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	Overview

Country or Region: United States
Industry: Media & Entertainment—Entertainment 
Customer Profile

Electronic Arts (EA), Inc., headquartered in Redwood City, California, is a global leader in interactive entertainment software. EA employs 9,000 people all over the world.
Business Situation

EA wanted to gives its 9,000 employees a way to network, share ideas, and find like-minded colleagues online, to improve game innovation, speed time-to-market, and improve new-hire orientation.
Solution

EA used Microsoft® Office SharePoint® Server 2007 to create EA People, an internal social networking site that contains professional profiles on EA employees. 
Benefits

· Rapid rate of adoption

· Improved game innovation and quality

· Faster time-to-market with new games

· Improved new-employee training

· Flexible foundation for future enhancement

	
	
	“We know that networking saves money by reducing duplicated effort and increasing information sharing. EA People definitely enhances networking.”
Brian Plank, Director of Product Development, Electronic Arts


	
	
	
	Electronic Arts (EA), one of the world’s top interactive game companies, employs social networking to bring its worldwide staff of 9,000 people together to share ideas and improve game development. EA used Microsoft® Office SharePoint® Server 2007 to create an internal portal called EA People where employees create personal profiles describing their skills, interests, and experience. Employees search easily by role, skills, and other criteria to find colleagues around the world who can share ideas and provide mentoring. Within a few months of releasing EA People, more than a third of EA’s employees had already begun connecting with the expertise they needed. EA People facilitates networking among EA staff, reducing duplicated efforts, speeding game development, providing better training for new employees, and making better use of talent around the world.
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Situation

Electronic Arts (EA), headquartered in Redwood City, California, is a global leader in interactive entertainment software. Founded in 1982, the company develops, publishes, and distributes interactive software worldwide for video game systems, personal computers, cellular handsets, and the Internet. In fiscal year 2009, EA posted net revenues of U.S.$4.2 billion and had 31 titles that sold more than one million copies. EA employs 9,000 people in development studios and offices all over the world to take advantage of the best global talent and stay close to local markets.

EA is a dynamic company in a dynamic industry. Game console manufacturers such as Microsoft, Nintendo, and Sony typically come out with new consoles about every five years. Game makers such as EA must have new games immediately available when the platforms are introduced. They also have to continue to pump out new titles every year. The pace of new-product development is blistering, the competition fierce, and the gamers demanding and fickle. There is tremendous pressure on EA’s staff to assimilate new knowledge and work together effectively as a team to deliver compelling products to the marketplace as soon as possible. Development becomes more difficult with each new generation of hardware consoles as processors become more powerful. EA has to pack approximately 10 times as many gaming assets and functions into each game generation to remain competitive.

Employee Connections Invaluable

EA does everything it can to nurture a creative culture that attracts the best and brightest employees. Major facilities have gymnasiums, soccer fields, and coffee bars. However, it’s a huge challenge to extend that creative, people-focused culture beyond a single development studio or geographical site to an employee base of 9,000 people spread across 20 major locations on several continents. “Sharing ideas, or looking for help, across an organization as big as EA is no easy feat,” explains Bert Sandie, Director of Technical Excellence at Electronic Arts. Sandie is a senior member of the EA University team, which provides “on-boarding” training for new employees, ongoing training for existing employees, and knowledge management coordination. 
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“We needed a better way to help employees with particular jobs or talents find one another,” Sandie recalls. “For example, a graphic artist might be developing swords and daggers for a new game, when there are other artists throughout the company who have already created swords and daggers for other games. Finding other people at EA doing the same thing you were doing depended on who you knew. Newer employees were at a disadvantage because they simply hadn’t built up those networks.”

Brian Plank, Director of Product Development for EA Technology at Electronic Arts, designed games for ten years and confirms the challenge. “Your best advantage as a developer is talking to people who have worked on similar problems. Networking with colleagues is vital to doing your job but networking alone is dependent on building up contacts over time.”

EA Knowledge Not Enough 

EA maintains an online knowledge base called EA Knowledge (running on Tibco software), which is an online library of articles, blogs, and other information. Anyone in the company can contribute articles, code, documents, images, or other content types to EA Knowledge. The site contains thousands of contributions and is searchable. However, it was used almost exclusively by developers rather than other types of employees, and the technology foundation was showing its age. It did not accommodate streaming media or the concept of groups or communities, and it had no connection to employees who knew about the specific information that was presented. As an example, an employee could locate and read an article, but they could not easily find or contact the author to ask questions.

EA management knew that some kind of professional networking site could enhance information sharing, which would hopefully enrich game quality and innovation by sparking conversations and ideas. As an efficiency measure, it could reduce costs by reducing duplicat[image: image6.jpg]Location:
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ed effort, which EA knew was costing the company a significant amount of time and money.

An online resource could also help with employee on-boarding. “EA has been growing incredibly fast. It was difficult to assimilate new employees quickly—to make them comfortable with the EA environment and functional in their new job,” observes Sandie. The process typically took from five to 30 days and consisted of a series of classroom orientations accompanied by a list of Web resources. However, not all employees were able to digest the glut of information at once, essentially wasting much of the training they received. 

Social Networking at Work

One day, Sandie was browsing through Facebook and realized that he could learn more about the people that he worked with on a public site than he could learn at work. “There were 3,500 people in the EA group on Facebook, maybe half our staff,” Sandie says. “I could learn a huge amount about EA people on this site—where they went to school, what their interests were, even see photos of them. We had grown dramatically as a company, and I realized that the ability to connect with people was becoming more important than ever. EA needed a social networking site like Facebook within the company.”

Solution

The timing was opportune. EA was ready to move EA Knowledge to a more modern collaboration platform. It would be the perfect time to create a companion networking site, aptly dubbed EA People. 

EA already used Microsoft® Office SharePoint® Server 2007 for collaboration and information-sharing at the team level across the company. Sandie’s staff gave the software a closer look with social networking in mind and liked what it saw. “Office SharePoint Server 2007 had many good foundational features for creating a social networking site, such as strong security, easy customization, a powerful search capability, and the built-in concept of personal sites, which Microsoft calls My Sites,” adds Erin Browes, Product Manager for the Electronic Arts Central Web Services Team. 

In Spring 2008, the EA Central Web Services Team rolled up its sleeves and went to work creating EA People. It deployed the portal site on a single server running the Windows Server® 2003 operating system. 

While EA took advantage of the core foundational features of Office SharePoint Server 2007, the company customized every aspect of the user interface, giving EA People the same easy-to-use look and feel that employees had come to expect from public social networking sites. “We knew that employees would compare EA People to Facebook and Linked In, and it had to measure up,” Browes says. “However, we weren’t out to make a Facebook clone; we wanted EA People to capture what was unique about EA and employees’ EA skills.”

Viral Release

By August 2008, the EA Web Services Team had completed EA People and released it quietly onto the corporate intranet, without announcement. “Each studio has its own culture,” explains Sandie. “As a result, employees often resist new corporate applications because they feel that they’re forced upon them. We realized that employees would be[image: image7.jpg]


 more likely to use EA People because they wanted to use it, rather than because corporate said they should. Our premise was, if it’s valuable to one person, they’ll tell a friend.” 

The strategy worked—with a little help from Sandie. He contacted 50 of the most active employees from the EA group on Facebook and asked them to spread the word about EA People. These first 50 people provided names of additional people who might be interested. From these leads, Sandie assembled an informal group of beta users who provided early site testing.

The word about EA People indeed spread, and within just two and a half months, 2,500 employees had created pages on EA People. By early 2009, the number had swelled to 3,500 people, more than one-third of EA’s worldwide employee base.

EA People, a Place to Connect

“Creating a profile in EA People is as easy as setting up a Facebook profile and takes less than ten minutes,” Sandie says. Employees fill out a few fields, the most basic of which autocomplete with data pulled from the company’s PeopleSoft human resources application. Employees can post technical skills, interests, current work projects, past experience, list of colleagues, career interests, and personal information such as favorite games and books. 

Employees select skills from a predefined skills library and roles from a number of “job families” such as artist, finance, or human resources. Under their job family, employees also select primary and secondary disciplines. For example, an artist’s primary discipline might be animation and their secondary might be characters. By using standard lists of skills and roles, employees can search EA People for colleagues performing the same job or possessing the same skills, anywhere in the company. Employees can even use SharePoint team sites to create communities around certain skills, roles, and interests.

A very popular feature has been a small organizational chart on each profile that shows where the individual fits into their immediate EA group and overall corporate hierarchy. EA People has links to the profiles of that individual’s peers and managers. “This feature is really valuable to understand where you fit in the organization and where others fit, especially if it is the first time you are interacting with them,” Sandie says.
Another simple but popular addition was a map showing where the individual sits in their EA building. “Some of these features are small things, but they help to humanize work in a large environment,” Sandie says. “If someone’s having a meeting with me, they know where to find me and even what I look like before we get together. Being able to see a photo of a person you deal with over e-mail all the time makes conversations more personal. We ran a user survey after the initial launch, and we were surprised to find that these small touches were the most popular features. They make work more personal, and they save time.”

Based on user feedback, EA is slowly integrating more data into EA People. The company is also working to integrate the social networking site into other business applications at EA—a career-mapping tool and a mentoring application, for example. 

Integration with EA Knowledge

EA is also in the process of moving its EA Knowledge article repository to Office SharePoint Server 2007. The new EA Knowledge site integrates with EA People. When an employee submits content to EA Knowledge, there are links to the author’s EA People profile. This close linkage between knowledge and EA People resources gives EA employees a much easier ability to find anything or anyone they need to be more productive and perform their work better.

Benefits

In just eight months, EA created a compelling social networking portal that attracted 3,500 employees. The company sees EA People as a great way for its 9,000 employees to connect, share ideas, start conversations, learn more about one another, and grow professionally. The ultimate goal is to foster better collaboration, more innovative game ideas, and an ability to create action-packed games on fast-paced schedules. EA People provides new and long-time employees a convenient place to find the information and the expertise in other employees that they need to be more creative and successful.

Rapid Rate of Adoption

With no real marketing, EA People is averaging 200 hits a day and 100 EA People searches a day. “It was never my expectation that we would get all 9,000 employees participating, but we’re now up to 3,500 active users, which is more than a third of our employees,” Sandi says. “Many more have visited to explore, without creating a profile. We think that 3,500 out of 9,000 is a good success rate for corporate social computing.” 

Developers use EA People the most, while employees in other corporate groups such as human resources, finance, and legal are also starting to sign up. “These folks probably have knowledge that they could be sharing across their group, but some of their work may be confidential,” Plank says. “In the past there was no way to protect confidential information in our old EA Knowledge site. However, the new site offers private sites for groups that want to share best practices for financial reporting or human resources issues. Plus, they’ll be able to create blogs and wikis [collaborative Web sites], which have never been available to them before. We’re providing many more options for starting dialogs.”

Improved Game Innovation and Quality

Over the long haul, EA expects that the quality of its games will increase from the kind of information sharing, resource finding, and collaboration that is happening on EA People. “For example, someone may share an idea on EA People that may spur multiple discussions. These sorts of discussions lead to innovation,” Sandie comments. 

One preliminary innovation metric that EA is launching is tracking the number of “connected conversations” started using EA Knowledge and EA People. To connect with the author of an article on EA Knowledge, an employee simply clicks an envelope icon to send an e-mail message to the individual. In the background, Office SharePoint Server 2007 logs the name of the individual sending the message, the person they are contacting, the title of the article, and whether it is a blog or article. “We can mine this data and measure what we call connected conversations,” Sandie says. “We can learn the topics that people are talking about the most and the most popular forums. For example, we may decide to run a workshop or webinar on the most popular topics. The better job we do of bringing people together to share knowledge, the better ideas we have and the faster we can develop games.”

Faster Time-to-Market with New Games

Linking results such as faster time-to-market directly to a site like EA People is very hard to do. But such business goals are, in fact, key reasons for social networking at EA. “We’re not so much trying to trim game development time as to get more done in that one-year development period,” explains Plank. “As the hardware consoles become more sophisticated and powerful, our games have to be able to do a lot more. We might need to develop 10 times more gaming assets and functions for each new generation of consoles. So our development work is ten times more complex and could conceivably take ten times longer. It’s difficult to draw a direct causal relationship between EA People and faster time-to-market, but we know that networking saves money by reducing duplicated effort and increasing information sharing. EA People definitely enhances networking.”

EA People will also help EA adapt to new development models. To meet tight delivery timetables, game makers are outsourcing more work to third-party studios. While EA does not plan to give partners and contractors access to EA People, it can share portions of the information with them. Sandie says, “This will help us integrate external team members and speed our overall development timetable.”

Improved New-Employee Training

EA has created communities in both EA People and EA Knowledge where new hires can find the knowledge and personal connections they need to be successful quickly. For example, new artists can join the “artist on-boarding” group. There, they will find videos they need to watch, best practices they need to know, useful Web sites, links to other groups, training on key software programs, valuable conferences to attend, relevant articles and blogs, links to others at EA doing the same or similar work, and many other resources. 

“We want to make the on-boarding process more useful to employees, to provide better information and enable employees to access it when they need it,” Sandie says. “Converting on-boarding into an e-learning environment enables new employees to digest a vast amount of information when they are ready to assimilate it.”

Flexible Foundation for Future Enhancement

With the flexible Office SharePoint Server 2007 foundation, EA can extend EA People in many directions. One logical link is to connect EA People to the company’s Microsoft Office Outlook® 2007 messaging and collaboration client. This would give employees the ability to send e-mail messages directly from EA People, or track EA People profiles through their Office Outlook Contacts list. The company would also like to link EA People with Microsoft Office Communicator 2007, which provides presence and instant messaging, as soon as that software is deployed companywide. 

“It’s easy to connect Office SharePoint Server 2007 to just about any application we use. And it's cost-effective to scale it across the enterprise,” Sandie concludes. “Like the games we create, we think we have created a compelling social networking site that people will return to again and again.”


Microsoft Office System
The Microsoft Office system is the business world’s chosen environment for information work, providing the programs, servers, and services that help you succeed by transforming information into impact. 

For more information about the Microsoft Office system, go to: 

www.microsoft.com/office   
“We needed a better way to help employees with particular jobs or talents find one another.”


Bert Sandie, Director of Technical Excellence, Electronic Arts
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“Office SharePoint Server 2007 had many good foundational features for creating a social networking site, such as strong security, easy customization, a powerful search capability, and the built-in concept of personal sites.”


Erin Browes, Product Manager, Electronic Arts
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“If someone’s having a meeting with me, they know where to find me and even what I look like before we get together.… These small touches were the most popular features. They make work more personal, and they save time.”


Bert Sandie, Director of Technical Excellence, Electronic Arts
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On EA People, employees can create personal profiles that help colleagues learn more about their background and skills. 
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Another example of an EA People personal profile.
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“For example, someone may share an idea on EA People that may spur multiple discussions. These sorts of discussions lead to innovation.”


Bert Sandie, Director of Technical Excellence, Electronic Arts
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“Converting on-boarding into an e-learning environment enables new employees to digest a vast amount of information when they are ready to assimilate it.”


Bert Sandie, Director of Technical Excellence, Electronic Arts
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: �HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com"�www.microsoft.com� 





For more information about Electronic Arts products and services, call (650) 628-1500 or visit the Web site at: ��HYPERLINK "http://www.ea.com"�www.ea.com� 











