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The old world of collaboration—desktops, 
wired network connections, virtual private 
networks, and clunky software—has given 
way to a new world of collaboration. Today’s 
generation of mobile devices, wireless 
technologies, and cloud capabilities has 
had an inexorable and fundamental impact 
on how people work together and share 
information. Collaboration is now device- and 
network-agnostic. It’s not just about being 
able to work anywhere and anytime, it’s 
about being able to connect to any document 
at any time. 

To accommodate the business and ensure 
productivity, IT must bridge the gap between 
the old and new worlds of collaboration. 
IT needs to rethink how it fulfills workers’ 
collaborative needs across all departments, 
especially in terms of document sharing, 

The New World of 
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document management, and workflow. In 
this new hyper-individualized world, each 
worker and department has individual 
needs. The one-size-fits-all model simply 
doesn’t suffice anymore.

Some things about collaboration 
haven’t changed in the new world. Each 
process invariably involves a sequence 
of submission, response, revision, and 
approval, after which the document 
moves into another, different sequence, 
frequently characterized by different 
players and higher levels of complexity 
in the collaboration (imagine a legal 
document that moves from paralegal to 
attorney to client). Any industry awash 
in documents—financial services, 
construction, media, retail, and more—
deals with these issues daily.



Changing Expectations 

Bridging the gap is not just a question of 
imposing new technology for technology’s 
sake. For perhaps the first time in the 
history of corporate computing, employees 
are demanding access to the latest 
technological capabilities. Their exposure 
to new ways of communicating in their 
personal lives has fueled their desire for 
simpler communication and collaboration 
in their working lives. Their exposure to a 
wide variety of innovative mobile devices 
(camera-enabled smartphones, wireless-
enabled tablets) and similarly wide variety 
of back-end storage capabilities 
(characterized by the cloud) has changed 
their expectations regarding their ability to 
upload, download, share, and communicate. 
Employees expect the same levels of 
simplicity and transparency when it comes 
to work collaboration and its associated 
business processes.

This desire manifests itself in a number 
of ways. It creates a modern matrix of 
collaboration that may go beyond what IT 
is accustomed to providing. At the 
foundation of this matrix sits the traditional 
workflow: Users need to be able to share 
and distribute files. 

After that, it becomes more complex. 
Employees need to share different kinds of 
files with different clusters of people. They 
need the flexibility to share files beyond 
just co-workers on similar networks; they 
need to communicate with customers, 
partners, suppliers, and others. Nor are 
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they solely sending email or documents 
anymore. Rather, they’re exchanging large 
files (blueprints, presentations, graphics) 
that have in the past been known to choke 
network bandwidth. Because work takes 
place more often in nontraditional places, 
they need to exchange files no matter where 
they are—in the office or on the road. 

At the same time, working outside the 
traditional office mean users are likely to be 
collaborating on a network that IT doesn’t 
necessarily control. In managing these 
demands and expectations, it’s important 
to remember one other facet of work that 
hasn’t changed: IT’s responsibility to make 
sure files and data are stored and protected. 
That brings up security issues. Employees 
need to share data with any colleague, 
assuming they’re authorized to share it and 
the recipient is authorized to receive it, 
and they need to do it securely. Given the 
way business has accelerated in this global 
world, they need to do it reliably in real 
time. Telling someone that you will send 
them the file when you get back in the office 
simply slows down business productivity.

This creates a new set of challenges 
and expectations for IT, and forces IT 
departments to become more user-centric 
in their thinking. To accommodate these 
associated needs—large files, real time—
IT must be able to set up centralized 
storage quickly. It must be able to provide 
security for documents, as well as backup 
and disaster recovery. And to comply with 
governance issues, IT must be able to audit 
who uploads and downloads documents. 

What a State-of-the-Art File 
Collaboration System Looks Like

What should IT be looking at to serve the 
needs of employees and provide a state-of-
the-art collaboration system? First, it should 
stop thinking about the point solutions that 
have traditionally been deployed and start 
considering a system that encompasses 
multiple aspects of collaboration—version 
control, commenting, workflow—in a single 
application. Here’s a look at key features, 
and some of the companies that are taking 
advantage of those features using Box’s file 
collaboration app. 



USB-drive and FTP replacement. A great 
example of a point solution: applications 
using file transfer protocol. It’s designed 
to do one thing—transfer large files—and it 
does it well. But each FTP application is a 
little different, which may work fine when 
it’s only used internally, but enterprises 
can’t afford to ask each partner, supplier, 
and customer to accommodate their chosen 
FTP application. A state-of-the-art system 
masks the idiosyncrasies of FTP.

The construction division of the Aéropostale 
retail chain faced multiple issues with its 
FTP hosting service, especially for its IT 
administrators. According to Rob Ruscher, 
director of construction, both folder and 
user management were difficult, and users 
faced restrictions on creating new content, 
because of fees imposed when the group 
exceeded 50 folders. At the same time, 
users found it difficult to download and 
share important files: job site photos, 
plans, installation guides, and others. Even 
the FTP site itself was slow and unstable. 
Working with contractors in the bid process, 
the chain sometimes had to rely on mailing 
thumb drives via the postal service, 
slowing down the bid process and 
complicating recordkeeping. 

By adopting a state-of-the-art collaboration 
system, Aéropostale’s construction group 
saves its IT department roughly 1.5 hours 
per week in folder and file management 
alone, amounting to hundreds of dollars 
per month from just that one department. 
Aéropostale also saves hundreds of dollars 
per year per store, and has simplified the 
collaboration process significantly—enough 
to speed up its international expansion.

Project collaboration. One of the most 
prevalent obstacles to collaboration is 
having a single source of truth. Email is still 
the predominant tool for collaboration but is 
terrible for keeping everyone on the same 
page and for sharing large files. Employees 
are exchanging documents that are larger 
than ever. And in certain industries like 
architecture, engineering and construction, 
employees are exchanging specs that 
may not have been digitized in the past, 
but increasingly are being managed on 
computers and networks. 
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What Box Offers

Box provides the kind of state-
of-the-art collaboration platform 
from which enterprises can 
reap a wide variety of benefits. 
As an enterprise solution, it 
replaces departmental efficiency 
with enterprise efficiency, from 
site-specific work to global 
applicability. Unlike other 
competing options, it’s built 
on open standards rather than 
proprietary protocols that make 
it difficult to share data among 
heterogeneous systems. It shifts 
enterprises from a mindset 
of cost efficiency to one of 
productivity. More than 200,000 
businesses rely on Box. 

At the same time, Box 
accommodates all the new 
trends IT faces—the demand 
for collaboration across 
multiple devices and networks; 
the demand for increased 
productivity; and the requirement 
for application reliability, security, 
and auditability—in a package 
that users love and IT trusts. 

But unlike most enterprise 
applications, Box’s capabilities are 
easy to assess. All IT has to do 
is sign up for an account and run 
a small pilot project. From there, 
it’s remarkably simple to devise 
a plan that helps any enterprise 
ratchet up its employees’ ability 
to collaborate anytime, anywhere. 

For more information, visit box.com



Thus, a state-of-the-art system must have 
the capability to remove limitations on file 
size. At the same time, enterprises must be 
able to apply the same security and audit 
capabilities to these files to ensure the 
protection of intellectual property and the 
ability to audit who accessed it. 

The University of Michigan faced multiple 
collaboration challenges. Its projects 
involve collaboration among faculty, among 
students, and between both groups. Each 
group needed to exchange files (though 
sometimes the challenge was as simple as 
sharing calendars). Administrators, too, had 
workflow-based processes. Magnifying the 
challenges was the fact that today’s students 
arrive on campus with an average of three to 
five mobile devices, expecting to be able to 
access information securely from any device 
at any time. University IT administrators 
also needed to protect institutional 
information, while still providing cloud-based 
storage and collaboration capabilities. 

The switch from locally maintained solutions 
to a university-wide file-sharing and 
collaboration solution brought multiple 
advantages. “We’re seeking to build a 
collaborative environment that is easy for 
researchers, students, and staff to use 
in their interdisciplinary work and that 
enables faster innovation,” says CIO Laura 
Patterson. For example, researchers can 
share data securely with colleagues around 
the world. Even more important regarding 
file sizes, departments such as kinesiology 
routinely share large 3D video files for easy 
collaboration. 

Management and complete visibility. 
Another activity that’s frequently assigned to 
a single application: document and content 
management. As the speed of business picks 
up, these facets grow in importance. What’s 

the most recent version? Who checked it 
out? With whom did they share it? Document 
management encompasses much more 
than just version control; it also relates 
to being able to forensically determine 
when someone might have downloaded or 
disseminated data inappropriately. IT needs 
to be able to audit these activities in case of 
problems later. 

Document management was a key 
requirement for data center provider 
Equinix. CIO Brian Lillie was able to give 
document access to more than 2,000 users 
of mobile devices, running both iOS and 
Android operating systems. Lillie was also 
able to provide secure collaboration beyond 
the boundaries of the enterprise, supplying 
secure links to files and by limiting access 
with features like view-only. 

The Payoff: Productivity Gains

Deploying such a tool for collaboration 
affects both the business and the IT 
department. For the latter, the value comes 
from the ability to consolidate multiple 
applications into a single service. That 
reduces a variety of costs—purchasing, 
licensing, training—but also frees up IT staff 
resources because they need only manage 
a single collaborative application rather than 
multiple point solutions. 

Even more important is the value the 
business derives. Studies have shown 
that the ability to shave time off 
communication, as well as to increase 
turnaround of workflow documents, can 
reduce product development time by 25%, 
or more than one day a week. That’s a 
significant improvement compared with 
companies that are still dealing with FTP 
and overnight delivery.

But perhaps just as important to 
speed is the ability to reduce friction 
in communications and get everyone 
aligned across the business. All other 
issues being equal, partners, suppliers, 
and customers will prefer enterprises that 
make communication and collaboration 
as transparent as possible. In a world too 
full of workarounds, that’s a competitive 
advantage. 
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“To accommodate the business 
and ensure productivity, IT 
must bridge the gap between 
the old and new worlds of 
collaboration.” 


