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Interview by Stephen Ibaraki, FCIPS, LS.P., MVP, DFNPA, CNP

This week, Stephen Ibaraki, FCIPS, |.5.P. has an exclusive interview with noted
Senior Directar, Sean O'Driscoll.

Sean O'Driscoll is the Slobal Senior Director for the MWVP Award Program at
Microsoft Corporation. The Microzoft Most Waluable Professional award
recognizes exceptional technical community leaders who foster the free and
objective exchange of knowledge by actively sharing their real woorld experize
with users and Microsoft. The MWYP amard is the way that Microsoft formally honors
the accomplishments of these individuals for their contributions to community. A=
the lobal Director, Sean is responsible for the worldwide team that identifies,
awards, and engages ower 3500 MWPs spanning owver 90 Microsoft technologies
and in ower 90 countries.

O'Criscoll began his career at Microsoft in 1992 as 3 customer senvice and sales
professional responsible for business development and client relationships. Most
recently, he was responsible for Premier and Professional Senvices sales and
deliveny to Independent Software Wendors in the US. Prior to that, Sean served as
a business development managerwaking with 5% on joint development, co-
maneting and channel development with hMicrosoft.

Before joining Microsaft, O'Criscoll graduated from Pacific University in Forest
Growe, OF (1992 with degreesz in Business and Philosophy. He and his wife Kari,
hawe to daughters, Erin and Lauren.

Driscussion:

: Sean, with your many significant contributions to the industne and ICT
professionals ower 3 sustained and sucocessful career, we thank you for taking the
time to share ywour deep insights, experiences, and wisdom with our audience.

A s my pleasure. I'moreally not sure how significant any of my contributions are
(beyond my daughters), but | cedainly appreciate having this opportunity to talk to
the community through this forum.

Q: Can you describe wour current role?

A | think | hawe the best job at Microsoft, if not in the industry. by title is Global
Crirector for the WP Award Proaram. But let me describe the role a little
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differenthy.

Ewerny day, me all do a lot of things...we buy senvices, we buy consumer dewices,
computers, sofhvare, game consoles, we eat at restaurants, we attend events and
shome, we choose schools — it's an infinite list. Ignaring computing for a moment,
how dovwe choose amongst all the diversity of choice awvailable to us? e do
what most of us have always done; we ask our friends, family members, neighbors,
colleagues, etc — our pesonal "netwod.” e trust our personal netwots — they are
a different kind of expert...pear experts. But, there iz a challenge with mast
personadl nehwode. . they are finite in size, experise and experiences. What if no
ane in my nebvok has experience with what I'm interested in™ Then what™

iell, if wou are reading this, wvou already know the anamer — communities. | like
the analogy of buying a camera as most of us hawve or can relate to the process
historizally. It used to be that the biggest influencer of what | bought was the
retailer...the experttrained behind the counter at my local camera shop. But
today, | bet many of wour readers (if they enter a physical stare at alli know as
much, if not mare than the salesperson before they enter. Let'sface it, our
"netwofs" have exploded in breadth of topics, ease of access, and value of
information. On nearly any topic, | zan find an online community of other users.
I'm na longer bound by my personal nebwodk, but only by what | can search and
find anline.

One thing is true of everny community, what makes it powerful and valuable to all
of us, are its experts; the guruswho answer the questions and share their
knowledge and expertize with those of us asking the questions. Without them, the
community really can't thrive. They are the recognized, exceptional and
accessible community leaders. And itsthe independent, real world experiences
they hawve that make them such a trusted source of information.

I'm often asked to define communities and | think it's common to want to dezeibe
theirscope in specific ways, i.e. communities are Mewmsgroup discussions, or
Farums, or Blags orsome combination of the above. Many people have quite
strong wiews according to their personal preferences. | have sort of the opposite
apinion and in fact rigorously awvoid defining communities in terms of the venues
artechnologies employed to host them. To me, community is armpwherns usars go
to interact and learn with other users and fortunately, in my role, | get to be (in
fact | hawe to be), venue agnostic.

Sa, my job is actually pretty simple and pretty gratitying. by team has
responsibility for looking across the warldwide Microsoft Technizal communities
(Blags, Forums, User Groups, Newsgroups, etc) in order to identify their most
outstanding technical contributors to those communities and quite simply say
"Thank yau."

e call these exceptional individuals Microsoft Most Waluable Professionals. This
ywear, we have awarded just ower 3500 elite community leaders in ower 80
countries spanning owver 90 Mizrosoft technologies.

Q2 What leadership lessons can yourshare that would be of value to business and
IT decision maker=s?

A Thisis a great question and monumental in terms of topics — there's probably a
wall of books written on this topic. That =aid, | think | can keep my anamwer weny
simple — it's about getting the absolute best people. Smart people, creative
people, diverse people, experienced paople, new people — but universally
maotivated and passionate people who beliewe in what they are doing and want to
interact personalby with those affected by what they do — the users. s alzo about
great business and management fundamentals. Great leaders need to hire great
managers, and great managers need to find great leaders. | heard someone say
once that managers are outstanding at answering the questions of what, when,
where, who, ete...and it'sthe leaders job to anamwer the questions of "why That
redlly stuck with me and made me think about the "chemistn of high
performance teams and arganizations. | lowe the topic and | guass that is the
lesson —you need to spend as much time thinking about your people asyou do
eveny other part of wour business.

L “ou have valuable experize about the power of communities. What are the
kinds of zommunities that exist and their purpose™ What are the trends? Why
should businesses care™

A | think today there is a community for nearly eventhing. Mo matter what vou're
an enthusiast for (photography, cooking, travel, music, ete), vou will find
corresponding communities. | think a good stating point an this question is to
examine the motivation for utilizing communities. One myth | often deal with is
that it iz just about support.. technical support. Sure, people often go to
communities for helpfsupport assistance, but it is hardly the onby motivation. | like
to summarize with the following motivational "map™:

1.  Learning — My favarite example of this is about home nebworking. For
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anyone interested in setting up a media center to "digitize" their home,
communities are a8 must-use resource. Read what experts hawe to zay.
Hearwhat other users encountared and discower scenarios yaou may not
hawe thought of.

2. Social &'or business netwoking — Lets face it, the biggest and fastest
growing communities on the net are social netwoks, Beyond that,
communities are a great equalizer. Peaple love finding like minded
peers amavhere in the warld on any topic with whom they can share and
explore ideas (social or business). 've seen this countless times.

3. Helping others — At its core, this iswhat an MWP iz those who quite
simply enjoy sharing and helping others altruistically. The ROl for them™
Satisfaction in a reply badk that says: "thanks, you really helped me"

4. Support— A great source. Now, personally, if samething isn't functioning,
lwill tend to pick up the phone and call forsuppar, but there are
countless scenarios for "how to" or "why does it" ar"has anyone ever
zeen" type questions. Communities are 24:4F, 365 days a year and are in
countless languages around the warld — incradible.

8. Walidation — Input from otherswho hawe gone there fist. | zall this the
case study example, Vitually no one is ever doing something for the first
time —the challenge is finding otherswho hawve walked that same
ground. — | find anline communities are great far this.

G. Information — Like learning abowe, but for me, more general purpose.
Unlimited "consumer reports" if ywou will.

The next layer of this is to think about the actual characteristios of the paticipants
inthe communities. In any community you have a diverse set of padicipants who
can be characterized in a lot of different ways. | like to think of the following
populations:

Ludiers — Only read what others contribute

Questionars — Primarily ask questions and read others' contributions
Questionfanamerers — Ak questions and oceasionally anamer questions
Anamerquestioners — Anawer questions and occasionally ask questions
Anamerars — Almost exclusively anamer quastions

Mok

Same will read this and think this is too simplistic and they are right, but for those
just learning and thirking about communities, | think it's a3 good place to start.
Mluch has been written on thistopic and by mare creative people than me. Far
example, another populationfzegment written about are called "flame warrios" —
wou'll know them we you see them. The sole purpose of the "flame warmrior seems
to be to create chaos in the community, change course on conversations, add
controversy and generally speaking, create hawae, What to do about them™ by
adwice, ignore them. Don't engage (no matter how tempted you may be) —that is
their abjective. lgnored, they tend to go away.

Each ofthe 5 segments abowe could then be examined against the characteristics
of the participant. For example, some paricipants are just plain economical —
they are "takers" They possess the skills, experience, and knowledge to anamer,
but lack the interest, time, or energy to do 50, So, take "questioners" as a starting
paoint on this. Some questioners are inexparienced and are in the community to
learn while athers just come when they nead samething. This is not a criticism, it's
just reality. Often times, a perzon (] fall into this camp) is 3 questionerin one
community, an answerin another, and a ludeer in another. [t in this area that
there are some clear differences between what | would call pure social nehwodes
and technical communities. What | think you would see is the population
distribution (% lukersfquestionarsfananers) changes as communities become mare
social. Thisisn't inherently good or bad, just a by-product of what is motivating
paricipation.

There also different community "wenues" — Newsgroups, anline forums, Blogs,
ki, ete. and an endless list of emerging "features" like RSS, pod casting,
reputation systems and tagging. lwon't go into those here (at least not this time
araund), but most people do develop venue preferences and ower time want to
subscribe to cerain experts andfor content sources that they find repeated value
in or trust. This ¢an be aveny important issue to help you become maore efficient
in how you utilize the community according to your unique interest is.

The last part of this question was "why should business care™ In the end,
communities are a wittwally limitless source of knowledge, experise, experience
and content in addition to prowviding a weny powerful method for peerinteraction —
| think businesses have to care. Businesses, and more importantly the people that
run them, succeed based on the quality of the decizions they make. To me,
communities are a breakthrough in terms of broadening and deepening that
source of inputs for decision making. Beyvond that, communities are more than a
fad; they are changing how people make decisions and who influences those
decisions. Mo matter what business vou are in, there is arwill be a community of
users —you hawve three aptions and anby one real choice: Resist it, ignore it or
embrace it.

2 How can ICT professionals get involved in communities and how can they
make contributions?



A I'd actually give boo simple suggestions here, First of all, give a wisit to

http: o, microsoft. comdcommunities. oo might even want to bookmadk it! This
izthe central page on Microzoft.com which leads the user to technical
communities about Microsoft products — blogs, chats, webeasts, user groups,
forums, newsgroups, ete ou can read a description in more detail about these
communities at: htp o, microsoft. comfcommunities’blst column 943 mspe.
Let's zay you were interested in Microsoft Exchange Sernver. A click into the page
abowe will take ywou to the Exchange community portal at

hitp Sy microsoft. comdexchangefcommunity/default. meps where vou can find
Exchange blogs authored by Microsoft employees and external experts,
information about Exchange user groups, meet Exchange Server MWPs andfor
connect directhy into community discussions about the product.

My second suggestion isto tap into hitp.ffsearch.msn.com and search for"<insert
wour hobby> community”. ou zould use that othersearch engine too, but | like
thiz ane. Wou might check out hitp:Yaroups. msn.com which is 3 destination that
has arganized social communities hosted on MSH. To really undarstand the
powver of communities, | think it is really useful to go explare 3 community on a
topicyou are personally passionate about — and who knows, you just might find
something really cool and interesting. Oddly enough, what really got me into
communities wasn't technology, but cooking — specifically BEQing, around which
| hawve found many great communities | regularly paicipate in.

Q2 What are the rewards for ICT professionals for community involvement?

A The remards simply go back to the motivations. It could be economical for you
—the reward is the answers. It could be risk mitigation on decision making. 1 could
be personal satisfaction from helping others. It could just be a quick ansnwer to a
practical question you are working an right now. With most things, you get out of it
wuhat you put in. with communities, that might not be true — 3 fairly small
investment of time can getyou exponential walue back. It just 0 happens that
most community experts stant as ludeers and questioners and owvertime and in
other communities begin to transform into anamerers. | hope some of vour readers
become anamers in some community, but in the end, the first step isto go tap in.

I'm also sometimes asked, 'how can | become an MWP'? Twouldn't recommend
getting involved in Communities for the purpose of becoming an MWP. In my
mind, awards aren't things to be manufactured in terms of status. It happens as a
by-product of 3 predominant trait coming to the suface — a sincere desire for
helping others. tshould be fairly natural. | don't hawe a great formula to propose
an this, but | think this is the right starting point — sharing ywaur knowledge, skills
and experiences with others.

L ou talked earlier about the MWP award program. As its director, can you
expand on what the program meansto ICT professionals and to communities?

A A= zaid earlier, what makes communities waluable are the experts within them
that =0 willingly share theirknowladge, experiance and insights. Communities
{and their expertsiwould exist without the MWYF award — but the award certainhy
makes it easierto identify many of the outstanding technical leadersin the
industry. our readers can have a look at htp¥mwp.support. microsoft. com/ to see
a directony of MWPs, There's also a great site managed by the MVYPsthemselves

at hitp oo morps. orgd with links to g party meb sites and blogs maintained by

WPz, | hope that after reading this interview, vour readers might take more note
when they see the MWP logo and recognize that the person on the other end has
been recognized by Microsoft for their outstanding technical contributions to the

communities.

2 Wh at traits do MWPs generally have in common™
A | think | can boil this down to three things.

They are independent experts in one or more Microsoft technologies.
They hawe a passion for actively sharing that knowledge and expertize
with others in communities.

2. The community participation motivation for them is the process of
learning, sharing and helping others.

[

Q:What do ywou hope to aecomplish with the program in the future®

A It starks with continuing to run a great program that is true to its roots and
histony. There are some core principals for the Awvard that are part of this.

Fresemre the independent waoice of the MWYPsin the community.

FPresenre the fundamental principals of an award program — awardead far

past contributions for actively sharing technical expertize in anline and

offline communities.

3. Ensure we are identifying and awarding the most deserving global
contributors to protect the quality of the brand and its amardees.

4. Continue to globalize the program and broaden its award competencies

[N
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to ensure its amardees represent the diversity of Microsoft technology and
the warldwide presence and impact of communities.

5. Enhance opporunities for MWPs to netwodwith one another and people
throughout Microsoft in the areasthey are recognized.

G. And most eritically, to presence the award's fundamental purpose of
zaying "Thank “Wou" to these amazing individuals.

7. Continue exploring and learning new community spaces to award
outstanding contributors

Q:Which are wour top recommended resources?

A # iz Communities...communities...and communities. Serioushy, | use an online
community for some purpose literally eveny day, | hope ywour readers will start with
some of the links | included earliar to start their exploring.

Additionally, I'd recommend:

Technet: htp:itechnet microsoft. comfen-usfdefault aspe:

MEDN: htpimsdn2. microsoft. comien-us'default. asps

Q: Provide ywour predictions of future trends and their implicationsfopporunities®

A

Trend 13 Communities

Implicationfopportunities:

In some ways, the implications are the other3 trends below. As | 2aid before, |
think the first key concept to accept is that this is not 3 "fad" — it is not going to
dizappear. The web didn't create the concept of communities orthe need for
them, but it has accelerated them dramatically and made them infinitely more
diseowerable and acoessible. This topic of accessibility is interesting. The relative
anonymity of communities enables people to paticipate in ways they wouldn't
within physical communities. On the whale, | think this is good. Theare is a
prablem side of this too Mtrolls" and "flame warriors"), but on the whale | think the
mare even playing field for thought leadership is good for evenrone. These
communitieswill become ewver mare global in scope and far companies that are
successful in tuning their listening systems to these communities, they will realize
significant efficiencies. Ultimately, the opportunity here is in the "listening." "our
users are going to talk about wou, your products, wour policies, your decisions, your
licensing, ete. with orwithout you, ou really don't get to decide this. More
importantly, vou don't get to contral it —in fact | think there would be an inverse
relationship betmeen your lewel of cantrel and the effort you put in trring to
control communities. To be successful, as a manufacturer or senvice providear ar
wh atewver your business, you hawe to become a paricipant in waur own
communities — not 3 contraller. This is counter intuitive for many organizations,
butin my mind a clear requirement.

Trend 23 Social Hetwotking blends onlinefoffline

Implicationfopportunities:

This is already happening and happening faster ewvery day. What will be
fascinating to see iz what sticks and which hawve suceessful business models. There
are thoze whao historically thought of community in very traditional sociological
mays —wdys that had some physicalioffline construct. Ower the past decade, this
notion has been challenged by the emergence of online communities and the
ability for peaple to develap werny personal relationships online. I'm not talking
about dating services here, but about real person to parson, many to many
connections about issues and topics that are weny "personal” to people. The
anonymity contributed to thiz and without question there are some dangers in this
area we must be extremely wigilant about. The amrival of mobile devices, location
based sarvices and omnipresent broadbandiwireless really change the game for
how people interact with 2ach other. Howward Rheingold has done some great
wotk in this area | think are worth reading for those interested: "Smart Mobs" and
"The Wirtual Community” Online communities can quickly transcend to offline
connections through these devices and services that enable people to find and
connect weny quickly with others they "know® arwho have been "tagged" by
people they know,

Trend 33 Corporate transparency

Implicationfopportunities:

The implications are huge, but again, the trend is pretty clear. This is another
really tough area. I'm sure many employears are nervous about employves


http://technet.microsoft.com/en-us/default.aspx
http://msdn2.microsoft.com/en-us/default.aspx

blagging. At Microsoft, we'we really embraced blogging.. hundreds (if not
thousands) of Microsoft employveas are blogging. They are talking about their
o, about the company, about the technology, ete. Employers will be nenrous
about this openness. They will worny about legal, liability, privacy, intellectual
property, competitor intelligence, ete. Butin the end, | think a choice has to be
made and I'd like to see the choice made from the statement: "Why not be mare
transparent™ ws. "Why be transparent™ Again, the fundamental truth is that users
will talk about you no matterwhat you do, 50 go engage — join the discussion.
Along these lines, one of the most interesting things we've done is Channel @
(hitp:fchanneld. medn. comd. Chede out the readme.td on channel 9 at
hitp:fchanneld. msdn.comdabout. aspx and | think your readers will get an idea of
what | mean about this corparate transparency. The other element of this that |
really like is the opportunity to humanize your company. What most people know
about you is learned from formal communication (web site, documentation, PR,
ete, etc). Thisizn't bad, it's just a3 wery singular and structured way to communicate
that embodies ceftain norms. Transparency gives 3 company 3 new avenue to
persaonalize and transmit something differant about its peaple. Again, take
Microsoft as an example. Think about the kind of communication you expect from
Microsoft, and then go read the Channel 9 readme b, I'd love to hearinitial
reactions.

Trend 4 Consumer empowerment

Implicationfopportunities: We will continue to see a praliferation and
demuocratization of information and aceess to peer experise. Across eveny topic,
language, culture, product, senvice, apinion...In the and, | think this is the critical
change when it comes to businesses today. The consumer will hawve mare
knowledge as part of their decision process than ever befare. Theywill be in the
drivers seat. Thisis a weny differant supply chain than the traditional ane most of
us are used to and it has big implications for how companies organize and go to
maniet. Persanalby, | think this will impact almost eveny industny in dramatic ways
and ifs an exciting time to be part of that evolution.

These trends will also put a lot mare "noise" into the system and we will ebb and
flawy in and oot of information owverlead, but | am more of an economist than a
technologist and the economist in me believes the overall walue equation will go
up dramatically and the "noise," while always present, will get managed to the
fringes.

: Sean, how can we futher connect with you and your ideas™

A Thats a great question...howowould ywou like me to? I'm happy to particip ate
here in your community if wour readers are interested. Perhaps a podeast or chat?
Tou're alsowelcome to share my contact info with your readers — itwould be fun
to read their thoughts on this interview. | know | leam more about communities
everny day, so | certainly welcome amy new insights.

: Sean, we thank you for sharing your time with us and we wish you continued
suceess for the future.

A by pleasure, | lowve to talkto people aboutthistopic and I'm padicularly
interested in the social dynamics and behaviors of communities, s0 perhaps this
razs 3 little different take on the topicthan usual.
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