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Abstract: There are many web-based tools like social networks, collaborative writing, or messaging tools that connect 
organizations in accordance with web 2.0 principles. Slack is such a web 2.0 instant messaging tool. As per developer, it 
integrates the entire communication, file-sharing, real-time messaging, digital archiving and search at one place. Usage in 
line with these functionalities would reflect expected appropriation, while other usage would account for unexpected 
appropriation. We explored which factors of web 2.0 tools determine actual usage and how they affect knowledge 
management (KM). Therefore, we investigated the relation between the three influencing factors, proposed tool utility from 
developer side, intended usage of key implementers, and context of application, to the actual usage in terms of knowledge 
activities (generate, acquire, organize, transfer and save knowledge). We conducted episodic interviews with key 
implementers in five different organizational contexts to understand how messaging tools affect KM by analyzing the 
appropriation of features. Slack was implemented with the intention to enable exchange between project teams, connecting 
distributed project members, initiate a community of learners and establish a communication platform. Independent of the 
context, all key implementers agreed on knowledge transfer, organization and saving in accordance with Slack’s proposed 
utility. Moreover, results revealed that a usage intention of internal management does not lead to acquisition of external 
knowledge, and usage intention of networking not to generation of new knowledge. These results suggest that it is not the 
context of application, but the intended usage that mainly affects the tool's efficacy with respect to KM: I.e. intention seems 
to affect tool selection, first, explaining commonalities with respect to knowledge activities (expected appropriation) and, 
subsequently, intention also affects unexpected appropriation beyond the developers’ tool utility. A messaging tool is, hence, 
not only a messaging tool, but it is ‘what you make of it!’ 
 
Keywords: web 2.0 tools, knowledge management, Slack, intended use, knowledge activities 

1. Introduction 
In network organizations employees increasingly communicate and work together through web based tools such 
as social networks, collaborative writing tools, or messaging tools (Wittenbrink 2014). New web 2.0 applications 
are continuously released and are changing teamwork. Slack is an example of such a web based tool building on 
top of the web 2.0 principles (O’Reilly 2007). Its use has significantly increased since its introduction in 2013 and 
its current popularity has finally led to the inclusion in the list of 10 Breakthrough Technologies 2016 of MIT 
Technology Review (Gomes 2016). From the developer side it is promoted as a tool for team communication 
that '[...] brings all your communication together in one place' and enables sharing of files, '[...] real-time 
messaging, archiving and searching' across platforms in an easy to use manner (Slack 2016).  
 
The offered set of functionalities of the instant messenger Slack clearly goes beyond traditional communication 
tools. This is reflected in the document archiving, organization and searching functionalities, which appear 
relevant in the light of knowledge management (KM). Moreover, literature points towards the untypical 
application of such IM tools in KM that extends on the developer’s proposed utility (see Section 2). An important 
factor determining the actual use, thereby, seems to be the intention of a person or group that is responsible 
for implementation, the key implementer(s) (Ajjan et al. 2014).  
 
Proposed utility from developer side, intended use (intention) from the view of the implementer of the software 
and actual use of such a tool in a specific context differs to a certain extent and may influence KM. Therefore, 
the question is, how proposed utility, context of application, intended use and actual use of the software relate 
to each other and to the perspective of KM. For this exploratory study, we drew upon five diverse Slack 
application cases that differ in context-, intended use- and actual use-dimensions in order to analyze these 
dimensions with the framework of knowledge activities (Dennerlein et al. 2016).  
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2. Related work 
Slack is similar to other instant messaging (IM) tools such as Skype, Google Hangouts, ICQ, WhatsApp, Snapchat, 
Facebook Messenger and many more (Anon 2016), but it also includes archiving and searching of content. Open 
source alternatives are Rocket.Chat or Grape. There is only one study addressing Slack itself, which suggests that 
it has the potential to support KM activities. Lin (2016) interviewed 104 developers about their Slack application. 
Results indicate that Slack is mainly applied for team and stakeholder communication, and team collaboration 
(team management, file and code-sharing, development operation notifications, software deployment). Besides, 
Slack provides support for communities of practice or special interest groups. Developers also use bots of Slack 
to support code hosting, monitoring of application build, version control and issue tracking.  
 
Apart from this study, research so far has mainly focused on IM tools and platforms incorporating IM features. 
For example, Nardi et al. (2000) analyzed how IM supports informal, flexible and expressive communication. 
Such tools also motivate unexpected interactions, showing that they extend usage beyond mere exchange of 
information and traditional ways of 'sending signals'. Huang and Yen (2003) interviewed 500 people to find out 
that at the workplace, sharing large amount of information was the most desired feature for IM tools. They are 
used for quick questions and clarifications, coordination and scheduling, organizing impromptu social meetings, 
which is highly relevant in the organizational context (Nardi et. al. 2000). Besides these typical organizational IM 
applications, literature also points towards usage that goes beyond information communication. For example, 
Skype is used as an awareness tool for availability (Joisten 2007) and team building fostering working 
relationships (Cho et al. 2005). To the best of our knowledge, there is only one study analyzing the KM effects 
of IM at the workplace. Ajjan et al. (2014) surveyed 117 knowledge workers about knowledge creation, transfer, 
and retention with the help of IM within organizations. They found a strong relation of continuous use of IM 
with knowledge generation (creation), transfer and saving (retention). 

3. Method 
Due to the scarce literature regarding the role of Slack as well as IMs in KM, we chose an exploratory case study 
approach (Yin 2012) to generate hypotheses about factors influencing impact of such tools on knowledge 
activities. The study design represents a multiple-case study. 

3.1 Object of study 

The instant messenger 'Slack' is the object of our study. According to the developer (Slack 2016), the 'team 
communication software' tool enables searchable, annotated file sharing, organizes messaging in channels and 
direct messages, either public or in private, integrates popular services such as Google Drive and Trello. Slack 
describes its features as follows: users have all tools in one place and the integrations of other tools also 
integrates notifications from different tools centrally in Slack. All files and their content are indexed and archived 
and thus searchable. Native mobile apps are available cross-platform. All these connecting features should 
support team communication and are designed to have an impact on organizational culture and productivity.  

3.2 Sample 

We drew upon five different cases for the exploration of Slack. Even though the pool of possible cases represents 
an ad hoc sample, we paid attention to include different types of contexts of application: 1. project based 
university course (UC), 2. distributed project team for software development (DP), 3. NGO working group (WG), 
4. team in software development company (SC), 5. master degree program community (CC). The first case, is the 
undergraduate university course with 23 members (UC), aiming at teaching Public Relations at a University of 
Applied Sciences. Smaller groups of students conduct training projects, which are commissioned by external 
clients approaching the teacher with specific demands. The second case (DP) is a collaborative software 
development project aiming at developing a text mining software for scientific literature with 12 team members 
of mostly computer science background. They share the roles of developers and advisory board members and 
are all located in different parts of the world. The third case (WG) represents a national branch of a non for profit 
foundation with projects in the area of digital society. The team consists of 8 members and 7 guests, who come 
from different educational backgrounds. The fourth case represents a team of an 80 workers strong software 
development company (SC), which follows an agile, scrum based approach in their projects and motivates 
exchange across teams, interaction and project development. The addressed team consists out of 12 people 
being concerned with Pervasive Computing. Its members come from multidisciplinary backgrounds and share 
an office. This leads to a high level of noise, why IM tools are used for noise reduction. The last case is a new 
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extra occupational master degree program in the area of web communication for organizations. Its community 
(CC) is composed of about 65 people including internal staff, internal and external teachers and students. The 
program is offered at an Austrian University of Applied Sciences and the curriculum aims at self-regulated and 
networked learning, why new forms of communication and administration without lots of bureaucratization 
were searched for.  

 
Figure 1: Screenshot of a Slack team space  

3.3 Analytical framework 

To shed light on the actual benefit of IM tools for KM, we relied on the concept of appropriation as means for 
identification of (un)typical usage as well as on the knowledge activities as analytical framework for KM relevant 
benefits. Appropriation, on the one hand, enables the classification of actual usage into usage patterns that are 
in line with the proposed utility from the developer, i.e. faithful appropriation, and usage patterns that extend 
on those predefined applications, i.e. unfaithful appropriation (Chin et al. 1997). The operative knowledge 
activities (Dennerlein et al. 2016), on the other hand, allow for a fine grained analysis of individual and 
organizational KM related benefits (see Figure 2). In combination, both methods enable us to investigate 
expected and unexpected application of Slack in terms of KM. 

 
Figure 2: Operative knowledge activities - faithful activities framed by dashed line (Dennerlein et al. 2016) 
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3.4 Procedure 

To investigate the cases, interviews were either conducted with team leaders or advocates of the software 
implementation. In this way, the 'insights gain even further value if the participants are key persons in the 
organizations, communities, or small groups being studied' (Yin 2012). We used the episodic interview approach 
(Flick 2000) with refining questions regarding the knowledge activities. These additional questions ensured 
coverage of the tool’s relevance for KM. In using a narrative style, we opted for an open and unconstrained 
elicitation of experiences with Slack. The interview consisted out of four items addressing the context of 
application of the case, the motivation for choosing Slack and the actual application of the tool in every day’s 
working life. 
 
For the analysis of the qualitative data, we chose qualitative content analysis (QCA) according to Mayring (2000). 
Therefore, we transcribed the interviews first literally, then we paraphrased the contents and, subsequently, 
iterated categories discovering structure in the data. In the last step, we deductively classified the information 
on the usage with respect to our analytical framework for KM: i.e. we categorized faithful and unfaithful 
appropriation of Slack with respect to knowledge activities (see analytical framework). 

4. Results 
The range of functionalities announced by Slack builds the ground for the definition of the expected usage of 
the tool. While functionalities such as channel based chat or direct messaging, notifications and integration 
enable knowledge transfer and knowledge organization, the sophisticated search (also querying integrated 
resources) and sharing features enable knowledge saving. Due to the support of these knowledge activities from 
developer side, respective usage reflects faithful appropriation. Knowledge acquisition and generation, on the 
contrary, are not explicitly supported by specific functionalities, but require a creative way of using given 
features, and hence represent unfaithful appropriation (Chin et al. 1997).  
 
Comparing five Slack applications with respect to the knowledge activities provides insights into intended and 
actual usage of the tool with respect to KM: i.e. how the usage of Slack may or may not support the different 
knowledge activities, and hence may be appropriated in accordance to the developer or not.  

4.1 Intended use 

In the case of UC, Slack was introduced to send out notifications and to update users actively instead of having 
to visit the learning management platform Moodle, which was used before. The course aimed at implementing 
and teaching project management within an agile and creative working environment in order to support the 
quick exchange between student project teams: 'I think that you learn Public Relations mostly through reflecting 
what you do and Slack is suitable for that, [...] because it is an intuitive communication software.' (UC) Similarly 
in SC, the background of the implementation was the support of agile project management. There was already 
a software in place, which did not fulfill the needs of the team: 'Before we were using Skype as a tool to 
communicate. I think everyone was a little bit unhappy [...] with the lack of organization in the communication.' 
Skype did not provide a structured approach to communication as well as file sharing and, hence, hindered 
project management: 'every time we needed to check some information, we had to scroll all over the fun, the 
coffee messages, all this was mixed up. [...S]o we didn't have any kind of organization in our discourse.' The DP 
wanted to connect their team members across many countries in order to coordinate their tasks. Besides, they 
were looking for a tool which could integrate other applications they were using. The CC wanted to use Slack in 
order to administrate the study program and connect people related to it. Slack should serve as a virtual house 
where the community members can meet and exchange via a state-of-the-art tool commonly used in potential 
future working environments. It should serve as a one-stop-shop with a variety of possibilities: it should enable 
the documentation of learning processes to collectively build knowledge that is easily retrievable and searchable. 
WG was also aiming at network effects by a non fragmented but still decentralized way of structuring their team 
communication and documenting their communication processes. Slack was also introduced to deal with newly 
emerging project ideas and multiple simultaneous projects and also with downsides of mailing lists.  
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4.2 Actual use - knowledge activities 

4.2.1 Expected appropriation: Transferring, organizing and saving knowledge 

All five cases were leveraging Slack for knowledge transfer. In particular the tool is used for planned (SC, CC, UC), 
but also for spontaneous knowledge transfer (SC, DP, WG, CC). It was seen as a 'metatool that makes it possible 
to synchronize with many other services and automatically displays updated actions.' (CC) SC also uses Slack as 
a central point of communication due to the good opportunities for integration: 'It is integrated with the tools 
that we are already using and if we get notification and information of what our colleagues already did in that 
area then [...] it really helps to perform better.' (SC) In this way, a better coordination between project colleagues 
is reached: 'We have channels for each project and the synchronization of the tasks is much better now.' (SC) As 
well, there are specific channels for knowledge transfer such as the coding dojo channel, which 'is a kind of a 
training place so if somebody learns how to do something it can be shared there' (SC), and a general channel, 
which is connected with other teams of SC. Also in CC the communication between teachers and students takes 
place in channels. 'Course communication that would otherwise happen [...] in a Moodle forum takes place in 
Slack Channels' (CC, UC), which results in a channel for every course. In the case of CC, the online courses do 
have the character of moderated online activities, which are processed asynchronously within Slack channels. 
Right there information is 'discussed, posted, talked about [...] and tasks and other material are posted and 
integrated.' (CC) Besides this rather planned transfer of knowledge, Slack also supports spontaneous exchange 
via one to one communication with other colleagues in a 'steady stream of information' (WG): 'Let's say that I 
have a problem and I don't know how to do something. And I ask, if anybody knows how to do this. So, I expect 
to have an answer from my colleagues.' (SC) The coordination between teachers and staff in CC can also be for 
spontaneous knowledge transfer. Slack transfers a lot of knowledge by these means and replaces email to a 
certain extent (DP, CC, WG): 'Plenty of the emails that we sent before were replaced with Slack communication' 
(SC). The transfer of knowledge in Slack is perceived as (pro)active in comparison to emails (DP): 'It is a very very 
active form of knowledge sharing'. This is based on the observation that some people freely share an update of 
their work related status on a daily basis or post not strictly work related stuff in the 'random' channel, for 
example.  
 
Knowledge is organized with the help of various open and closed channels and integration features in all cases 
leading to an effective identification and structuring of knowledge areas and resources (CC, SC, UC, WG, DP). 
With 'Channels and groups, on the one hand, and organizing files and having an overview about it, on the other 
hand,' (CC) organizing knowledge areas and resources is supported via Slack. It is seen as a 'self organized form 
of communication' in the case of WG where channels evolve gradually. SC organizes projects via the creation of 
respective channels: 'In my team [...], we have different channels. Usually, we have one channel for each of the 
projects. [...] And we also do have a general channel for our team, where things that are related to everyone are 
shared. We also have some more for the administrative stuff [...and] another channel for research, for instance.' 
(SC) However, knowledge organization with Slack is not only limited to the creation of different channels, but 
the means for integration play an essential role for organizing knowledge (SC, DP, UC, WG, CC): 'We were really 
needing some channels and the fact that Slack not only offers that, but also the possibility to integrate with 
other tools like Trello, GitHub, SVN and all these integrations just make sense for development teams.' (SC) The 
organization into channels combined with the opportunities for integration really helps to efficiently access the 
needed information and reduce redundancies (UC, SC): 'Redundancies are almost eliminated now by using the 
tool. [...] We do not have the same file placed all over the place and this is one major advantage. You just go 
[into Slack], if you for example look for a template, and we have a channel for that so we just go there and look 
for it and always access the latest version.' (SC) Besides, Slack helps to identify relevant or needed knowledge, 
follow the progress of a task or project and being aware of dependencies or responsibilities by providing 
notifications for the tool itself and the established integrations (SC, UC, CC): 'More awareness about what the 
other is doing and what is expected from you, because we can synchronize. [W]e have a to-do list, the things 
that are already done, things that are half done. Each time you move a card from one list to another, I get a 
notification. So, I know that my colleague already finished his task. Now I am the one who needs to pick it up 
and do it later.' (SC) This way, Slack includes the identification of knowledge, which is stored elsewhere: 'Because 
Slack is used as a central contact point to summarize knowledge that we have on other channels.' (CC) However, 
this knowledge organization does not follow a formal plan, but emerges in a bottom up, self organizing process 
alongside every day´s work with ease (SC, DP): 'It is funny. We did not decide to create [...] a channel. It just 
happens. We did not start with a formal structure. When we started, we did only have a general channel and 
then others were being created.' (SC)  
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Knowledge saving, i.e. saving, distribution (CC, DP, WG, UC, SC) and updating/syncing (CC, SC) of explicit 
knowledge, is supported via Slack in all cases. With respect to knowledge saving and distribution, SC and WG 
have the feeling that their knowledge and information is stored safely and accessibly in the moment it is needed. 
Hence, the respective downside of Skype got properly addressed by the introduction of Slack (CC): 'Just imagine 
that I read a paper [..a]nd I wanted to share it [...]. I could do that in Skype, but what happens is that the file is 
kind of lost [...] after a while. [...W]ith Slack, we know where the file is, because [..] I read it in the research 
channel so I can look for it there. And we can also have a list of files that were uploaded. So, it is easily found. In 
the end it's less work and I do not have to send an email to everyone and send the file attached.' (SC)  
 
The extensive search features that even query uploaded or linked contents of integrated tools (e.g. Google Docs) 
by indexing, further help the team or new members to quickly find the needed information to accomplish the 
current work task. (SC, WG) One advocate even put it like that: 'The tool certainly enables to save knowledge, 
even though the possibility to simply (re)access knowledge is even more interesting.' (CC) Sometimes it is also 
important to generate reports or extract lessons learned out of projects and respective conversations. (SC) Slack 
simplifies this process by easy accessibility and export of information, which demonstrates its capability to 
meaningfully save knowledge: 'Yes for sure. We keep track of all our messages. [E]verything is there so we can 
in the end have a log of all the major events in each one of the channels that are related to projects. [...W]e 
share our own personal opinions in these channels, you kind of can grab this log file and [...] have the lessons 
learned immediately [...and] create a final report for a project for instance.' (SC) Slack is hence seen to 'enable 
decentralized communication streams while still nicely documenting everything.' (DP) Finally, it helps SC 
synching knowledge across platforms and operating systems: 'I am using Windows, but I also use Slack in my 
iPad and in my iPhone.'  

4.2.2 Unexpected appropriation: Acquiring and generating knowledge 

Acquiring knowledge is only partly supported by Slack. In three cases (UC, SC, DP) the acquisition of external 
knowledge is seen as not supported as it was not desired. In SC, no external partner is involved in Slack, instead 
it is only used within the organization. The project based university course did only include external stakeholders 
that commissioned the project (UC) to keep them up to date about the progress. In the two other cases (CC, 
WG), however, the acquisition of external knowledge was seen as sufficiently supported by the integration of 
external materials and the easy way to communicate with external people. With respect to WG, one way of 
getting outside knowledge in is through the integrations, either through embedding links, which are displayed 
with a short preview or through integrating Twitter streams as well as including people as guests in specific 
channels. Slack is seen to support knowledge acquisition because 'we shared and exchanged content [via Slack]: 
[internal AND external] university teachers and students strongly communicated and disclosed information, 
which was adopted by others.' (CC) So, there is an ongoing acquisition of knowledge between organization 
external and internal members within the frame of courses. Both cases confirm each other in pointing towards 
the ease of knowledge acquisition through Slack: 'it can happen because you can easily communicate online' 
(CC) and 'getting outside knowledge in is made really easy.' (WG) Integrating external stakeholders opens up 
possibilities for knowledge acquisition, for example, via inviting motivated people to a hackathon (WG). This 
inclusion of externals in the communication builds trust and helps to bind them closer to the 
organization/community as well. 
 
Opinions concerning the support of generating knowledge were twofold, again. Only three cases (SC, UC, DP) 
agreed with the creation of new knowledge. Generating knowledge basically happens via discussing and arguing 
within Slack’s channels in SC. Respective knowledge such as a new design idea emerges in one channel, which is 
followed by the establishment of structures that allow for evolving the idea giving space to knowledge 
generation in this way: 'Just imagine that we start to discuss something in the general channel and [...] we 
exchange some messages about it. [...S]omebody has an idea ‘let's have this project... let's go forward with this 
idea.’ And then we just switch [...] to create a different channel and [...] move this conversation [...]. So, in the 
end we kind of also organize the different channels. They appear spontaneously, so it is not necessary that in 
the end it is a formal project. But they appear from a conversation and then everyone can go there and we start 
to organize that communication with that subject with the persons that are interested. [...I]t happens bottom 
up.' (SC) Knowledge generation, hence, is not bound to a specific place in Slack, but specific channels are 
established especially for building new knowledge such as the research channel (SC). In case of the integration 
of GitHub, Trello and similar tools the generation of knowledge during problem solving is related to coding, as 
well, and knowledge is created during code sprints (DP, SC): 'Once you have such a small sprint, you can sprint 
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collaboratively, let´s do code sprint for 5 hours.' (DP) SC understands the problem-based generation of 
knowledge as an informal learning process: e.g. problems that arise during coding will be directly addressed in 
Slack in order to timely continue solving the task. It is almost expected that Slack is used by 'creative companies' 
as well as in bigger companies in order to promote 'creative project management' and innovative processes (UC). 
On the contrary, WG and CC rather see Slack focusing on communication and networking: 'There isn't really 
much generation of knowledge, it´s more about the exchange.' (WG) In addition, 'a good part of communications 
in the Slack space after all takes part in closed channels or is transferred to Facebook groups' (CC) which hinders 
the free exchange and respective creation of knowledge.  

5. Discussion  
This paper sheds light on factors influencing the implementation of web 2.0 tools for KM purposes. The analysis 
revealed that the intention of key implementers may be reduced to two groups in our sample: while UC, SC & 
DP had the intention to manage projects, CC & WG were more driven by the wish for networking and community 
building. When it came to actual usage, results differed for faithful and unfaithful appropriation: While we found 
evidence for Slack supporting all knowledge activities, support was stated to be different by the two groups of 
usage intention. Saving, organizing and transferring knowledge representing the faithful appropriation were 
embraced by all cases. These three knowledge activities, take place regardless of whether the aim is internal 
management or networking. However, there was ambivalent support for generating and acquiring knowledge, 
which differed according to usage intention of key implementers and reflect the unfaithful appropriation.  
 
These results point to the importance of the intention of the key implementers. First, intention seems to 
influence tool selection: when choosing a tool supporting KM related goals, the purpose of the tool as per 
developer is taken into account and related to their own intention. In both groups, the project management and 
the networking group, knowledge organization, transfer and saving are essential means for effective KM. This is 
reflected in the faithful appropriation of these knowledge activities by both groups. For example, spontaneous 
communication was seen as supported in all cases. Second, the intentions affect actual usage of the tool beyond 
its offered purpose: elements of intention not covered within the purpose per developer resulted in unfaithful 
appropriation. While the intention to manage projects required generating knowledge to solve emerging 
problems, intention to network asked for acquiring knowledge and binding the people more closely to the 
community. For example, unfaithful appropriation of Slack was represented in the creation of structures for 
generating knowledge during project management and the integration of social media groups and streams for 
acquiring knowledge. Only the context seemed to play a minor role with respect to KM related benefits of tool 
integration. The diverse contexts of application might affect the appropriation of Slack via the intention of the 
key implementers: SC and DP, are software development organizations and share a similar intention of receiving 
support of agile project management. In conclusion, we assume that the context of application only provides 
the frame of possibilities whereas the intention of usage is the actual key to the KM related benefits of a tool 
implementation. 
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