuitively easy and showing 
 whether an intended target page exists or not. 

 A wiki is not a carefully crafted site for casual visitors.  Instead, it seeks  
 to involve the visitor in an ongoing process of creation and 
 collaboration that constantly changes the website landscape. 
 

The keys to a wiki are: 
 
1. The ease with which people can collaboratively create, access and edit documents. 
2. The fact that those documents can be hyperlinked to create complex and networked text that allows 

the reader to navigate both linearly (as with traditional text) and non-linearly (jumping from idea to 
idea). 

3. The ease with which documents can be searched – with the knowledge that you are always looking at 
the current and only version of the document. 

4. As an inherently web-based concept, wikis benefit from evolving web standards and technologies such 
as browsers, mark-up languages and even the magical world of open source – enabling wiki users and 
developers to participate easily in a rapidly growing ecosystem of plug-ins. 

 
The proverbial double-edged sword! 

But these strengths also create vulnerabilities.  For example, the ease with which users can create and edit 
pages can quickly lead to a chaotic free-for-all, as content becomes subject to the whims of authors and 
editors, and, with the absence of a meaningful underlying structure, pages proliferate.  The lack of review 
before modifications are accepted can limit the credibility of a given wiki page.  A process definition, for 
example, may have been last edited by someone who introduced a serious error – and that error can 
proliferate as people refer to and use the process with the assumption that the content on the page is 
valid. 
 
Sites such as Wikipedia mitigate these vulnerabilities through a robust system of editorial administration, 
oversight and management – enhanced by the ‘law of large numbers’.  In this case, with a sufficiently large 
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universe of editors, the content of any page quickly converges towards a mean, reflecting ‘the wisdom of 
the crowd’.  But with an internal wiki – say one used by an IT organisation or other shared services function, 
the law of large numbers does not apply, so without other mechanisms to manage structure and content, 
the wiki degrades in quality and value over time. 
 
SharePoint as a common culprit! 

This degradation is commonplace in organisations using Microsoft SharePoint as their collaboration or 
knowledge management platform.  While typically deployed to support collaboration, the reality quickly 
scales back to ‘a place to store documents’, which, in the words of one of my clients, soon degenerates to, 
“a place to lose documents!”.   
 
The other problem with SharePoint is that while it is a good document management system, documents in 
themselves are rarely the proper end goal of collaboration or knowledge management.  Collaboration is 
largely about having multiple authors create, evolve and use content, and documents are a poor medium 
for developing, codifying and sharing knowledge.  Wikis provide a far more valuable alternative approach.  
As my colleague Roy Youngman noted in his blog: 
 
“The non-linear nature of a wiki enables well-factored content, thereby minimising redundancies and 
preventing contradictions that confuse people.  It also allows people to contribute to whatever area of 
expertise each person happens to have so everyone is drawn in, not just the elite few.  A wiki approach 
enhances the discovery of knowledge and exposes the subject matter in the greatest need of improvement.  
And the improvement is a constant theme – the very heart and soul of a wiki.” 
 
Semantic Wikis to the rescue! 

But all is not lost, as the world of Web 2.0 gives way to Web 3.0, tapping into the special properties of the 
Semantic Web, a term first coined by Tim Berners-Lee.  Tim was the inventor of the World Wide Web and is 
director of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), which oversees the development of proposed 
Semantic Web standards.  
 
Berners-Lee defines the Semantic Web as “a web of data that can be processed directly and indirectly by 
machines”.  A Semantic Web goes beyond the traditional web concept of hyperlinked, human-readable 
web pages by inserting machine-readable metadata about pages and how they are related to each other.  
This enables automated agents to access the web more intelligently and perform tasks on behalf of users.   
 
In some respects, the Semantic Web is designed to overcome the all too familiar limitations of today’s web 
– a proliferation of untrustworthy content that can be hard to navigate and make sense of.  Building on the 
Semantic Web concept and standards, a Semantic Wiki has an underlying model of the knowledge 
described in its pages, thereby capturing the meaning of the data within the wiki. 
 
While traditional wikis have structured text and hyperlinks, a Semantic Wiki captures and identifies 
information about the data within its pages, and the relationships between pages, in ways that can be 
queried or exported like a database.  They are therefore able to understand and display the relationships 
between pages or other data.  For example, you can declare the underlying semantic properties of an IT 
operating model, such as: 
 

 Processes require people taking on specific roles 

 Roles point to specific competencies people must have to fill them 

 Competencies comprise specific knowledge, skills and behaviours 

 Metrics define process performance. 
 

http://www.ryoungman.net/?p=157
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Having these semantic properties explicitly defined enables wiki governance rules and workflows – for 
example, someone defining a new process will be prompted to define the associated competencies needed 
for that process, and an appropriate template can be automatically loaded for defining those 
competencies, thereby encouraging consistency and quality.  A simple query can highlight roles that are 
missing, or identify associates who are qualified to fill a given role. 
 
Several wiki platforms offer semantic extensions, including Semantic MediaWiki (which extends MediaWiki, 
the underlying open source platform that powers Wikipedia) and zAgile’s Wikidsmart extension to the 
popular and powerful Confluence platform. 
 
In combination with other plug-ins and extensions, such as Page Rating, Social Reputation, Workflow and 
Task Management, a Semantic Wiki can enable real and meaningful collaboration and knowledge 
management for IT organisations (or any other environment where collaboration can improve service 
quality, speed of delivery and organisational clarity). 
 
Balancing order and chaos 

IT organisations are complex, supporting two fundamentally different value propositions: 

 Core capabilities comprising the critical processes, assets and structures that help run the day-to-day 
business. 

 Edge capabilities where innovation, growth and change are cultivated. 
 
These distinct value propositions have operating model implications, requiring distinct forms of semantic 
wiki-enablement, as highlighted in the table below. 
 

Value 
proposition 

Example capabilities Required wiki characteristics Wiki governance model 

Core  Operations 
 Service management 
 Enterprise solutions 

 Coherent integrated 
structure 

 Stable space 
 High integrity 

 Globally governed 
 Workflow controlled 
 Process owner as key 

control point 

Edge  Enterprise architecture 
 Product management 
 Departmental solutions 
 Project and team spaces 
 Business relationship 

management 
 Idea generation 

 Consistent modular structure 
 Agile 
 Support divergent discussion 

and brainstorming 
 Content can migrate to 

globally governed space 

 Domain governed 
 Workflow optional 
 Domain owner as key 

control point 
 

 
Globally governed space for ‘core’ capabilities 

Core capabilities such as data centre operations and service management depend upon processes that are 
standardised, tightly controlled and centrally planned.  Management systems for these types of capability 
must focus on integrated, reliable, efficient processes and compliance to norms. 
 
A wiki that supports core capabilities must be highly ordered and globally governed.  For example, each 
process should have a ‘process owner,’ with clearly defined accountabilities for maintaining and 
continuously improving their processes.  They need defined workflow mechanisms, for example, to control 
the promotion of a material change to a process page from ‘draft’ to ‘pending approval’ to ‘approved’ to 
‘operational’. 
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Domain governed space for ‘edge’ capabilities 

Edge capabilities, on the other hand, depend upon structures that are loosely knitted, with agile processes 
that can rapidly adjust to entrepreneurial initiatives and fast-shifting technologies.  Management systems 
and organisational culture must foster new product success and the experimentation needed to get there.  
Whereas core capabilities epitomise highly ordered environments, the edge represents the place where 
chaos and order meet and creativity blossoms.    
 
A wiki that facilitates edge capabilities works best with limited structure and control, where, to paraphrase 
China’s Chairman Mao Zedong, “one thousand flowers bloom”.  Here the underlying semantic model will be 
centred on problem areas and the process of ideation, with business relationship managers, product 
managers and architects as the natural choice for the wiki’s points of control. 
 
One space – two wiki models 

IT organisational needs can be comfortably addressed in a single Semantic Wiki, with each value 
proposition having its own underlying semantic model and associated governance structure.  Having both 
‘core’ and ‘edge’ capabilities supported in the same wiki space affords important benefits.  For example, 
everything is discoverable and linkable across the models.  These characteristics are all but impossible to 
achieve in a traditional document-centric collaboration approach. 
 
If the primary goal of the core is to ‘prevent bad change’, a tightly structured Semantic Wiki with a robust 
governance model is a powerful way to support this goal and the organisations that must deliver against it.  
If the primary goal of the edge is to ‘create good change’, a loosely governed Semantic Wiki with 
‘sandboxes’ to generate and test ideas is a great way to support this goal.  Today’s leading wiki platforms, 
with their semantic extensions offer a single, integrated solution that can help drive IT organisational clarity 
and improve performance. 
 
I welcome your thoughts.  
 
Vaughan Merlyn     
vaughan.merlyn@formicio.com       
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