
 

smilelondon November 2015 - Jamie Craig of The Football Association from Simply Communicate on Vimeo. 

 The Football Association, English football’s governing body, was formed in 1863 basically to get some 

agreement around the rules of how to play the game. Today it regulates all of the nation's football - a multi-

billion pound industry that dominates the English psyche and has hundreds of millions of supporters around 

the globe. 

At the centre of the Football Association are 2,000 staff both in the iconic HQ at Wembley and scattered 

around the country in more than 50 locations. Headed up by the charismatic Greg Dyke (he used to run the 

BBC) it's a community that is vocal, passionate and always in the public eye. And for the past year (2015) it 

has its own internal social network - TeamTalk, based on a platform from Telligent, a Verint company. 

"We had an existing platform - SharePoint based," mentioned Rob Ray, (in 2015) Group Director of Digital 

and IT: "it was a broadcast platform and was out of date, pushing out of date communications. We needed 

something that staff could actually buy into and actually be a part of. I think that was the big shift." 

By the very nature of the game, which is delivered through clubs around the country, football generates a 

lot of content and involves a mass of engaged people both on staff and as club members. Their external 

website www.FA.com is the public face, but in this age of social media the conversations inside football 

demanded their own channel. 

"It needed to be more about 'me' and an internal social media platform allows me to choose the content I 

want to hear about me, it allows me to curate my day about what I am interested in, the people and 

projects I want to be involved with. Right from the start it has grown organically - and continues to grow." 

 

Aidan Prendergast (left with Rob Ray) is Technology Partner at the FA and will be presenting their story at smilelondon in November 2015. 

"People in the Football Association are very used to talking but they are out on the pitch a lot, they are using 

different devices; they are not sitting in the office. So having something that is responsive, that is easy to 

use, that fits on any device and is just very easy and quick to learn and use was very important to us." 



Unlike a full blown SharePoint intranet which can take many months and hundred of thousands to develop, 

TeamTalk was implemented with great speed: 

"TeamTalk was extremely quick to put in - probably just a day or two of programming was all the technical 

input that was needed to switch it on. Beyond that we had to set up of pages and groups and decide what 

works best. But none of that was particularly technical so we enlisted business users to develop it 

organically." 

In the case of the FA the internal comms team were not involved at the start.  Ray explains: 

 

"We started in a corner of the organisation with the FA Skills Team, who are around 150 people dispersed 

around the country with the task of building skills among the next generation of players. Up until TeamTalk 

their communcations tool was email and mobile phones which meant everything was very much broadcast 

and feedback was disjointed. By creating a community for them on TeamTalk they were able to share 

content. The subjects are wide and varied, from simply setting up meetings to sharing new coaching skills to 

get out to the kids. Some people commented, some people didn't but the channel quickly proved popular. 

"Moving from this success story we then built a community for the Digital team, who took to TeamTalk like 

ducks to water. Then we brought it to our internal comms people. I think that they might not have picked 

this up if we could not already demonstrate some traction and some organic growth in the organisation. 

"With the internal comms team onboard we could then go to our management and prove that people 

actually like this new social channel, people are getting used to this as it reflects the tools they use in their 

personal lives. Senior management could see how a social channel just fits with how we need to 

communicate today." 

 

 



Why Telligent? 

Prendergast and the team looked at a number of technology platforms before selecting Telligent. 

"It just fitted very well. We use Sitecore as well for some of our content and it is very compatible with their 

products. But the main thing was that for the price the user experience was very good and it was extremely 

important that we had an effective social platform that people could use easily and that would not require a 

lot of technical input to keep it up and running." 

 

Ray adds: "We simply could not have made the argument to spend half a million on a new intranet on 

improved communications - no matter how important it is. By going this route we were able to build on our 

past investments. We could have spent a lot of time tarting it up to make it prettier, but no one was asking 

for that. They all wanted a tool that works. Many external social platforms do not boast beautiful design - 

but they succeed because they are fit for purpose!" 

The philosophy of the Digital Team has been very much to implement and then get out of the way. 

TeamTalk has grown organically throughout the FA. Unlike the heritage systems that required technical 

input to make the smallest of changes, anyone can set up a group and start communicating with their 

community in minutes. The old intranet - Gateway - only ever managed 15% readers.  TeamTalk (which like 

many ESNs was named by a poll among its users) was soft-launched in Feb 2013. When I visited the 

Wembley HQ - the monthly figures showed 1,600 accesses with 144 blog posts and over 18,000 views. 

Currently 1,400 members of staff are actively using it which amounts to a very high 70% adoption rate. 

The success lies in the power of the communities - anything from the gym to supporters of Breast Cancer 

Care. 

"Governance is quite loose," explains Ray: "social media platforms are self-governing in the workplace. But 

football is the ultimate social network in its widest sense so we were looking to develop the two layers of the 

onion; both internal and external communities.  To celebrate the 150th anniversary of the FA we created a 



set of values: collaboration customer excellence, integrity and pride. TeamTalk is central in enabling the 

collaboration piece." 

Ray points to the benefits across the functions: Communications has improved as more people are writing 

clearer and simpler comms. Email has been reduced. Customer insights have been shared. Skills (like 

finding a Russian speaker to save on translation costs) are more easily surfaced. 

"It brings to the fore stuff that used to be buried in powerpoint presentations.  And as we go through a 

period of re-organisation I can see people using this tool much more as it lends itself to a way of working 

that we all want this organisation to embrace more and more." 

 

  

 

Join Aidan Prendergast at smilelondon (November 2015) to hear how the Football Association have moved 

from experimenting with social to building a fully collaborative intranet that was fast to implement and easy 

to use. 

The event - held at St Paul's London on November 9th - is the UK's largest conference dedicated to 

Employee Social Networks. 

  

 

 


