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Giordano Bruno was quoting Nicholas of Cusa when he said that ‘the universe 
is an infinite sphere, whose centre is everywhere and whose circumference is 
nowhere.’ In light of the virtual social networks that are increasingly shaping 

human relations in the 21st century, this Renaissance representation of the world was 
an uncanny prophecy of things to come. Where exactly are a company’s centre and 
circumference these days? Not an easy question to answer . . .

external online public social networks are a disruptive influence in companies, while 
private social networks and distance collaborative working platforms seem to provide 
them with extensive development opportunities. But not all companies are aware of this!

external public social networks, such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Viadeo (and so many 
others that are impossible to list here) are fashionable outlets for people to express 
themselves, places where people can show off their egos and create their personal brand, 
and are rarely used as a matter of priority by employees to enhance their company’s 
performance. So the people on these sites throw messages in bottles into the sea to so 
called ‘friends’, and you sometimes receive some very interesting responses to your work-
related questions, and some extremely interesting information about issues you are not 
aware of or have not thought about yet.

As far as internal and external private professional social networks are concerned, they are 
clearly company oriented. New collaborative technologies are designed to make everyone 
more efficient, committed, and innovative. While it is not their stated aim, companies that 
invest in these modern tools believe they will help them build up their ‘relational assets’ 
and give them a clear strategic advantage in the markets, thanks to increased interaction 
within the company and between their employees and the world outside. And they have 
been right to take such gambles, as they’ve proved extremely successful!

However, turning a technology into usage does not happen with a click of the fingers. In 
addition to running these networks in a serious, vigilant, and personalized way, companies 
also have to manage collateral, cultural, strategic, organizational, and managerial changes, 
because they need good leaders to overcome difficulties and seize opportunities for 
development. 

And that is where the area of interest that’s particularly important for me—that of corporate 
universities—comes into play. In answer to those who still have difficulty in defining these 
organizations, and who tend to think of them as new look training centres, I’d like to say 
that I view corporate universities as ‘spaces of applied education to put business strategies 
into motion within private and public, commercial and non-commercial organizations, to 
help implement the organization’s strategies in human, economic, financial, technological, 
social and environmental terms.’

These educational organizations—the most advanced corporate universities are places 
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of interchange, transformation, and openness to the world, where ideas are exchanged, 
and knowledge is created and transmitted—are perfectly suited to helping companies 
overcome their fears relating to the increasing influence of social networks or curb their 
over enthusiasm; in any case, the main aim is to help companies significantly benefit from 
them. 

Depending on the company’s businesses and markets, the maturity of the internal 
management, and the intrinsic quality of the company’s dynamic forces, the comprehension, 
apprehension, and support requirements of employees and teams will be different. The 
role played by the university in satisfying these needs won’t be the same either—it will 
depend on how closely the university works with the executive committee.

To explain this, I’ll use the metaphor of a spacecraft, which, as everyone knows, is a 
multifunctional vehicle, whose most important role is to service space stations, and launch 
and repair satellites. This vehicle acts as a shuttle between the earth and space, just as 
an internal university acts as a link between one world and another—between the past 
and the future, a domestic and a globalized economy, and between younger and older 
generations, and so on. Like a spacecraft whose purpose is not to remain in orbit (i.e. to 
replace manned stations and satellites), the purpose of a corporate university is not to 
fulfil the obligations of functional and operational management, but to unite people around 
a culture, manage change, and help transform the organization. A corporate university 
worthy of the name plays a de facto role at the heart of sociological and technological 
transitions when confronted—as is now the case—by virtual social networks that need to 
be explained and managed.  The university has a variety of functions, which range from 
help with defining strategy to the operational implementation of collaborative work, and 
return on experience. In short, the university can deploy an action plan in several stages:

The first stage is the think tank: The university is a space where people are encouraged 
to reflect on and discuss the reasons for using social networks, the issues relating to the 
radical transformations they produce in the company, the risks and nuisances, and the 
important potential for innovation and development resulting from these new technologies. 
The university helps strategists ask the right questions, and the main challenge faced by 
the university is to turn these social networks into educational tools. 

The second stage is an experimental, promotional, and test lab: With the increasing 
importance of external professional networks in employees’ lives, the university creates its 
own internal social networks, in an ambition to turn them into far more powerful, attractive, 
and indispensable tools than those available to the general public.

The university therefore creates virtual communities in parallel with the corporate university, 
which is a good opportunity to lower the high costs of classroom learning. The university 
is in an excellent position to discover the transformations brought about by these new 
communication tools and transmit its findings and discoveries to its management and 
various stakeholders. 

The third stage is the training, education, and exchanges room: The university 
provides a motivating and adapted educational offering—not necessarily a technical one—
to help people use the social networks as efficiently as possible to improve the company’s 
performance (in every aspect, particularly in business).  It also helps people understand 
the strengths and weaknesses of personal branding and realize the full implications of 
the digital traces left by people when they are tempted by improvisation, manipulation, and 
lies. It teaches people to be coherent and in harmony with their real lives.

The fourth stage is the transformation and support centre: The university helps 
managers—primarily members of the executive committee—transform top-down 
behaviours, develop corporate culture, initiate new principles for action and new 
responsibilities (such as curiosity, monitoring, and security), attract talents, and inspire the 
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loyalty of Web 2.0 aficionados. It helps bring the ‘marginality’ back on board, and identify 
good leaders, i.e. those who won’t be stuck in front of their computers all day and who will 
manage to balance time management with being physically available for their teams, and 
who will develop new relations with their clients, prospective clients, and so on. 

The university helps change corporate learning methods to assimilate the new external 
cognitive, psychological, and sociological realities. It contributes to identifying the new 
skills required by the new jobs of this new world, such as knowledge platform manager, 
community manager, facilitator, and so on.

The fifth stage involves return on experience and advice: The university then 
orchestrates the virtual and face-to-face networks, and internal and external networks. It 
helps provide feedback, and to juggle all the opposing ‘versus’ forces: virtual versus face-
to-face, internal versus external, past versus future, tradition versus innovation, ignorance 
versus skill, fear versus pleasure, gadget versus strategic lever, access to information 
through the hierarchical structure versus direct access, and many others, including taking 
pleasure in one’s work while increasing personal and collective efficiency. 

We know that companies can no longer look the other way and pretend that social 
networks do not exist, and now many of them have completely embraced this new 
phenomenon.

We know intuitively that leadership requires new talents and skills, and a different 
relationship with time and space, freedom, safety, responsibility, and enthusiasm. The 
younger generations do not even question the phenomenon: they rarely view their 
colleagues as friends and they are so involved with new technologies they have become 
enslaved by them, and many of them have bought into the myth of planetary communication. 
The ability to access knowledge without an intermediary and communicate freely over the 
Internet during working hours has enthused the young—and the not so young—with the 
exhilarating promise of liberty and autonomy, which is not always compatible with the 
company’s action principles.

We recommend that companies look into the phenomenon of collaborative distance work. 
When faced with a tsunami, only a fool would believe that sandbags could stop the waves! 
So instead of leaving everything to chance, companies should facilitate collaborative 
work through social networks rather than prohibiting their employees from using them. 
They have everything to gain from creating their own social networks—these would be 
more secure than the public networks, because they would be entirely in control, and of 
course they would be more suitable for coping with the requirements for interactivity and 
efficiency than the Intranets. Their corporate image and reputation as employers would 
be greatly enhanced. 

Companies are urged to entrust their university (where they have one) with the mission of 
managing transitions with tact, humanity, responsibility, efficiency, and optimism. 

Let’s hope that, like in the Renaissance, these new perspectives enable us to reinvent 
ourselves and adopt an approach that will reap benefits for all. Let’s hope that this highly 
useful technology won’t infringe upon our fundamental need for contact, discussions, 
interchange, debates, and the enjoyment of social interaction. education is all about 
helping each of us find our rightful place in the world. Corporate education is no exception 
to this most Rousseauist of truths. Long live Émile and long live the good old century of 
enlightenment!  

Annick Renaud-Coulon is a worldwide expert on Corporate 
Universities and Founder of CUCP, the Corporate University 
Community Platform. www.corporateuniversityplatform.com
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