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ABSTRACT 
Finding the right person to ask for help is a difficult task 
within a large enterprise. While there are a few studies de-
tailing practices for finding an expert often in the context of 
an expertise locator system, there are fewer studies on 
workplace practices and challenges for finding a person 
who can help, especially independent of any particular 
technology. We conducted a two-part study of helper-
finding activities with 36 enterprise workers, representing 
different job roles and levels of experience. First, we pre-
sent a taxonomy of workplace helper-finding needs that 
involves tasks, topics, and helper selection criteria, devel-
oped by analyzing two weeks of participant diaries describ-
ing helper-finding problems. Second, we present the results 
of follow-up interviews with each participant, focusing on 
helper-finding challenges in the workplace. Finally, we 
present design implications for systems aimed at supporting 
helper-finding in the workplace.  

Author Keywords 
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ACM Classification Keywords 
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Group and Organization Interfaces.  

General Terms 
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INTRODUCTION 
Better person-to-person contact and communication help 
improve productivity of an organization [4,5,12,27]. While 
it may be feasible for employees in a small organization to 
easily find each other for help, this becomes more difficult 
in larger organizations [8]. Employees may have to rely 
increasingly on the help of well-connected individuals [19], 
weak ties [13], and strangers through online systems [6]. If 
we are to support enterprise employees in finding help from 
colleagues, we need to understand the nature of helper-
finding in their jobs and the problems they typically face. 

In this paper, we argue that prior literature on expertise lo-
cation has focused on a narrower set of problems than exist 
in modern workplaces, and a new, broader definition of 
helper-finding is needed. Typically in the literature, an ex-
pert is defined narrowly as a person who has a measurable 
high level of domain knowledge and skills (e.g., see [1,9]). 
Based on empirical evidence, we define helper-finding to 
involve more factors about the person sought and the prob-
lem at hand. For example, a helper’s accessibility may be 
more important than expertise if there will be a need to con-
tact the person more than once. One’s task—for example, 
an interest in collaborating—can affect the person sought—
for example, someone who has the time and interest to col-
laborate for longer. A primary goal of this research is em-
pirically determining the key factors involved in helper-
finding in the workplace. As we articulate later in this pa-
per, expert-finding is a subset of helper-finding, but it does 
not cover many of the relevant scenarios in which someone 
is looking for a person who may not be an expert. 

While there are a few studies detailing practices for finding 
an expert [19] often in the context of an expertise locator 
system [9,16,25], there are fewer studies on workplace 
practices and challenges for finding a person who can help, 
especially independent of any particular technology. Cur-
rent tools that are designed for expert-finding may not ful-
fill the requirements of helper-finding. Without an under-
standing of helper-finding needs and challenges, it is diffi-
cult to design and develop technologies that can directly 
address such needs. We thus conducted a study to explore 
the helper-finding needs within a large enterprise. Our 
study was driven by the following research questions: 

1. What types of helper-finding situations do enterprise 
workers encounter (i.e., what workplace tasks and top-
ics involve helper-finding)? 

2. How do people find and select the right person to ask 
for help in the workplace? 

3. What challenges do workers face when seeking the 
right colleague to ask for help? 

To address these questions we conducted a two-part study 
with 36 employees of a large enterprise in diverse job roles. 
In the first part of the study, we asked the participants to 
keep daily diaries of their work-related helper-finding needs 
over the course of two weeks. In the second part of the 
study, we conducted 30-minute, semi-structured interviews 
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with each participant to go over the diaries and ask about 
his or her helper-finding experiences. 

The major contribution of this work is an empirically de-
rived taxonomy of workplace helper-finding needs that in-
volves tasks, topics, and helper selection criteria. We dis-
cuss how the combination of tasks, topics, and selection 
criteria is rarely considered together in tools, indicating that 
this conceptualization of helper-finding is novel and not 
obvious. Our study also shows that helper-finding tools 
were not effective for our participants. We discuss how 
helper-finding tools can be more effective if designed to 
consider tasks, topics, and selection criteria. A second con-
tribution of this work is to identify a series of helper-finding 
challenges in an enterprise and suggest areas for possible 
design interventions. These contributions are of particular 
salience to those who design and evaluate technologies that 
support helper-finding in the workplace. We articulate spe-
cific directions for future design of helper-finding systems 
and provide a taxonomy of helper-finding query character-
istics that can be used during a system evaluation to gener-
ate tasks that provide better coverage of typical queries. 

We begin by presenting related work on how employees 
find help from others in the workplace. We then discuss our 
methods and give an overview of the diary and interview 
findings. Finally, we discuss our findings in the context of 
previous work and present implications for design. 

RELATED WORK 
First, we review the history of knowledge management sys-
tems in the organization, highlighting the shift in focus 
from finding an answer to a question, to finding an expert 
who can answer a question, to finding an appropriate person 
(not necessarily an expert) who is willing to help. Second, 
we discuss how our work relates to previous CSCW litera-
ture, highlighting how it contributes to our understanding of 
help-finding in the workplace. 

From Knowledge Management to Expert-Finding 
One approach to getting answers comes from research on 
knowledge management, which emphasizes the importance 
of people over stored repositories as sources of information 
[7]. The literature on knowledge management has identified 
successful knowledge transfer as a competitive advantage 
for an organization (e.g. [5,27]).  However, knowledge 
transfer presents challenges due to the tacit and ambiguous 
nature of knowledge. For example, Allen [4] conducted a 
long-term ethnographic study examining the role of 
knowledge transfer in an engineering firm, finding distinct 
benefits to increased communication between project teams 
and disparate parts of the organization, but also showing 
that not all groups achieved this level of communication.  

Research on CSCW and MIS have created a number of 
systems to help address the knowledge management needs 
of organizations. Early work focused on ways of organizing 
information in the workplace to make it easier for people to 
find what they need [3]. However, this approach soon gar-

nered criticism due to the frequently static nature of such 
knowledge bases. The recognition that knowledge in an 
organization frequently resides with individuals [7, 15] led 
to a shift towards expertise sharing systems [1]. Some of 
these systems allowed users to post a question to a 
knowledge community where they would get a short answer 
[2]. Unfortunately, these systems have not been widely 
adopted in the workplace, largely due to organizational, 
cultural, and work barriers [18]. Instead, recent studies are 
pointing to new technologies for knowledge sharing such as 
forums [6], instant messaging [26], Q&A sites [17], and 
internal social networking sites [24]. Though these systems 
help users find quick answers, finding a person to help with 
something other than an isolated query remains an open 
problem. Today, employees find helpers in largely the same 
way they did in McDonald and Ackerman’s 1996 ethno-
graphic study, which showed that the primary strategy was 
to go through well-connected colleagues who they called 
expertise concierges [19].  

In response to the early systems which allowed experts to 
self-identify (or “pull” questions to answer), Reichling and 
Veith [20] proposed that systems enable help-seekers 
“push” their questions to qualified experts. The emphasis 
on “pushing” questions is also followed in research on ex-
pertise location or recommender systems that provides a list 
of matched experts to a given inquiry. The information used 
to generate the list varies by system, including text analysis 
of documents and email [22], social connections [9], and 
analysis of a code base [26]. In all of these cases, the user 
relies on the system to recommend a list of experts, so that 
s/he can select one or more to contact. A major goal of the-
se systems is to help the information seeker establish the 
credibility and authority of the suggested experts [1,9]. 
However, as we argue in the next section, this focus on ex-
pertise does not capture the variety of contexts that lead 
employees to search for a person who can help them. 

From Expert-Finding to Helper-Finding 
Prior research on expertise location in the enterprise has 
demonstrated that finding help, which involves several fac-
tors, is more nuanced than simply finding expertise. For 
example, the relationship (or lack of relationship) to a po-
tential expert [21] and the strength of the relationship 
[13,17,22] influences the types of queries the expert re-
ceive. Seekers also consider many contextual factors, such 
as location and accessibility [29]. However, prior studies 
have not systematically explore the various factors involved 
in help-finding. 

A focus on expertise also marginalizes certain help-finding 
needs such as the valuable work of administrative assis-
tants, who rarely refer to their work as finding an expert 
[11]. Also, empirical work has shown that actionable 
knowledge (knowledge that can progress a current project) 
focuses not only on receiving a specific answer, but also on 
grooming strong-tie trusting relationships with information 
providers and on the co-construction of knowledge [7]. 



 

Cross and Sproull [7] found that these collaborations that 
can occur both inside and outside of an organizational unit 
and rarely included organizationally designated “experts.”  

To summarize, the terms “expertise location” and “expert 
finding” are too narrow to explain how workers actually 
look for help: primary factors other than expertise are con-
sidered, workers frequently do not describe what they do as 
finding an expert, and the person most helpful in construct-
ing actionable knowledge is frequently not somebody iden-
tified by the organization as an authority or expert. Rather 
than broadening the definition of expert-finding—which 
could lead to confusion as to which definition is being 
used—we propose that expert-finding is just one type of a 
larger class of helper-finding problems. In this work, we 
investigate the diverse helper-finding problems faced by 
workers in one organization and discuss which are not well-
supported by existing systems. Through this process, we 
hope to influence the design and evaluation of new helper-
finding systems that more accurately reflect the variety of 
helper-finding tasks that occur in the workplace. 

Tool-Centric Taxonomies Related to Helper-Finding 
In our work, we develop a taxonomy of helper-finding sce-
narios. A number of studies have examined queries entered 
by employees into a particular organizational tool, such an 
expertise recommender system [10], a social Q&A tool 
[27], or a microblogging system [25]. These papers have 
resulted in tool-centric taxonomies of questions. Our study, 
on the other hand, takes a tool-agnostic approach in exam-
ining helper-finding needs. For example, Ehrlich and Shami 
[10] examined queries workers entered into an expertise 
recommender system and found four main types: ones seek-
ing (1) a quick answer, (2) a longer discussion with an ex-
pert, (3) a general awareness of a topic, and (4) an appro-
priate person with whom to share some useful bit of infor-
mation. Thom-Santelli et al. [25] examined questions post-

ed through the status message on an internal company so-
cial networking site to identify seven types and nine topics 
of questions posed. However, requests entered through spe-
cific tools bias the requests to those the system can support. 
In contrast, our work focuses on investigating workplace 
helper-finding independent of any particular tool, thus ex-
ploring a fuller range of scenarios. Our goal is to provide a 
general taxonomy that captures helper-finding needs inde-
pendent of tool use to identify issues that current systems 
may have failed to address. Unlike work which focuses on a 
broad organizational perspectives of why knowledge man-
agement systems succeed or fail (e.g., [18]), we focus on 
articulating the specific helper-finding tasks that may cur-
rently be left out of supporting software and provide specif-
ic suggestions for how these gaps may be addressed 
through design.  

METHOD 
Our goal was to learn why and how participants sought 
colleagues for help in their jobs, and what challenges they 
faced. Here we describe our 36 participants, diary study 
method, and follow-up interviews.  

Participants 
Our study included 36 participants, all employees of a 
large, international company. Their professions included a 
variety of roles within the organization: research scientist 
(10 participants), manager (8), business/executive (5), engi-
neer (3), administrative assistant (3), communications (2), 
HR (2), administrative staff (2), sales (1), and user experi-
ence (1). The “research scientist” job role included partici-
pants from multiple domains: Physics (2), Chemistry (1), 
Health Science (1), Computer Science (3), and HCI (3). We 
recruited for a wide variety of time working at the compa-
ny, from 1 month to 30 years (M=11.8 years, SD=10.6 
years). Since this was an exploratory study, our goal was to 
represent various levels of experience within the company 
and as many job roles as possible. Thus, we selectively re-
cruited people whom we knew in each role and asked them 
to point us to others in that job role. To recruit participants 
who we may not have otherwise reached through our per-
sonal contacts, we also set up an information table outside 
the cafeteria. Overall, 26 were recruited through personal 
contacts (i.e., snowball sampling) and 10 at the information 
table. 

Our participant population represents one potential limita-
tion of this study. Since all participants were from the same 
company, our results may be skewed by the unique proper-
ties of that organization, including the nature of its business 
and organizational culture. However, the diverse nature of 
our participants’ job roles may have helped to mitigate this 
limitation. We discuss the implications of our sample in the 
last sections of the paper. 

Helper-Finding Systems at the Study Organization 
Within the study organization, a number of helper-finding 
systems exist. The company has a corporate directory that 
includes basic information about employees: their name,  

Figure 1. A sample paper diary as presented to participants. 
 



 

job title, organization, reporting structure, location, and 
contact information. This directory serves as the basis for 
four separate helper-finding systems. To use all of these 
systems, employees could enter keywords and receive a list 
of people who match the keywords. (1) Faces is a research 
prototype that quickly searches the basic directory infor-
mation. (2) Profiles1 is a commercial corporate directory 
product enhanced with social features like tagging, friend-
ing, and microblogging. In addition to directory infor-
mation, Profiles searches considered tags to return one or 
more names that match a query. (3) SmallBlue Find [16] is 
a state-of-the-art expertise recommender system and re-
search prototype. In addition to directory information, 
SmallBlue Find searches consider public information within 
the company’s intranet, such as forum posts, publicly 
shared presentations, and user-defined profiles, as well as 
personal communications, including emails and chats. (4) 
Expertise Locator is an internal system in which experts 
could opt to register by entering information about their 
expertise, which is considered in searches. The company 
also has multiple Q&A forums, where employees could ask 
a question and anyone in the company could post an answer 
asynchronously. These tools represent a range of the types 
of helper-finding systems discussed in the literature 
[6,9,16,24]. 

Procedure and Analysis 
Our study started with a 10-minute introductory session, 
during which we explained the diary study (in-person for 33 
participants, by phone for 3). We instructed participants to 
record at least one “helper-finding” need in a diary every 
day for two weeks (10 consecutive work days). Participants 
were given a paper (see Figure 1) and an online version of 
the diary that they could use to enter information. We also 
sent the participants daily email reminders with a link to the 
online version of diary. We instructed participants to record 
real helper-finding needs that they were experiencing. 
However, if no such need came up on a specific day, s/he 
could write about a need experienced in the past or that a 
colleague was currently facing similar to a need the partici-
pant might face (i.e., a common need of others in the same 
job role). We also asked what methods and tools participant 
used to find help and how effective these were. 

After collecting the diaries (248 total), we analyzed them to 
identify the types and key properties of helper-finding 
needs in the workplace. We began with an open-coding 
pass through the diaries. New codes were added whenever 
we encountered an entry that did not fit into any previous 
codes. We then categorized our codes, discovering in this 
process that the codes described three separate attributes of 
helper-finding needs: the task the participant was trying to 
accomplish, the topic of the inquiry, and the helper selec-
tion criteria applied to the inquiry. After categorizing, we 
combined similar codes and developed concrete definitions 
for them, resulting in 18 codes across the three attributes.  
                                                             
1 http://www.01.ibm.com/software/lotus/products/connections/profiles.html 

Using these 18 codes, two investigators independently cod-
ed a portion of the participant diaries for task, topic, and 
helper selection criteria. For example, the diary entry “Talk 
to lawyer about copyright issues,” involved the task “talk 
to,” which was coded gather information; the topic “copy-
right issues,” which was coded domain knowledge; and the 
selection criteria “lawyer,” which was coded role. In some 
cases, one of the three attributes was implied in the partici-
pant’s entry, but not explicitly stated. For example, in the 
diary entry “Looking for a couple of charts on key [loca-
tion] projects for a high level overview by an [company 
name] exec,” the selection criteria location is explicit, but 
group is implied, since only project group members would 
likely have the desired charts. Coders applied implied codes 
where it was reasonable to do so. The Cohen's Kappa of the 
inter-rater reliability was 0.848 (for 72 codes assigned to 23 
diaries), which is classified as substantial agreement (p < 
0.001). Once this agreement and process for coding was 
established, the lead author coded the other 225 diaries. If a 
particular helper-finding need in a diary could not be coded, 
it was marked for later discussion with the participant so 
that together we assigned appropriate codes to that entry. 

After analyzing the diaries, we contacted each participant 
again for a 30-minute interview about his or her diaries and 
general helper-finding experiences. We conduced 34 inter-
views at the participant’s office and 2 by phone. Each par-
ticipant was presented with our coding of the diaries they 
had submitted and asked to correct any mistakes we might 
have made during the coding process. We also asked them 
the following questions: (1) Whether any of the tasks, top-
ics or selection criteria were missing from their diaries or 
our list. (2) Whether the two-week time period of the diary 
study involved anything atypical of their job. (3) What 
methods they used to find help. (4) What kinds of infor-
mation would be useful to have in order to decide whom to 
contact. (5) Whether any progress had been made so far on 
items marked as “still working on it” in the diaries. 

All interviews were transcribed by the lead author and cod-
ed using a method recommended by Seidman [22]. The 
emerging themes from this analysis are presented in the 
results section. Additionally, each interview was coded for 
the tasks, topics, and helper selection criteria the participant 
reported experiencing in their job in the past (even if the 
particular task, topic, or criterion did not show up in the 
two-week diaries). 



 

FINDINGS 
In this section, we present the descriptive statistics of the 
diary submissions, a three-dimensional taxonomy that char-
acterizes helper-finding needs in the workplace, and five 
major themes emerging from the interview analysis. 

Diary Statistics 
Each helper-finding need entered is considered an entry in 
the diary. We collected 248 entries, with each participant 
submitting between 1 and 15 entries during the 10 work-
days of the diary study (average of 6.89 diaries per partici-
pant). Of these entries, 163 (66%) described the partici-
pants’ current needs, 60 (24%) described a past need, and 
25 (10%) described a colleague’s need typical of a need in 

the participant’s job role. In 204 (82%) of entries, partici-
pants reported actually trying to find a person who could 
help answer the specific question. 

Of these 204 entries, the methods used were as follows: 

• Asked a colleague:   156 diaries (76%) 
• Searched the company directory:  41 diaries (20%) 
• Posted to email distribution list:  8 diaries (4%) 
• Posted to forum or Q&A site: 5 diaries (2%) 
• Searched an internal tool: <1% diary entries 
Most often participants turned to their colleagues for help. 
We note the strikingly low use of technology, beyond the 
corporate directory, for helper-finding. We were intrigued 
to learn what, if any, properties of helper-finding tasks may 
have demotivated people from using tools. 

At the time the diaries were submitted, just over half (150, 
60.5%) of the needs were resolved, a third (83, 33.5%) were 
in progress, and a small minority of entries (15, 6%) were 
stuck. By the interviews (up to 2 weeks after finishing the 
diary study), participants reported that most (210, 85%) of 
the reported helper-finding needs had been resolved. How-
ever, this suggests that a relatively large portion of helper-
finding needs in a large enterprise may remain unresolved 
for a fairly long period. We were interested to learn what 
challenges may have led to these unresolved needs. 

Taxonomy of Helper-Finding Needs 
From the diary analysis, we developed a taxonomy that 
characterizes helper-finding needs in this particular organi-
zation along three dimensions. All examples provided be-
low are from the collected diaries. 

The first dimension, tasks, concerns the main reason why a 
participant is seeking help. There are 8 task elements: 

• Collaborate – find a person with whom to collaborate, 
work together, or form a general alliance (e.g., work on 
a grant proposal with a social analytics expert). 

• Learn a Task – find a person who can teach you how to 
do a specific task (e.g., filing a patent at this company). 

• Presentation – find a person to share his or her 
knowledge in a meeting or presentation (e.g., inviting a 
sustainability expert to speak at a seminar).  

• Job Network – find a person who can help advance the 
seeker’s career (e.g., finding a mentor at this location). 

• Solve a Problem – find a person who can help solve a 
specific problem (e.g., debugging a piece of code). 

• Gather Information – find a person who can share in-
formation on a certain subject (e.g., finding out about 
the components of a specific epidemiology model). 

• Get Access to a Resource – find a person who can grant 
access to a specific physical or digital resource (e.g., 
getting a high resolution image of a project logo). 

 
Figure 2. Helper-finding tasks according to the percent of 
participants who reported them in interviews and diaries. 

 

 
Figure 4. Helper selection criteria according to the percent of 
participants who reported them in the interviews and diaries. 

 

 
Figure 3. Helper-finding topics according to the percent of 
participants who reported them in interviews and diaries. 

 



 

• Give Information – find a person who may be interest-
ed in hearing about a specific topic (e.g., tell a project 
manager about relevant new work in the space). 

Figure 2 shows the frequencies of each task as reported in 
interviews and as observed in the diaries. Note that the per-
centage of participants reporting each particular task is 
larger for interviews than diaries. In interviews we asked 
about whether a particular helper-finding was an important 
part of the participant’s help-finding needs (e.g., “How im-
portant is finding help in getting access to resources in you 
work?”), however the diaries only reflect the tasks that oc-
curred during the two-week diary study. Thus, the interview 
findings are a better representation of the number of partic-
ipants who experienced a particular task in their job, while 
the diary study is a better representation of the relative fre-
quency of each task type. 
The second dimension of the taxonomy, topics, concerns 
the subject or topic of a helper-finding need. There are 5 
topic elements: 

• Logistics – coordination or process-oriented tasks (e.g., 
applying for direct deposit). 

• Basic Tool – a basic work tool or piece of basic equip-
ment (e.g., setting up company email). 

• Group – a specific group, project, department, or or-
ganization (e.g., learning about a company division). 

• Domain Knowledge – specific domain knowledge of a 
scientific field, specialized technology, or method (e.g., 
learning about Dengue Fever transmission factors). 

• People Sense-Making – learning more about a specific 
person (e.g., learning about the new division director). 

Figure 3 shows the frequencies of each topic as reported in 
interviews and observed in the diaries.  

The third dimension of the taxonomy, helper selection cri-
teria, concerns the requirements that target helper must 

meet in order to be a relevant contact. There are 5 elements 
of this part of the taxonomy: 
• Location – the person must be at a specific location 

(e.g., works in my building). 
• Expertise – the person must possess certain knowledge 

on a specific topic (e.g., Dengue Fever transmission). 
• Experience – the person has had some specific experi-

ence in the past (e.g., organized a certain conference). 
• Role – the person is in a specific role within a group 

(e.g., is a Chief Architect). 
• Group – the person is in a specific group, project, de-

partment, or organization (e.g., in research). 
Figure 4 shows the frequencies of each helper selection 
criterion as reported in interviews and observed in diaries. 

In addition, we identified and examined the most common 
pairings of the three dimensions. These represent perhaps 
the most typical helper-finding scenarios in a workplace, 
for which improved helper-finding technologies may pro-
vide the best value (Table 1). 

We emphasize the importance of the taxonomy independent 
of the expression of or frequencies with which particular 
tasks, topics, and selection criteria occurred in our study. 
Tasks, topics and selection criteria should generally charac-
terize helper-finding problems even if their expression 
might vary by audience or context. The value of this taxon-
omy is that it characterizes three key considerations for 
helper-finding tool designers. Our study found that helper-
finding tools were not highly used and we argue that a ma-
jor reason is their lack of consideration for a breadth of 
tasks, topics, and selection criteria. This point is elaborated 
in the next section presenting interview results.  

Emergent Themes from Interviews 
Five major themes pertaining to helper-finding in the enter-
prise emerged from the interview analysis: Aspects of our 
taxonomy of helper-finding problems were not well sup-
ported by existing tools, particularly (1) tasks requiring 
longer interactions, (2) certain helper-finding topics, (3) 
almost all helper selection criteria. (4) Our participants ex-
pressed a desire to specify selection criteria based on a 
similar person. (5) In general, helper-finding was difficult 
and tools rarely helped. 

Helper-finding Tasks Often Require Longer Interactions 
The opportunity for longer conversations, where the seeker 
could adequately explain the context of his or her needs, 
and that could potentially lead to future collaborations was 
an important aspect of helper-finding in the workplace. Par-
ticipants preferred to go to their networks to find helpers for 
longer interactions, since existing tools were not seen as a 
good place to turn for longer-term needs. It is not clear that 
this perception was deserved, as some expertise recom-
menders, like SmallBlue Find, considered both social and 
expertise cues when recommending experts [21]. However, 
most expertise recommenders provided search results filled 

Task Helper Criterion Topic #  
Gather info about - logistics issue 65 
- Experience w/ logistics issue 64 
Gather info from X w/ experience - 57 
- Expertise in domain know. 48 
Gather info about - domain know. 46 
Gather info from X w/ expertise - 35 
Gather info from X in role - 32 
Learn task from X w/ experience - 30 
- Role  logistics issue 30 
- Location  logistics issue 27 
- Experience w/  basic tool 26 
- Experience w/ domain know. 26 
Solve problem with X w/ experience - 25 
Access resource for - logistics issue 23 
Gather info about - group 21 

Table 1. Fifteen most common pairings of tasks, topics, and helper 
selection criteria and the number of diaries with each pairing. 

 



 

with strangers and Q&A systems focused on providing 
quick answers. 

All of the three most frequently discussed tasks in our tax-
onomy—gather information, learn a task, and collabo-
rate—can be time-intensive. At least five participants ex-
plicitly expressed in the interview that their main helper-
finding goals could not be addressed with a quick exchange 
or answered with a single reply. For example, gathering 
information was not always a simple task involving a quick 
exchange. Oftentimes a longer conversation to adequately 
explain the context was necessary for the expert to be able 
to provide the answer: 

In order to get a short answer, you need to have a long con-
versation. [Mechanical Engineer] 

When gathering information, participants wanted to take 
the time to build a personal connection, especially if the 
person had knowledge of relevance to one’s work: 

I'm not looking for an answer like '15' or an answer like 'check 
this website,' I want to be able to talk to the person if there is 
something that they're doing that parallels what we're doing 
so that we can leverage each other to be successful. So if you 
say 'gather information', well, certainly that's a part of it, but 
that may lead to a collaboration over long term... [Business 
Development Specialist] 

Some Helper-Finding Topics Are Not Well-Supported 
This next interview theme illustrates the importance of ex-
plicitly considering different topics in helper-finding tool 
design. Most expertise recommenders typically focus on 
finding helpers with certain domain knowledge, but we 
found that other topics, in particular logistics for the popu-
lation studied (expressed by 89% of participants in inter-
views), were challenging. In the company studied, logistics 
needs were largely about internal company processes, like 
how to submit an expense reimbursement form or enter into 
a contract with a client. Seven participants expressed frus-
tration with a lack of helper-finding support for logistics. 

Even though I've been here a long time, one of the things that 
happens is that everything changes constantly, so even if I 
knew how it worked the last time, it might not apply this time 
… it's like rummaging around. That's the word I would use. 
It's not very technical, but it gives the feeling. [Manager] 

As shown in McDonald and Ackerman’s study of expertise 
location in a workplace [18], our participants frequently 
turned to well-connected others to solve logistical prob-
lems. However, since these logistical problems are often not 
part of the go-to person’s job description, it led to frustra-
tion on his or her part. One participant who became a go-to 
helper for logistical tasks, said: 

They get frustrated using the system to look for that person, so 
the tendency is for them to come to me and as much as I would 
like to help them, I just don't have time to do all those tasks on 
a daily basis. [HR Professional] 

A focus on domain knowledge in helper-finding tools may 
have contributed to this lack of support for other helper-
finding topics, most notably logistics for our participants. 

Helper Selection Criteria Are Not Well Supported 
Our taxonomy highlights how helper-finding requires se-
lecting the right helper based on certain criteria. Our inter-
views revealed that existing tools had trouble conveying 
information about all criteria except location—this included 
experience, role, group, and expertise—a theme explicitly 
discussed by fourteen participants. Helper-finding tools 
have focused a great deal of effort on conveying expertise, 
and our interview results indicate that this is at the expense 
of other important selection criteria. 

Regarding experience, what a helper can do is a composite 
of their rich work and educational history, which systems 
typically did not capture. 

Well, I can probably think of a whole lot of things that I've 
worked on before that I'd know something about, but it would 
take a long time to make a list and it probably wouldn't be 
very complete because there would be something I didn't think 
about that maybe I did or something that seemed so obvious 
that I wouldn't list it… [Software Engineer] 

Regarding role, what a helper actually does cannot be easi-
ly summed up by a job title or group affiliation. 

Sometimes, I know he's an expert in data mining or something, 
or sometimes I even know he's working for a project, let's say I 
know you're working for a project in [a particular] group, but 
I want to know the role. There are lots of different roles in one 
project. [Research Scientist – CS] 

Regarding group, it was difficult or impossible to determine 
with which groups a helper is affiliated, since existing tools 
did not do a good job representing all group affiliations. 
People noted that the main difficulty was that the corporate 
directory (upon which the company’s helper-finding sys-
tems were based) represented an incomplete view of the 
organizational structure of the company. Like many other 
large companies, the company studied is a matrixed organi-
zation. This means that each helper will have one affiliation 
with a department, but may also have multiple affiliations 
with projects and initiatives that cut across departments. 
While departmental reporting structures are formally repre-
sented in the corporate directory, project/initiative struc-
tures were more mercurial and not represented in the direc-
tory or the company’s helper-finding systems: 

…For technical problems you may have to solve it with a cou-
ple of people and they may all be from different groups with 
different people managers, but for the problem there might be 
a different project manager. And that project manager in [the 
company directory] shows up to be far away from all the other 
people he's working with even though they're really working 
tightly together. [Technical Sales Specialist] 

Thus, people spent a great deal of effort attempting to glean 
group information: 



 

I'm starting somewhere and then going up the management 
chain or down or over to see where are they ... Seeing where 
people fit in … You know there's two or three people you're 
working with, what is their relationship to each other organi-
zationally? [Manager] 

Even expertise, for which tools have focused their support 
of helper selection, was not expressed in enough detail for 
seekers to determine what a helper actually knows. 

I wanted to know someone that was working on social soft-
ware for example in computer science, it doesn't necessarily 
say it by people's names in [the company directory] that 
they're working on social software or that someone is working 
on the centennial events at [our location]. Unless you know or 
unless you ask around, you really couldn't find this infor-
mation on [company directory]. [Communications Specials] 

Fundamentally, the problems described above are about the 
tools lacking the right information about key helper selec-
tion criteria from our taxonomy. A major contributor to this 
problem was that many of the helper-finding tools deployed 
within this company relied heavily on self-reported descrip-
tions of one’s expertise and did not even encourage a de-
scription of experience, role, and group. This is not an un-
common characteristic of helper-finding tools. In fact, par-
ticipants commented that many people did not complete or 
update their self-reported information:  

I actually feel more reliable if I know somebody and I ask the 
person than if I use these tools, because quite often these tools 
are not updated… [Manager] 

Self-reported expertise were also problematic because some 
people distrusted them: 

The people, who are good at things, don't bother putting them 
into the tool because everyone knows they're good at them. So 
what you get are people who are not good at them, but would 
like to be good at them. So, that makes those tools a great way 
to find someone who will spend a lot of time not answering 
your question. [Research Scientist – HCI] 

In summary, participants found it difficult to assess key 
helper selection criteria from existing tools and self-
reported expertise information compounded the problem 
since it was often inadequate or viewed as untrustworthy. 

Specifying Selection Criteria Based on a Similar Person 
A common need (discussed by eight participants) was to 
identify a helper based on a known person, with just one of 
the select criteria changed: I want to find someone just like 
X, but with a different role, group, domain of expertise, etc. 
This interview theme does not add dimensions to our tax-
onomy, but rather provides a useful way to leverage it, by 
pointing to people’s desire to specify selection criteria 
based on a similar person. Some examples given by partici-
pants are as follows: 

• A helper in the same role, different location: 
This is about finding the intern coordinator at [another loca-
tion]. The [name removed] counterpart. [Communications 
Specialist] 

• A helper in the same role, different group: 
I have a compensation person in [group name X] but I have 
all of these other areas, like [group name Y]. Who's my com-
pensation person for [group name Y]? How do I find that? 
[HR Professional] 

• A new helper in the same role (since job changes were 
common in a large company): 
If you start needing to find out 'Who has this job this time?' 
For example, we have people in Research who are taking the 
lead on various joint programs in terms of taking project pro-
posals and working with groups, ‘Who is the person this 
time?’ [Manager] 

This commonly expressed need of finding a helper similar 
along certain selection criteria is not supported by the com-
pany’s existing helper-finding tools.  

Helper-Finding is Difficult and Tools Rarely Help  
In our diary study, we found that people most often turned 
to their colleagues and very rarely turned to technology for 
helper-finding, a seemingly dramatic failure for the helper-
finding systems deployed within the company. The inter-
views have helped explain why people did not use tools for 
helper-finding: they did not do a good job of supporting the 
tasks, topics, and selection criteria that characterize work-
ers’ helper-finding needs. In general, the various issues 
outlined in the sub-sections above resulted in these tools 
often not providing good results: 

I don't think these tools are perfect. At least, the answers I get 
are not perfect most of the time. So, it takes very long to solve 
very basic problems. [Technical Sales Specialist] 

Right now, my searches for this are not very effective … prob-
ably it's a 20% hit rate. [Business Development Specialist] 

Even if participants did use a tool to get a pointer to a list of 
possible experts, a great deal of time was then spent learn-
ing more about each expert on the list to understand if they 
are indeed an appropriate person to approach: 

I'm probably spending 5% of my [total time at work] trying to 
figure out who is the best person to go to. [Project Executive] 

Facing these difficulties in using the tools, most of our par-
ticipants turned to their social networks to solve helper-
finding problems. However, participants told us (and the 
15% of diary study needs that were still unresolved by the 
end of our study indicated) that colleagues did not neces-
sarily return quicker or more accurate answers. One prob-
lem was that colleagues did not always know the right help-
er, requiring a few “hops” to find someone who could help. 
Another problem was that asking others took considerable 
time, since a requester would need to wait for a response 
via email or to try and find someone in person. 

But, I found that I had to wait a couple of days to get the an-
swer because I was using my friends or people who I know. 
[HR Professional] 

Many times it just takes too long to get answers or you don't 
get answers and it just gets lost. [Technical Sales Specialist] 



 

In short, our results within one company show that helper-
finding was a common, challenging workplace need that 
was not well-supported by existing technology. Our re-
sults argue that a lack of consideration for tasks, topics, 
and selection criteria contributes to the problem. 

DISCUSSION 
Our study indicated that workers rarely turned to technolo-
gy for helper-finding—a seemingly dramatic failure for the 
company’s helper-finding systems, which represented a 
broad set of tools ranging from basic corporate directory 
search to state-of-the art, socially enhanced expertise rec-
ommenders. What demotivated people from using these 
tools? How can the tools be improved? 

Taxonomy Support in Existing Helper-Finding Tools 
Looking at the breadth of tasks, topics, and selection crite-
ria needed by our participants, it is clear that existing tools 
are not designed to handle all of them. Examining different 
types of helper-finding tools, we can see their current 
strengths and what aspects of the taxonomy are neglected. 

Expertise location systems—like Faces, Profiles, SmallBlue 
Find [16], and Expertise Locator, which were deployed 
within this company, and other research systems 
[2,21,25]—have narrowed their attention to tasks that re-
volve around expertise like solving a problem or gathering 
information, topics requiring domain knowledge, and have 
provided mainly limited selection information about exper-
tise. Thus, they exclude explicit support for many of the 
other tasks, topics, and selection criteria workers experi-
ence. Knowledge community systems like forums and 
Q&A sites tend to encourage quick, one-off questions, since 
answerers must opt-in—lengthy, vague requests for infor-
mation or discussion may not get a response. Also, forums 
tend to be focused on topics, but a seeker’s topic needs may 
fall outside those supported by existing forums. Finally, 
social networking sites help seekers connect with others 
they know. These sites support the possibility of satisfying 
longer-term helper-finding tasks by building relationships 
and affording back-and-forth conversation [24]. However, 
they limit seekers to the topics and selection criteria found 
among the people they know, one of the major reason for 
creating expertise location system in the first place [1,7]. 

Overall, by making explicit the need to consider a range of 
tasks, topics, and selection criteria, our taxonomy and inter-
view results highlight shortcomings in existing tools and 
helps designers determine ways to improve tools—or create 
new classes of tools—to fit a broader set of workers’ needs. 
It also provides a framework for studying helper-finding 
needs in other organizational contexts. In the following sub-
sections, we highlight and discuss key opportunities for 
future research on helper-finding systems. 

Consider Helper Selection Criteria: Experience, Group 
Affiliation, and “Someone like X” 
Our study revealed that existing systems did not make it 
easy to assess helper selection criteria, even though this 
assessment is an important step in the helper-finding pro-

cess (and hence, also an important part in our taxonomy). 
Only very recently has helper selection garnered much at-
tention from the research community, but one study has 
shown that making selection criteria visible in search results 
can significantly improve users’ ability to select an appro-
priate expert [28]. The present study identifies the key clas-
ses of selection criteria to consider in future systems. 

In particular, our results highlight the importance of experi-
ence as the most common selection criteria among our par-
ticipants. Experience describes what a helper has done, and 
can be unrelated to their job role, self-described domain 
knowledge, publications or other information typically in-
cluded in helper-finding systems. The focus in the previous 
research literature has been on expertise (e.g., [10,12,20]). 
But, our results encourage a new perspective on helper-
finding in the workplace that looks beyond expertise and 
encourages researchers to find new ways to detect and pre-
sent helper’s experience. 

Participants also discussed the challenges of assessing 
group affiliation during helper selection. Within a matrixed 
organization, it is difficult to understand a potential helper’s 
collection of projects, relationships, and commitments. Pre-
vious systems have taken the approach of automatically 
inferring social connection from shared authorship of public 
documents [9] or of collecting social connections through a 
crowdsourced quiz game [14]. However, while these ap-
proaches help to generate an up-to-date social network for 
each individual in the company, they do little to specify 
how the people within that network are related or whether 
subsets of this network are associated with specific projects 
or initiatives—i.e., their various group affiliations. Gather-
ing and presenting information helpful to assessing a poten-
tial helper’s various group affiliations is an important op-
portunity for future social analytics research. 

We have shown that helper selection criteria were hard to 
assess. Our interviews offered a practical insight that could 
help: participants commonly thought about helper selection 
criteria in terms of similarities and difference with another 
person. Systems that enabled users to “find someone like 
X” but with one of the selection criteria changed, would 
meet a major need and possibly ease the difficulties partici-
pants encountered in assessing selection criteria. Prior work 
has begun addressing the technical problem of finding simi-
lar experts [23]. Our work provides empirical evidence that 
further pursuit of this idea in the broader context of helper-
finding is important. 

Better Support for “Logistics” Helper-Finding Topics 
Among all the topics in our taxonomy, logistics was the 
most common (experienced by 89% of the participants) and 
mostly ignored in helper-finding systems. While the studied 
company has a large collection of intranet pages aimed at 
logistics questions, these were often not adequate to address 
the needs of the participants in our study. Terveen and 
McDonald [23] describe two types of social matching sys-
tems that may be effective in resolving this problem: Im-



 

plicit social matching involves explicitly listing people who 
can help in knowledge management systems (such as the 
intranet pages with logistics information). Opportunistic 
social matching involves connecting the user with a poten-
tial helper based on a need inferred from their system ac-
tivity. One of our participants described logistical needs as 
requiring a certain degree of “rummaging around.” If this 
sort of activity could be detected, a system might be able to 
suggest a connection to an appropriate logistics expert. The 
advantage of both of these systems is that they would allow 
helpers to identify issues that are part of their job responsi-
bilities. This would help avoid the “overworked expertise 
concierge” being approached with problems outside of the 
scope of his or her job responsibilities. 

Support for Tasks Involving Longer Interactions 
As our results show, the three most frequently discussed 
tasks in our taxonomy—gather information, learn a task, 
and collaborate—can be time-intensive. Participants de-
scribed the importance of longer conversations and future 
collaborations in their helper-finding tasks. These results 
reinforce the importance of social recommender systems 
and systems that encourage interaction outside of the spe-
cific context of a single request. Many recent innovative 
systems for help-seeking in the workplace focus on auto-
matically matching the seeker and the helper (e.g., IM-an-
Expert [26]) or on allowing the expert to self-select (e.g., 
Stack Overflow [18]). These systems are effective at an-
swering quick or specific questions, but often do not pro-
vide an opportunity for people to have a longer back-and-
forth exchange or foster a relationship that may continue 
beyond the lifetime of a specific request. Likewise, exper-
tise location systems that provide a list of strangers in re-
sponse to a query may not be well-suited to support long-
term interactions. However, our results indicated that in the 
enterprise, workers seeking help are often more interested 
in creating a relationship, than in getting a quick answer to 
a specific question. Designing systems to help users find 
others who are right for longer-term interactions would be 
beneficial for the most common helper-finding tasks. 

Iterating on the Helper Selection Process 
In this study, participants were asked to describe the kind of 
helper they needed for their work scenario. Because of this 
framing, they were more likely to discuss selection criteria 
that were necessary characteristics of the helper (e.g., must 
have expertise in Dengue Fever) rather than characteristics 
that might make one helper better than another for a specif-
ic purpose (e.g., somebody who can meet in person). In 
fact, there are sometimes multiple appropriate helpers and 
the decision to choose one over another is nuanced—there 
may be trade-offs in terms of the person’s connections with 
other relevant experts, willingness to help, and more.  

Inspired by this investigation, we continued our work on 
selection criteria in a follow-up study [28].2 In the new 
                                                             
2 [28] was chronologically conducted following this investigation and 
inspired by it, though the follow up results were published first. 

study, we not only asked participants to describe the helper, 
but also to explicitly state the types of information they 
would find useful in assessing whether they would contact 
the helper. We found that the selection criteria of group, 
expertise, role, location, and experience are indeed in the 
top seven most important criteria considered by the users. 
Participants defined the type of detailed information that 
would help them assess different selection criteria. For ex-
ample, about expertise and experience, participants wanted 
a mixture of both implicit evidence, like past projects or 
public document, and helper-specified descriptions. About 
role, participants wanted not only job title, but also time at 
that job and a listing of responsibilities. Participants also 
revealed two potentially new categories of helper selection 
criteria, which they ranked as less important than the crite-
ria from the present study: (1) likelihood of a response, in-
cluding the helper’s willingness to respond to contact, ap-
proachability, and availability for meetings; and (2) answer 
quality, based on a history of that person’s answers to other 
requests for help. In summary, the selection criteria pre-
sented in this paper are those deemed necessary qualities of 
a potential helper, but there are other qualities we have re-
vealed in follow-up work that can help seekers decide who 
to contact amongst qualified helpers. 

Future Work 
This study provides an exploratory investigation of helper-
finding in the enterprise from the point of view of the help 
seeker. One limitation of this is that we could not know 
how complicated or time-consuming a particular task might 
be from the point of view of the helper. Getting help in the 
workplace involves both the help-seeker and the helper and 
may involve balancing the help-giving effort with the help-
finding effort [15]. To gain a more complete understanding 
of how people find and help each other in the workplace, it 
would be prudent to conduct an analysis from the point of 
view of the helpers, particularly in terms of their perception 
of the types of queries that they may receive from col-
leagues. Also, we discovered that a non-negligible propor-
tion (15%) of helper-finding needs remained unresolved for 
over two weeks. A future investigation may be able to more 
explicitly compare the characteristics of queries and the 
process taken by the information seeker that do and do not 
lead to a resolution. Lastly, this work is targeted towards 
system designers and evaluators. Its contributions can only 
be truly assessed once the presented implications for design 
and evaluation are put into practice. 

CONCLUSION 
We presented a tool-agnostic, empirical investigation of 
how and in what situations 36 participants with diverse job 
roles looked for help in a large enterprise, identifying chal-
lenges they encountered. Our work makes two contribu-
tions: (1) we presented a taxonomy that characterizes help-
er-finding problems in the enterprise in terms of tasks, top-
ics, and selection criteria, and (2) we summarized the cur-
rent helper-finding challenges in an enterprise and suggest-
ed areas for possible design interventions. These contribu-



 

tions can directly benefit the design and evaluation of tech-
nologies that support helper-finding in the workplace. 
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