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  283% 
83% 

of knowledge workers* lose or waste time 
each day on document collaboration issues. 

* Adults age 18 or older who are employed full or part 
time, use a computer in their place of employment and 

share any type of computer file with others at their jobs.
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Document collaboration offers big 
opportunities for proDuctivity gains
Collaborating with colleagues on business documents—Microsoft Word files, spreadsheets, 
presentations, and other types of unstructured content—is a fact of everyday life for today’s 
knowledge workers. Digital technology makes documents incredibly easy to change.  
And people do make changes frequently.

The question is, how often do these changes lead to unintended, negative consequences  
for knowledge workers and their organizations? The goals of the Harris Interactive® 
Knowledge Worker Survey were:

 ¢ To understand how frequently the document collaboration practices in use today 
give rise to version management issues

 ¢ To identify and quantify the business and personal productivity consequences  
of these issues

 ¢ To understand how well current productivity tools such as document 
management and file sharing systems mitigate document-related issues

The results of this survey point to a clear opportunity – organizations that take control  
of document collaboration can achieve significant productivity gains.
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executive summary
Ineffective document collaboration issues are pervasive across the United States and the United Kingdom.  
These issues are costly in terms of lost productivity and even lost business; and they are detrimental to morale.  
Surprisingly, existing document management systems and file sharing services do not seem to reduce the  
frequency of document-related issues. 

This report illustrates the effects of document collaboration issues quantified by a Harris Interactive online survey 
of 1,004 knowledge workers1 conducted in the United States and the United Kingdom during August 2012.

The survey results make it clear that organizations should provide their knowledge workers with better document 
collaboration systems—ones that fit the way business teams work and that accomodate simple, everyday tasks.

Version management issues include:

These issues have a greater hit on productivity 
than losing network connectivity or dealing  
with spam.

Although 69% of knowledge workers use a 
document management system or file sharing 
service, these respondents encountered document 
collaboration issues at the same rate, or even  
more frequently.

Other business and personal implications 
include poor business decisions from inaccurate 
information, loss of prestige, loss of clients, 
damage to personal reputation or working 
relationships, and even job loss.

 ¢ Wasting time looking for the right file

 ¢ Manually merging edits from multiple contributors

 ¢ Working on the wrong or outdated document

 ¢ Sending the wrong document to a coworker 
or customer

83%
of knowledge workers lose or waste time
each day on version management issues.

1 Adults age 18 or older who are employed full or part time, 
use a computer in their place of employment and share any type 
of computer file with others at their jobs.
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in tHe neW Digital WorlD, 
most Work still gets Done 
in stanDalone Documents
Organizations have come a long way technologically. They now rely heavily  
on digital documents that change at an ever-increasing pace. Tools from the PC  
to the tablet and smartphone make it easier and easier to add to this digital flow. 
Nevertheless, most knowledge workers manage documents, presentations,  
and spreadsheets the same way they did in the 1990s. 

For example, more than 9 out of 10 (92%) knowledge workers in the  
United States and the United Kingdom conduct document review via email.

More than 

knowledge workers still  
engage in simple document  

collaboration practices

Percentage of knowledge workers 
sharing documents via email

43% 69% 92%

EverOnce per weekOnce a day

9 out of 10 
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outDateD Document 
collaboration practices 
leaD to pervasive issues
These widespread document collaboration behaviors are patterned  
on the computing models of the pre-LAN era. And not surprisingly,  
they lead to a number of version management issues – problems that  
occur as documents pass through many people and many versions. 

Waste time  
looking for a file

Have to manually 
merge changes

Are confused 
which is the right 

document

Work on the wrong 
version

Email the wrong 
version to a boss, 
client or coworker

83%
of knowlege workers lose  
time to versioning issues
every day

47%48%56%57%73%
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existing file-sHaring services 
anD Document management 
systems Do not eliminate 
version management issues

The survey indicates half of United States and United Kingdom knowledge 
workers use a file sharing service2 at their places of work, and over two-fifths 
(44%) use a document management system.3 

Two-thirds (69%) report that they use at least one of the two of these  
systems, while only 31% report that they use neither. 

However, nine in ten knowledge workers who have either a document 
management system (87%) or a file sharing service (90%) experience  
document collaboration issues.

2 A file sharing service distributes or provides access to digitally stored information, such  
as computer programs, multimedia (audio, images and video) or documents. It may run on  
a company’s internal network or be an externally hosted service accessible via the internet.

3 A document management system is a computer system (or set of computer programs) system to 
track and store electronic documents and/or images of paper documents.

88%
of knowlege workers who  
use document management  
or file sharing still experience  
versioning issues
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What’s Wrong with Today’s Document 
Collaboration Systems? 
Systems to help with document collaboration have been 
available for a long time. So we were somewhat surprised 
with the finding that their users still experience document-
related issues at the same rate (in fact, slightly higher) as 
other knowledge workers. When we talked to our customers 
to gain their perspective, we identified two key barriers that 
prevent these systems from being as effective as they could be.

 ¢ Ease of use
Most traditional document management systems are 
large-scale solutions for large-scale problems. Because these 
systems impose strict processes and workflows, people find 
them simply too onerous to use when they are trying to 
solve simple, everyday problems. 
As a result, we see that quite a lot of the companies 
with established document management systems have 
employees across departments “going off the range” to 
hosted file-sharing systems that do not meet enterprise 
requirements for security, comliance, reliability, and more. 

 ¢ Individual control 
How often have you kept a document on your desktop,  
in a file, somewhere in your private collection because  
you were unsure of how it might fare once it left your 
possession? Knowledge workers have a natural tendency  
to “protect” their documents from potential harm  
by maintaining control of the “master.” 

In order to achieve user adoption, a document collaboration 
solution must be able to address both of these barriers.  
The system needs to be user friendly and deliver direct 
benefits that outweigh the cost of using the system. 
Employees have to choose to use the system rather than  
work around it.

The percentage of knowledge workers who experience 
document collaboration issues stays more or less  
the same regardless of whether a file sharing service  
or document management system is in place.

All Knowledge  
Workers

With Document 
Management Systems

With File  
Sharing Services

85% 87% 90%
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Document collaboration 
issues generate real 
business costs
83% of knowledge workers say they lose or waste at least some time each day 
on document collaboration issues. 75% say that they have lost at least some 
productivity, and 82% find them to be somewhat or very frustrating. 

These issues cost organizations more productivity than cost by network 
connectivity issues or dealing with spam.

a greater loss to 
 productivity than 
spam or junk mail.

10% 17% 28% 83%

One hour or more

30 minutes or more

15 minutes or more

Some time

“Approximately how many minutes per day, 
on average, do you lose/ waste due to these 

document-related issues at your job? “
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ineffective Document 
collaboration Has Deeper 
business implications
While the cost of document-related issues in terms of lost productivity is 
huge, knowledge workers in the United States and United Kingdom indicate 
that the business impact does not end there. Beyond productivity losses, 
knowledge workers reported that document versioning issues affect  
their businesses and them as individuals:

 ¢ The business implications included poor decisions, loss  
of prestige, and even the loss of clients

 ¢ Personal implications included a loss of reputation, damage to 
relationships with superiors or co-workers, and even job loss

Another negative result is frustration. In fact, eighty-three percent  
of knowledge workers recognize the frustration of versioning issues.  
That’s higher than scenarios such as: 

 ¢ Not being able to dial-in to a conference  
call or access an online meeting

 ¢ Running out of power on their mobile phones

 ¢ Locking keys in the car or getting a parking ticket

 ¢ Looking for their wallet or purse 

 ¢ Having to work on a weekend

 ¢ Realizing they need to load paper in the printer 

81% 
of knowledge workers have 

found themselves working on 
the wrong version of a file

Other Consequences:

4%Job loss

6%Harming their  
reputation at work

7%Damaging a relationship with 
a boss, coworker or client

13%Making a poor impression on 
a colleague or client

5%Missing a business  
opportunity
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What Business People Can Learn from Developers
by Christopher Seiwald, CEO, Perforce 

At Perforce, we’ve spent years working with some of the world’s  
most innovative companies to prevent collaboration problems in  
highly complex software development environments. Since we store  
and manage our customers’ most valuable intellectual property,  
the developers who use our products take collaboration very seriously. 
And they have insights they can share with business users.  

       Collaboration is not a monolithic process.  
While five people might dig a ditch five times faster than one, you can’t 
get five people to write a poem or a legal brief five times faster. The rules 
of how best to collaborate depend entirely on what you’re trying to 
achieve. A ditch is one thing. A presentation, a report or a spreadsheet 
are all quite different. Software developers have learned to handle this 
diversity. Business people too often take a one-size-fits-all approach to 
document collaboration, and that’s one reason they suffer from so many 
document-related issues.

       Digital assets have a beginning, but they take 
       many different paths from there.
People work best when they know the origin of an asset, its current state, 
and its intended outcome. But most documents don’t follow a single 
flow. Document-related issues crop up because business people tend to 
use collaboration methods—like email or passing around a thumb drive—
that spawn multiple versions of the same document.

Some people think using a network  
drive or a file sharing service like Dropbox 
is sufficient workflow management.  
This might work better than email because 
at least everyone knows that the shared 
directory is the ultimate source for content. However, these systems 
create knowledge gaps in that you just don’t know the history of a 
particular document or how many other versions are out there.  
Software developers know that they need something more.

       Given full visibility into the version history,  
       people actually know how to do the right thing.
With more than 5,500 customers—including the likes of the New York 
Stock Exchange, Salesforce.com and Pixar—we’ve seen first-hand that 
version management is at the core of collaboration. And while we would 
never recommend that these customers work without clear workflow 
processes, they’ve quickly learned how to work together effectively just  
so long as they can always access the right version of a software asset.

The Harris Interactive Knowledge Worker Study illustrates that business 
teams are impacted by many of the same versioning issues that 
plagued developers before improvements were made to software 
version management. It also shows that solving these issues will bring 
tremendous value to business professionals throughout an organization.

1

3

2




