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Understanding concepts and trends for knowledge worker infrastructure (KWI) is a required 
competency for IT organizations charged with delivering a cohesive set of services to integrate 
people, processes, and information. 
IT strategists are rightly concerned over continued convergence, consolidation, and integration of portal, 
content, collaboration, learning, and communications infrastructure. Increasingly, IT organizations (ITOs) are 
realizing that unmanaged proliferation of application and infrastructure products designed for functional 
business requirements results in higher overall costs, increased complexity (e.g., integration, configuration 
management), and limited reuse, which ultimately inhibit business agility. Through 2007, progressive 
enterprises will formalize strategic planning, architecture, standardization, platforms, and support structures, 
resulting in a cohesive set of enterprisewide application and infrastructure services. A critical subset of these 
infrastructure services will target knowledge workers and organizational productivity needs. In the following, 
we address several common client questions regarding KWI. 
 
Q:  What is knowledge worker infrastructure? 
A:  KWI does not refer to a separate or different infrastructure from the rest of the IT portfolio. It is not a stovepipe. 
It is a virtualized view (see Figure 1) into a standard set of resources assembled and configured to meet the needs 
of a specific audience — “knowledge workers” — and to determine how that audience interacts within processes, 
information sources, teams, and communities. KWI is a top-down approach, based on enterprise architecture 
practices and methods that articulate business and information needs. It is inherently services-based, with the goal 
of enabling general-purpose interoperability over an existing infrastructure that is extensible to support new 
technologies and services reflecting user demands over time. It assumes a federated model to enable interaction 
across organizational boundaries (customers, suppliers, and partners). KWI enables the combining of content, 
collaboration, learning, and communications components (and related services) into a contextual interface (e.g., via 
portals) based on the work activities and work style of knowledge workers. 
 
Q:  Is KWI a software-only framework? 
A:  KWI is not just about software. Since KWI is anchored around people, it should also examine provisioning of 
the end-user work environment (e.g., facilities, platforms, unified communications, offline use). To ensure that 
mobile and remote knowledge workers are “connected” to enterprise activities, KWI efforts should include 
virtualization of the user’s workplace across devices (e.g., PDAs), form factors (e.g., tablets), networking 
services (e.g., Wi-Fi, GPRS) and boundaries (e.g., firewalls, NATs). Business and IT decision makers should not 
assume that knowledge workers equate to white-collar workers. “Knowledge work” is no longer defined by job 
title or role but by the need for workers to make better use of information sources through various channels. 
Knowledge workers are all people involved in processes that 
are complex, information-centric, or event-driven and that 
require judgment decisions, often involving team coordination. 
 
Q:  Why is KWI important? 
A:  Knowledge worker applications are everywhere within an 
organization, spanning e-mail, document management, Web 
content management systems, Web conferencing, instant 
messaging, teamware, portals, learning systems, and the 
traditional network file server. For each of these functionally 
specific tools, enterprises have undertaken multiple planning 
efforts and invested in multiple vendors, each with a specific 

META Trend: During 2003, economic 
pressures, tool proliferation, and technology 
overlap will drive enterprises to optimize 
information, collaboration, and learning 
infrastructure to reduce costs and promote 
reuse. By 2005, progressive enterprises will 
formalize strategic planning, architecture, 
standardization, platforms, and support 
structures, resulting in a cohesive knowledge 
worker infrastructure (KWI) portfolio by 2007. 
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future road map that may conflict with enterprise architecture, application development, and infrastructure integration 
efforts over time. Continued organic growth in these tools increases IT complexity and impedes the business agility 
required by organizations to respond to changing external and internal demands. At the same time, decision makers 
involved with market, product, and organizational development strategies are clamoring for solutions to improve 
process efficiencies, effectiveness, and organizational productivity across the enterprise. Although process 
automation efforts address some of these needs, improvement in the services required by knowledge workers 
(including their teams and communities) is needed to tackle the remaining process flows and decision points that 
cannot be automated. These factors are driving organizations to examine a unified KWI. 
 
Q:  Why is KWI an important trend to understand and exploit? 
A:  Technology market domain boundaries are blurring among portal, content, learning, collaboration, and 
communications vendors. All are extending core competencies to cover greater market surface area in the 
face of consolidation trends that put pressure on narrowly defined best-of-breed vendors (see Figure 2). 
Business and technology decision makers must fully comprehend KWI implications for strategic planning 
purposes and for the implementation of necessary organizational changes. Mastering KWI initiatives will 
require establishing cross-functional teams (e.g., voice-data, networking, collaboration, portal, content, 
directory, security). Architects and infrastructure developers must assess how implementations of one 
technology can set the direction for subsequent KWI decisions. A standard on instant messaging (e.g., SIP, 
SIMPLE, XMPP), for instance, sets a direction toward “presence awareness,” which is related to identity 
strategies (e.g., directory, roles, user profiles). It also implements an important building block for IP telephony, 
since some IM servers (e.g., Microsoft) will be SIP (session initiation protocol) servers, providing enhanced 
audio and video services over time. This reinforces our position that KWI is about interoperability, 
extensibility, and the ability to compose and orchestrate knowledge worker services across many different 
types of applications and end-user platforms. 
 
Q:  Isn’t it “smarter” to get this all in one enterprise suite? 
A:  No. First, we do not believe that any single vendor has the modularity and complete set of services to properly 
span portal, content, collaboration, learning, and communications services while enabling orchestration of such 
services for process automation. Attempting to deliver such a suite would result in a monolithic KWI platform with 
inflexible services (e.g., components that are replaceable with third-party partners, integration with other vendor 
“stacks”). More importantly, the approach is technology-centric, without regard to having the proper architecture to 
determine business and information needs. The point is to not simply pick the vendor with the most features. KWI 
is a framework for implementing extensible, federated, and interoperable services that adhere to underlying 
principles of services-orientated architecture (SOA). The goal is not to deliver new functionality (as would happen 
with a suite), but to enable new functionality via virtualization of services that overlay existing investments (e.g.,  
Documentum, IBM, Microsoft, Open Text) and future technologies. 
 
Q:  What is the current status of KWI within Global 2000 organizations? 
A:  KWI efforts are just starting within Global 2000 (G2000) organizations, with pharmaceutical and high-tech 
manufacturing leading the way. By 2004, we believe only 15% of G2000 companies will have developed an 
enterprisewide strategy for pulling together diverse KWI activities. By 2006, 50% of G2000 enterprises will 
have a strategic plan to address KWI needs, growing to 80% in 2008. 
 
Q:  Where do I begin KWI efforts? 
A:  A strategic plan for knowledge worker infrastructure (see Delta 2467) is imperative to properly guide 
architecture, application, infrastructure, and operational management activities. The KWI strategic plan should 
be aligned with enterprise architecture plans (e.g., common requirements vision, conceptual architecture 
principles — see EPAS Delta 160 and Deltas 2022 and 2045). Its purpose is to drive understanding and 
landscaping of KWI issues, as well as dialog, to gain consensus and establish the business case for funding, 
resources, and subsequent projects that involve cross-functional teams. 
 

 
The fundamental goal of knowledge worker infrastructure is not to replace the diverse portal, content, 
collaboration, learning, and communications infrastructures already deployed, but to enable them to 
interoperate and be extended to support changing business and human capital demands. 

Business Impact: Better integration of people, process, and information enables improvement in 
workplace performance and innovation. 

Bottom Line 
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Addendum 
 

 
 

 

Figure 1 — A Logical Knowledge Worker Infrastructure 

Source: META Group 
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Figure 2 — Knowledge Worker Infrastructure Chaos 

Source: META Group 

Various vendors now offer a multitude of products that include portal, content, collaboration, learning, and 
communications services. For example: 

• SAP now offers instant messaging and teamware.  
• Oracle now has its Collaboration Suite, which includes e-mail and Web conferencing.  
• Documentum acquired eRoom, a teamware vendor. 
• Plumtree offers a collaboration server.  
• Vignette has bought its way into the portal (via Epicentric) and collaboration (via Intraspect) spaces. 
• OpenText has also expanded its product line to include MeetingZone, a Web conferencing tool.  
• IBM now offers both virtual classroom and learning management system products.  
• Cisco recently acquired Latitude, maker of an audio/Web conferencing product.  
• Alcatel, Avaya, Nortel, and Siemens are moving toward a unified platform that integrates 

collaboration and communications infrastructures.  
• While all of this is underway, both IBM and Microsoft are launching next-generation KWI platforms 

into the market (IBM with Lotus Workplace and Microsoft with Office System). 


