
FSG’s collaboration challenge: capturing 
and sharing institutional knowledge

FSG is a nonprofit consulting firm that 
partners with corporations, foundations 
and fellow nonprofits all over the world to 
solve social problems. It tackles a wide 
range of issues, from giving Third-World 
countries access to medicine to improving 
America’s public schools. FSG’s team 
of 100 “social impact consultants” is 
geographically dispersed, working from 
six major cities across North America, 
Europe and Asia.

In early 2011, its options for sharing 
information, documents and ideas were 
limited. FSG employees relied heavily 
on email and phone calls, and they 
occasionally uploaded files to a  
shared server. 

Global consulting firm uses SocialBridge for Enterprise for knowledge management
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Carl Frappaolo, FSG’s director of 
knowledge management, recalls, “That 
approach worked for many years when 
FSG was a small organization. But with the 
firm’s success came growth – and growing 
pains. The approach to knowledge sharing 
and collaboration that worked with 20 
people was not as effective as we doubled 
and tripled in size.”

As FSG’s ratio of veterans to new hires 
changed, it faced a common dilemma: how 
to get knowledge out of the heads and off 
the laptops of long-time employees, so 
new hires could access it, too.

“Let’s say a new opportunity came up, 
associated with providing life-saving 
medications to children in a Third-World 
nation. We’d start by assessing past 
work we had done that was of a similar 
nature,” explains Frappaolo. “But to do so, 
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someone on the project team would have 
to know – and actually remember – that we 
had once done two similar projects, then 
call or email the associated project leads 
and ask them to share insights and files.”

Why FSG chose Central Desktop’s 
SocialBridge for Enterprise solution

As a nonprofit with one full-time IT 
employee, FSG needed a solution that 
would require little IT involvement. The 
solution had to deliver a lot of functionality, 
without being technically complex.

“We discovered very quickly that while 
there is a fairly robust list of collaboration 
and content-management technologies, 
many are geared toward very large-scale 
enterprises. They carry very big price tags 
and have very large IT footprints,”  
says Frappaolo.

FSG’s technical wish list included:

•   Document management: capturing, 
indexing and storing all types of digital 
files, from Microsoft Office documents 
to video, audio and PDF content.

•   Project-based collaboration: 
developing content collectively and 
discussing issues online.

•   Search: finding content based on  
index tags, as well as words and 
phrases used within the content itself.

•   Process automation and workflow: 
automatically assigning tasks, 
reminding project leads of impending 
deadlines, notifying stakeholders  
of potential issues and resetting 
project tags.

“In the end, three things set  
SocialBridge® apart: being cloud- 
based, tight integration with  
Microsoft Office and providing  
a lot of functionality out of the box,” 
Frappaolo explains.

Central Desktop’s support staff is 
absolutely wonderful. I can contact 
you through email, portal and phone. 
Whether my question is easy or difficult, 
I always get a timely response.

The SocialBridge product itself is 
flexible. You can customize it fairly 
easily for your specific business case. 
It’s very adaptive.

Once you have your model down, 
you can replicate across additional 

workspaces very quickly.
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How FSG uses SocialBridge to centralize 
communication and cut down on email

Within SocialBridge, FSG set up a 
dedicated area for each consulting 
engagement. Now every team has a 
specific place to develop content, to 
engage in online discussions and, where 
appropriate, to share content directly 
with clients.

In addition, FSG created workspaces 
geared toward building expertise 
around key topics, such as global health, 
community philanthropy and education. 
In these “communities of practice,” 
consultants keep abreast of research, 
create original thought-leadership pieces 
and monitor related consulting projects.

More interaction and 
fewer emails help 

FSG consultants keep 
projects on track 
and build subject-
matter expertise.
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“A subtle change is under way in how 
we execute our work. We’ve always 
developed content collaboratively, but 
now it’s being done in a central area. We’re 
no longer just emailing multiple versions 
and periodically asking, ‘Do I have the right 
one here?’ then emailing the whole team 
again,” says Frappaolo.

More importantly, this approach keeps 
documents from remaining stuck on a 
single consultant’s laptop. Frappaolo 
explains, “We’re no longer waiting until the 
end of an engagement to move documents 
into the library. The library is both archival 
and live.”

Project history is instant, automatic 
and accessible to all

Every FSG consultant – whether they’ve 
been with the company 10 days or 10 
years – is now just a click or two away from 
comprehensive information on what the 
firm has done for its clients.

“We no longer have to figure out the 
right employee to ask and hope they 
can remember details about a specific 
engagement,” says Frappaolo. “The 
SocialBridge library gives us the ability 
to answer these questions automatically 
and with much greater precision. It tracks 
which projects meet particular criteria.” 

Employees now 
have an easy way 
to look up FSG’s 

past and present 
consulting projects.
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The first step in achieving this was 
organizational, not technical. Frappaolo 
worked with a small group of internal 
advisors to create a taxonomy for naming, 
classifying and tagging each consulting 
project. FSG then built a SocialBridge 
database to store both current and 
historical project information, such as the 
type of customer, the primary consultants 
involved and the FSG skill sets used in 
the engagement.

The second step was engaging 
Central Desktop’s Client Services 
team to augment out-of-the-box search 
functionality with additional, 
custom features. 

“The level of support you get from Central 
Desktop is the company’s number-
one greatest asset. During our initial 
SuccessStart consulting engagement, I 
spent a lot of time on the phone describing 
in technical terms what I wanted to 
accomplish. Your Client Services team 
really helped me out,” Frappaolo says.

The third step was saving key searches 
and publishing them via strategically 
placed hyperlinks, so that conducting a 
search would be painless and simple for 
the average user.

Frappaolo explains, “If you go to a project 
workspace for a particular client and click 
the ‘view all engagements’ link, that’s 
actually a saved search that brings up 
every project associated with that client. 
One click gives me my answer.”

The fourth and final step was hyperlinking 
each SocialBridge workspace to different 
workspaces, the corporate intranet and 
third-party sites to make SocialBridge a 
one-stop information portal. For example, 
FSG created links from SocialBridge 
to Salesforce and from Salesforce to 
SocialBridge, so employees could move 
seamlessly between the two applications.

“Because SocialBridge is cloud-based and 
Salesforce is cloud-based, we can provide 
a simple level of integration between the 
products via hyperlinks,” says Frappaolo. 

Prominently placed 
hyperlinks and saved 
searches provide one-

click access to business-
critical information.
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Everyone gets a companywide  
glimpse of everything

SocialBridge gives FSG employees an 
easy, passive way to learn what other 
teams are working on – a benefit the 
firm didn’t expect. Two product features 
facilitate this increased openness and 
transparency: the Observer role and 
email digests.

The Observer is a user-permission 
setting that Central Desktop developed 
specifically for FSG and subsequently 
rolled out to all of its customers as an  
out-of-the-box feature. 

It grew out of FSG’s requirement that 
all employees be able to search for and 
access project information, even if they 
aren’t members of a particular project 
team. This was a departure from the 
default SocialBridge security settings, 
which only allow members of a particular 
workspace to search, view and interact 
with that workspace’s content. 

The Observer strikes a balance between 
the two competing needs for systemwide 
access and project-level security. 

Observers can find a workspace’s content 
in search results and click-through to  
the related content, but they don’t play 
active roles unless the workspace 
administrator explicitly gives them 
additional permissions.

Observers don’t receive email notifications 
that drive them to that workspace on a 
regular basis, such as event invitations 
or task assignments, but they can sign 
up for email digests that summarize that 
workspace’s activity.

At FSG, every employee is either an 
Observer or an active participant in every 
one of the company’s workspaces.

“Observers can use email digests to 
keep an eye on projects or subject areas 
they’re not directly involved in, but find 
interesting,” says Frappaolo. “They get 
a daily or weekly tap on the shoulder to 
check out what’s going on, and if there’s 
something they’re really interested in,  
they can dig in.”
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The future: using SocialBridge to figure 
out who knows what

FSG’s next knowledge-management 
challenge is keeping track of everyone’s 
areas of expertise. “If I’m looking for 
information about the issue of malaria, 
I need access to the best and brightest 
minds on the subject – both inside and 
outside of the firm.”

With help from Central Desktop’s Client 
Services team, FSG is mapping out how 
to further capture the work history of 
consultants, along with the content they 
share, discussions they engage in and 
queries they make. Eventually, users will be 
able to search SocialBridge for keywords 
like “malaria” across a variety of activity 
streams and receive a list of individuals 
who have demonstrated mastery or 
interest in that topic.

Insider Secrets: User Adoption
Nearly all FSG employees log in to SocialBridge at least once per month, and 
Frappaolo estimates that at least half use it daily “as a normal way to get their 
jobs done.”

Here’s how FSG achieved 95% user adoption*:
 
1.   Testing site design with small stakeholders  

Throughout each stage of the rollout – from vendor selection to deployment 
– FSG assembled small “teams of peers” to provide input and testing before 
anything was rolled out to the company as a whole. 
 
“After that small team blessed SocialBridge, they were part of the effort 
to get others to adopt it. The team of peers did the marketing for me,” says 
Frappaolo.

2.   Seeding site with real content to provide day-one value 
FSG persuaded the team of peers to share white papers and other types of 
relevant content that had previously been housed on their individual C: drives. 
Before SocialBridge launched, it already contained useful content.

3.   Providing how-to, real-world training 
Frappaolo says, “Training was done in one-hour bites or less. We focused on 
showing our busy consultants exactly how to do X, within the context of how 
they actually work today.”

* Based on Central Desktop’s December 2011 login activity report for FSG
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Contact us.
 We don’t bite.

866.900.7646
www.centraldesktop.com

About Central Desktop 

Central Desktop helps people work 
together in ways never before possible.

Our social collaboration platform connects 
people and information in the cloud, 
making it possible to share files, combine 
knowledge, inspire ideas, manage projects 
and more. Our SocialBridge collaboration 
solution centralizes the way people work, 
teams collaborate and managers lead. 

Central Desktop serves half a million 
users worldwide. Key Central Desktop 
customers include CBS, Harvard 
University, the Humane Society of the 
United States, the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, SK+G 
Advertising, Rhea + Kaiser, Upshot,  
WD-40 and Workday. 

Founded in 2005, Central Desktop  
is a privately-held company with 
headquarters in Pasadena, California.

Click here to learn 
more about SocialBridge 

for Enterprise

(C’mon just click it)

8 | 8

http://www.centraldesktop.com/enterprise?utm_source=custportal&utm_medium=site&utm_content=casestudy_fsg&utm_campaign=casestudy&SR=custportal&SY=casestudy



