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COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

FOREWORD

November 2003

On behalf of the IBM Center for The Business of Government, we are pleased to present this report,
“Communities of Practice: A New Tool for Government Managers,” by William M. Snyder and Xavier
de Souza Briggs.

“Communities of practice” provide government leaders with a new tool for managing in a fast-paced, fluid
environment where they need to reach beyond traditional organizational boundaries to solve problems,
share ideas, and develop peer and stakeholder relationships. This approach has been successfully used in the
private sector over the past decade and is now being applied in the public sector.

Snyder and Briggs present four case examples of the federal government’s experience with “communities
of practice”: Boost4Kids, SafeCities, 21st Century Skills, and the Federal Highway Administration’s Rumble
Strips Initiative. This report is a practical “how to” guide for public managers desiring to develop communi-
ties of practice to solve problems beyond their span of responsibility. Along with the four case studies, the
report offers lessons learned from each. The authors conclude that that there are many opportunities in the
federal government for managers to use this approach as a tool for building communities of practitioners
who are dedicated to solving challenges and spreading successful practices that go beyond traditional
organizational solutions.

We trust that this report will challenge federal executives to think differently about how to leverage new
ways of doing business to bring together networks of partners to jointly learn about and act on the big
challenges now facing government at all levels.

Paul Lawrence John M. Kamensky
Partner-in-Charge, IBM Center for Senior Fellow, IBM Center for
The Business of Government The Business of Government

paul.lawrence@us.ibm.com john.kamensky@us.ibm.com
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Introduction

“Here the focus is on grassroots innovation efforts where innovating community groups have the opportu-
nity to come together and share how they have solved problems.... It’s like a virtual center of excellence,

where all the partners are experts.”

“This approach helps build buy-in from people who will implement the approaches, versus saying, ‘Oh
here comes another dictate from Washington. These are our own problems and we should design our own

solutions.”

Transformative changes in the world—driven by
globalization and a sweeping knowledge revolu-
tion—are creating challenges too complex for
traditional structures and management methods to
address. This is clear in the private sector but may
be even more important in the realm of public
problem solving, where government, nonprofits,
and businesses increasingly work together. The
complexity of today’s challenges and associated
performance expectations requires a commensurate
capacity for learning, innovation, and collaboration
across diverse constituencies. But action learning—
the kind that leads to real impact on important
public problems—calls for organizational arrange-
ments that we are only beginning to envision and
create. Existing models of teamwork and collabora-
tion, while useful, are hard-pressed to overcome
persistent barriers: bureaucratic inertia, fear of
change, and turf-minded managers, among others.
And many change efforts are much too dependent
on charismatic champions whose exits spell the
demise of promising innovation.

Conventional government bureaucracies—designed
to solve stable problems for established constituen-
cies through centrally managed programs and
policies—are hampered by important limitations

in this environment. While scale and functional
specialization still offer important benefits, and
while centralized coordination and enforcement
of standards also have a role to play, the old struc-
tures are not enough. Many of our most urgent
social problems—in education, community safety,
the environment, job creation, affordable housing,
healthcare, and more—call for flexible arrange-
ments, constant adaptation, and the savvy blending
of expertise and credibility that requires crossing
the boundaries of organizations and sectors.

Private-sector firms—both multinationals and
start-ups—are embracing network-based forms of
organizing to build new capabilities, accelerate
innovation, and increase agility (Nohria and Eccles,
1992; Dyer and Nobeoka, 2000). Nonprofits, too,
are organizing more frequently as cross-sector net-
works of organizations that partner together to
address complex civic issues (Keyes et al., 1996).
Governments must also learn to leverage the power
of networks, both internally (across agencies and
sub-units) and externally (across levels of govern-
ment, across sectors, and across important con-
stituencies). But doing this work presents important
challenges that outrun much of the private sector’s
experience. What's more, many of the most impor-
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tant players display “collaboration fatigue.” Process
alone, and the promise of better governance, is not
enough to win their commitment.

Let us go back to first principles. The most impor-
tant business of government is governance. In
democratic societies, particularly where civic
engagement is desperately needed, effective mod-
els of governance must be able to meaningfully
engage organized public interest groups, private-
sector parties, and citizens at large to tackle matters
of civic concern (Barber, 1985; Putnam, 1993;
Fung and Wright, 2003).

Unfortunately, while scholars and other opinion
leaders have made a compelling case for more
engagement and more structure, the effort to
develop, document, and test new structures and
new norms is still in its infancy. Furthermore, it is
particularly unclear, in an era defining “civic” all
too often as “local,” what role, if any, the federal
government should play.

That is, the crucial challenges ahead are less about
the “whether” of broader engagement than about
the when and how. This report describes how col-
laborative action-learning networks—here called
“communities of practice”—can combine disci-
plines, interests, and capabilities across boundaries
to take on national priorities. Though much of the
action is local, the federal government plays a lead
role in sponsoring and structuring the work. The
report mines rich case studies that show the model
in action and offer specific examples of break-
throughs and pitfalls.

This report addresses three key questions:

* What are communities of practice, and how
should we distinguish them from transaction-
or advocacy-oriented networks and traditional
organizational structures?

e When and where should federal government
managers develop communities of practice to
address strategic priorities, particularly those that
cross boundaries within and across agencies?

e How can you create and manage these infor-
mal, action-learning structures? How do you
get them launched, support their growth, and
help them achieve desired results?

We illustrate these points in the context of a core
set of four federal case studies (with occasional ref-
erences to others). These cases illustrate how federal
agencies can cultivate these structures and bring
them to scale to address national priorities.

Our findings and recommendations are drawn from
an in-depth analysis of a “revelatory” (Yin, 1989)
set of cases. These include a federal initiative, spon-
sored by senior staff in Vice President Gore's
National Partnership for Reinventing Government,
which began in 1998, that launched three commu-
nities of practice. These communities focused on
three urgent national issues: children’s health and
school readiness; public safety; and workforce
development. They were called Boost4Kids,
SafeCities, and 21st Century Skills, respectively.
Each network consisted of 10 or more local, multi-
stakeholder groups from cities across the nation. In
addition, we report on a fourth case, a community
of practice sponsored by the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA), which focuses on reducing
highway fatalities. The FHWA case is based primar-
ily within one agency, as opposed to the other
three cases, which featured intensive cross-agency
collaboration. In all four cases, linkages between
players across sectors and levels of government
were crucial.

Cultivating high-performing communities of prac-
tice—as opposed to mere “interest roundtables”

or affinity groups—presents a formidable manage-
ment challenge to the federal government and
other stakeholders such as businesses, foundations,
universities, local and state governments, and non-
profits. The good news is there are working exam-
ples of such networks today—in all sectors, at all
levels—including successful ones in which the fed-
eral government has played an instrumental role.

A “community of practice” is a particular type

of network that features peer-to-peer collaborative
activities to build member skills as well as organi-
zational and societal capabilities. Education and
public safety communities of practice generally
involve organizations from the private and non-
profit sectors, even when they are primarily spon-
sored by public agencies. Organizations and
researchers use a variety of terms to describe simi-
lar phenomena, such as “learning networks,”
“knowledge communities,” “competency net-
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works,” “thematic groups,” and others (Wenger,
McDermott, and Snyder, 2002, pp. 239-240).

The analysis of these cases suggests three recom-
mendations for what the federal government can
do to spur improvements at the local level on a
national scale.

1. Sponsor and support communities of practice
to achieve national outcomes that require
ongoing innovation and action-learning. There
is now no other entity as well placed as the
federal government to provide such sponsor-
ship and support. Key roles and structures
required to help communities of practice suc-
ceed include agency sponsors to provide strate-
gic focus, seed funding, and institutional
legitimacy; community coordinators to develop
a learning agenda, build the community, and
lead outcome-oriented initiatives; and agency
champions and support staff to bridge formal-
unit barriers, coach community initiatives, and
liaise with sponsors and stakeholders.

2. Align community goals with the agency strate-
gic imperatives and policy mandates. Many
communities of practice are simply loose net-
works of professionals who have no aspiration
to influence policy or build new organizational
capabilities beyond individual professional
development. But the cases described here
show that well-supported communities of prac-
tice can be powerful engines for achieving
strategic goals. Alignment actions include linking
the community’s learning agenda with agency
objectives; leveraging community capability
outcomes by consistently implementing them
in formal service-delivery units; and partnering
with communities of practice to accelerate the
dissemination of good ideas and enhance policy
development.

3. Lleverage the unique position of the federal
government to broaden the scope and scale
of pilot initiatives. Wherever there are urgent
socioeconomic imperatives that require build-
ing and sharing new capabilities, there are
opportunities to leverage communities of
practice to achieve results faster. National pri-
orities such as homeland security and school
improvement are important, high-profile areas
to consider—and so are specific strategic

objectives for every federal agency, whether in
the Army to promote professional development
for newly minted company commanders, the
Federal Highway Administration to reduce
traffic crashes, or a multi-agency initiative to
establish and implement federal e-government
standards and methodologies. The same goes
for scale: If 10 cities find a way to connect
faith leaders and police departments—and
reduce gun violence and urban conflict in the
process—why not provide an infrastructure that
over time helps 1,000 cities nationwide do the
same thing? The opportunity here is to leverage
a relatively small investment in infrastructure and
senior executive attention to catalyze peer-to-
peer learning networks on a national scale and
thereby achieve results not otherwise possible.



COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Understanding Communities

of Practice

What Is a “Community of
Practice”?

Communities of practice steward the knowledge
assets of organizations and society. They operate as
“social learning systems” where practitioners con-
nect to solve problems, share ideas, set standards,
build tools, and develop relationships with peers
and stakeholders. These structures are considered
informal because they cannot be mandated from
the outside. An essential dimension of a commu-
nity of practice is voluntary participation, because
without this a member is less likely to seek or share
knowledge; build trust and reciprocity with others;
or apply the community’s knowledge in practice.
Members” willingness to learn and relate together is
what drives value in communities. This is not to say
external sponsors and stakeholders cannot guide or
influence a community—in fact, they have impor-
tant roles to play. But the nature of the sponsor
relationship is qualitatively different from a tradi-
tional reporting relationship. It is more like a
strategic alliance, in this case with an informal,
knowledge-based structure.

As knowledge structures, communities of practice
complement the function of formal units, such as
departments or cross-functional teams, whose pri-
mary purpose is to deliver a product or service and
to assume accountability for quality, cost, and cus-
tomer satisfaction. A salient benefit of communities,
in fact, is to bridge formal organizational bound-
aries in order to increase the collective knowledge,
skills, and professional trust and reciprocity of
practitioners who serve in these organizations
(Wenger, et al., 2002). Communities of practice

are a particularly appropriate structural model for
cross-agency and cross-sector collaborations
because they are inherently boundary-crossing
entities. A community’s effectiveness depends on
strength in all three of its core structural dimensions:
its domain, community, and practice. (See Figure 1
on page 8.) The “domain” refers to its focus and
identity, the “community” to its member relation-
ships and interactions, and the “practice” to its
methods and learning initiatives.

Domain

The domain of a community of practice includes
the key issues or problems that practitioners wrestle
with or consider essential to what they do. Airline
pilots discuss advances in flight technologies and
ways to adjust to new security requirements; petro-
geologists talk about rock formations and where to
find oil reserves; and teachers share their thoughts
and experiences about lessons plans and ways to
adapt them for different students. In all these cases,
the issues are ones that elicit members’ passion
for their work. A professional’s vocation is not an
abstract, disinterested experience. A community’s
domain is often a deep part of members’ personal
identity and a means of talking about what their
life’s work is about. As a member of one commu-
nity enthused: “[We can] get to a point ... where
we change the psychology and thinking and culture
of the country about what we can do for kids and
families.” Community leaders perform a stewardship
function for stakeholders, as well as members, by
ensuring the profession’s integrity, standards, and
efficacy. Of course, members of communities of
practice may focus exclusively on their own selfish,
internally focused interests, even when these con-
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tradict or violate the needs and interests of stake-
holders and society. Such narcissism ultimately
hurts members themselves—as was true for mem-
bers of many traditional guilds in the late 19th cen-
tury, whose insulation from changes surrounding
them accelerated their demise. Communities, like
any group or organization, require effective leader-
ship and inquiry-oriented, engaged relationships
with stakeholders to assure an integrity and capac-
ity for growth that serves both members and society.

In some cases, it is particularly challenging to
set the boundaries for a domain. Some domains—
the field of psycho-neuro-immunology is a readily

apparent example—include a varied mix of disci-
plines to match an emerging cluster of problems.
Communities must carefully gauge what is the req-
uisite variety of perspectives needed to address
messy problems. In one community we studied,
practitioners were divided on the question of
whether it made sense to combine a focus on dis-
tance learning with more specific issues related to
workforce development. In another community,
members asserted that a variety of perspectives was
essential to the community’s effectiveness—even

as they sought support from agency sponsors who
wanted to narrow the focus. As one member argued:
“It is the right thing to keep everything in the mix—

Figure 1: Structural Elements of a Community of Practice

domain, community, and practice

e Its purpose is to cross organizational, sector, and geo-
graphic boundaries to foster learning and innovation
in specific topic areas

sions, and this evolves over time

e Key characteristics of community of
practice are:

- a focus on building and shar-
ing knowledge among prac-
titioners vs. delivering a
product or service to
customers

- a reliance on informal
phenomena such as
passion, relationships,
and shared experience,
as opposed to depen-
dence on formal rules
and job descriptions

Community
e Community members at various
levels: conveners, core group,

active, and peripheral

e Feelings of trust, openness, belonging,
and commitment to others in network

e Three basic dimensions define a community of practice:

¢ Its effectiveness depends on strength in all three dimen-

Domain

e Focus on a specific area of related
civic issues, such as strategies for
reducing gun violence

e Passion for topic and understanding
of how it can contribute to society

e Political context: Legitimacy and
attention given to this domain, to the
citizens affected by it, and to the
practitioners who care about it.

Practice

e Techniques, methods,
stories, tools, and pro-
fessional attitudes

* Learning activities
engaged to build,
share, and apply
the practice

Sponsorship and support

e Sponsorship: Federal government or agency mandate; involvement of
cross-sector sponsors at local, state, and national levels; funding for
staff and travel

e Professional and logistical support: coaching community leaders,
acting as liaison with sponsors, providing communications
infrastructure, logistics for meetings, etc.
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including issues about health, education, safety,
nutrition, and transportation—because they are so
interrelated when it comes to helping kids.”

Community

In the context of the federal government, communi-
ties of practice require collaborative relationships
among federal officials from various agencies, and
from a diverse array of stakeholders and partners—
including state and local agencies, business, univer-
sities and schools, hospitals, foundations, citizen
coalitions, and nonprofits. Optimally, the member-
ship mirrors the diversity of perspectives and
approaches relevant to leading-edge innovation in
the field and reflects the varied professional inter-
ests and demographic characteristics of practition-
ers. In thriving communities, members appreciate
the range of contributions their peers can make: “I
feel I'm in the company of other dedicated profes-
sionals. The energy level, trust, and creativity are
higher because you know others are at high levels
of capability. That's been extremely valuable to me.”

Community members participate at various levels
of involvement—including community leaders,
active participants, and peripheral members who
only participate occasionally. Leadership by an
effective community coordinator and core group is
essential.

Members” mutual feelings of trust, openness,
belonging, shared commitment, and common val-
ues provide the foundation for mutual learning
among diverse members. As one member said: “It
is important to meet each other and build relation-
ships and talk to each other and learn from each
other. If we were just voices on the phone, we
would not be so comfortable with each other.” This
sense of community is at the heart of communities’
success. The reason successful communities of
practice do not mandate participation is because
building collective trust, reciprocity, and shared
values is not something that you can require from
the outside, any more than you can force someone
to feel passionate about something they simply do
not enjoy.

Practice
Practice is used to denote both methodologies and
skills. It includes both codifiable “best practices”

that can be documented, as well as the tacit skills
of an expert—a heart surgeon, for example, or a
good plumber. Practice also connotes the implicit
notion that true expertise involves continuous
learning, as expressed in the phrase “practicing the
piano.” Hence, elements of a practice include its
repertoire—tools, methods, and stories—as well as
learning and innovation activities. The elements of
SafeCities” “practice,” for example, included meth-
ods for using Geographic Information System (GIS)
mapping techniques to determine high-crime areas
that need more attention.

In addition to the GIS mapping example, the
elements of the practice repertoires of the commu-
nities described here included methods for building
local coalitions, running after-school programs,
linking education to job training, tracing illegal
guns, and using “rumble strips” to reduce highway
fatalities. Each of the networks coordinated a var-
ied mix of learning and innovation activities to
build, share, and apply knowledge related to
their shared practice. These activities differed
along several dimensions—face-to-face and virtual;
formal and informal; public and private. Further,
activities were orchestrated to take place at various
rhythms—Ilistserv announcements came weekly,
teleconferences were semi-monthly or monthly,
visits occurred occasionally throughout the year,
e-mails and phone calls were ongoing, and the
whole group gathered about once a year. This
ecology of activities—which served various func-
tions and occurred at different rhythms—provided
value on multiple levels. Moreover, it increased
the communities” “presence” in members’ lives and
reinforced the sense of belonging and identity that
were the foundation for knowledge-sharing and col-
laboration activities. One member reinforced the
importance of a mix of activities: “We should com-
bine these various elements of cutting-edge ideas,
research evidence, and best practice, along with the
local context about how to implement best practices
in real cases.”

The dimensions of domain, community, and prac-
tice are, of course, highly interrelated. For many
“emergent” communities, the domain has not been
well defined, and therefore the professional reper-
toire is spotty or uneven. Moreover, if the domain
is not compelling, it is less likely to attract moti-
vated and talented members, or ones who want to
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learn and work together. Conversely, even if mem-
bers are talented and enjoy working together, if
they cannot define a compelling learning agenda
to address and do not have case problems to work
on or tools they want to build together, then the
community is unlikely to get traction.

When, Where, and Why Do You
Create Them?

Agencies and government managers are becoming
increasingly conscious that the challenge of keep-
ing up with strategic challenges is mostly about
building, sharing, and applying capabilities—at
organizational, group, and individual levels. (The
plethora of business books published since 1990
on learning and knowledge is just one indicator of
the recognition of knowledge, learning, and inno-
vation as the drivers of strategic performance
today.) Effectively managing the production and
delivery of high-quality products and services is, of
course, necessary; but it isn’t nearly sufficient in
today’s management environment (Kotter, 1996).
Organization leaders must do “adaptive” work, not
only “technical” work, to keep up in a turbulent
environment where new technologies are changing
how work gets done, demographic shifts are roiling
talent pools, and market demands are increasingly
dynamic (Heifetz, 1994). The challenges that are
most likely to require an adaptive approach are
those that are unfamiliar, complex, and require a
combination of disciplines to address. Often, an
organization’s most important strategic challenges
fit these criteria. This is why it is important for fed-
eral managers to manage two types of complemen-
tary structures serving distinct purposes: formal
units—teams, projects, and business units—that
support product and service delivery; and informal
structures—communities of practice—that steward
learning and innovation activities to build profes-
sional skills and organizational capabilities.

Adapting to new strategic realities requires learning
and innovation, and that is why an increasing num-
ber of agencies are sponsoring communities of
practice (Wenger and Snyder, 2003). Communities
of practice complement traditional structures by
stewarding both codifiable tools and frameworks
(contained in documents and other media that

you can store in a website) as well as the “non-
codifiable” dimension that includes professional

skills and complex organizational capabilities for
which standard policies and procedures cannot
substitute (Snyder, 1996, pp. 30-34).

Federal managers should consider community-
based initiatives in situations such as the following:

*  Building and disseminating a new capability—
such as homeland security.

e Increasing current capability levels—for exam-
ple, improving school system performance so
“no child is left behind.”

e Integrating a new dimension to current capabil-
ities—such as e-government applications to
government purchasing and citizen-service
processes.

* Attracting, retaining, and developing talent—
including professionals in various disciplines
and levels of expertise—and particularly as the
government, like organizations in every sector,
faces massive losses of baby-boomer staff (in
many agencies, 40 percent of employees will
be eligible to retire in 2005).

Building New Capabilities

The mission to ensure homeland security, for
example, presents an enormous capability-building
challenge for 11,000 cities and 3,000 counties
nationwide. Local cities and counties must now
establish the capacity to prepare, prevent, and
respond to unfamiliar threats of unprecedented
danger—bio-terrorism, dirty bombs, suicide attacks,
and other potential dangers. How can we build
local security capabilities all across the country
quickly and effectively? How can we combine and
coordinate the multitude of disciplines and organi-
zations—such as businesses, agencies, schools,
universities, hospitals, fire and police—and connect
across local, state, and federal levels where needed?
How can we build a sufficient practice repertoire
that must include new databases, protocols, tech-
nologies, simulations, standards, case studies, and
research?

The homeland security problem is much like the
gun-violence problem faced by SafeCities, only
with increased complexity and uncertainty. But
from a knowledge perspective, the challenge is the
same: building local capability quickly; leveraging
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the best capabilities available at various levels of
government; and creating mechanisms for innova-
tion, knowledge-sharing, and collaboration among
groups within and across cities.

Traditional mechanisms will get us part of the way
there. Mandates, policies, and standard procedures
should be defined and implemented—but, as usual,
the catch is executing plans and intentions at the
local level in order to achieve desired outcomes.
Every town has its own idiosyncrasies and limita-
tions that may or may not align with the best-laid
plans; any complex capability requires adaptation
to implement at the local level—not to mention the
right motivation, skills, and resourcefulness to make
it work.

Communities of practice are effective mechanisms
for building and disseminating capabilities because
they address the “local” (or “situated”) (Lave and
Wenger, 1991) nature of knowledge—as well as
issues related to skill and will. When you are
engaged with peers struggling with the same issues
as you face, and when you can put a human face
on agency bureaucrats and experts who participate
in your community, it becomes less daunting to
take on a challenge you have never faced before.

Communities of practice also provide a living
repository for ideas, information, best practices,
directories of experts and resources, and the rest of
the requisite repertoire that civic leaders will need.
The amount of information to absorb just to keep
up with an established professional discipline can
be overwhelming (Davenport and Beck, 2001).
Member relationships provide a network for finding
out quickly which information is most important to
pay attention to and where to get the knowledge
you need “on demand,” instead of piling it up on
your desk or storing it in an obscure folder some-
where in your computer’s hard drive “just in case.”

Increasing Current Capability Levels

In many cases, the problem is not to build a new
capability, but rather to raise up an established
capability to a new level, or even simply maintain
it. The new emphasis on improving schools’ ability
to enable all children to succeed—that is, children
of every socioeconomic status, ethnic background,
and special need—has raised the national standard for

public schools and illustrates a case where the chal-
lenge is to raise a current capability to a new level.

The federal government could convene and culti-
vate a community of stakeholders at the national
level. Such a group could provide cross-sectoral
stewardship for the array of initiatives and policy
mandates being applied to increase school perfor-
mance levels. This group might consider how
communities of practice could be used within and
across districts to promote innovation and peer-to-
peer knowledge sharing. For example, it could
sponsor a pilot initiative to spur student success by
promoting the professional development of school
leaders and classroom teachers.

Consider briefly how such a group might frame the
school leadership crisis we face today. School lead-
ers, particularly principals, are now widely seen as
perhaps the most critical lever for school improve-
ment (because they have much influence on teacher
effectiveness, which in turn drives student success).
There are 90,000 principals in the nation, and
approximately 40,000 will be eligible to retire in
2005. Moreover, the schools most in need of effec-
tive principals, urban schools in poor districts, are
the ones that suffer most from high levels of turnover
and underdeveloped leaders. Schools of education
generally do not prepare graduates sufficiently for
the distinctive challenges of leading urban schools.
While formal education and training is essential,
the most reliable methods for developing effective
urban principals—as is true for any professional—
are informal learning activities that occur during
internships and on the job. These include coaching
and counseling by mentors and co-consulting, visits,
and mutual encouragement among peers and col-
leagues (Fink and Resnick, 2001).

The Department of Education, in collaboration with
cross-sector partners at various levels—including
foundations, corporations, and nonprofits focused on
this work—could lead a collaborative initiative

in this area. Such a group could sponsor pilots that
demonstrate how school districts can cultivate and
leverage local peer-to-peer learning networks that
accelerate the development of effective school prin-
cipals. The approach could also be used to help
superintendents learn together about leading trans-
formative change initiatives in districts that need to
radically improve performance with scarce resources

11
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and restrictive union contracts. Finally, the approach
applies just as well to teachers learning to organize
a curriculum and manage a classroom.

Integrating New Capability Dimensions
Communities of practice are also effective for inte-
grating new dimensions into established capabilities.
For example, many agencies have been mandated
to incorporate a variety of e-government capabilities
to reduce operational costs and to increase citizen
access and convenience. (President Clinton issued a
Presidential Memorandum in 1999 to this effect.)

The Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Defense
Acquisition University, and the United States Navy,
for example, launched a community of acquisition
program managers (called PMCoP for “Program
Management Communities of Practice”) to provide
online access to performance-support materials that
help accelerate the production of high-quality
weapon systems—an area with tremendous poten-
tial for savings. The community includes over 3,000
government and defense-contractor procurement
acquisition professionals who serve in all three mili-
tary services. They present new practices (such as
“evolutionary acquisition” and “performance-based
contracting” and “reverse auctions”), share ideas,
and ask and answer questions via face-to-face meet-
ings, video conferences, listserv discussions, and an
online repository. These activities help members
build and share vetted tools, methods, lessons
learned, and application examples. Community par-
ticipation enables acquisition professionals to solve
problems faster and supports the professional devel-
opment of an increasing flow of new personnel (just
as the implications of baby-boomer demographics
are kicking in).'

Another cross-agency community, the e-Regulation
Community of Practice (“e-Reg”), was launched in
the fall of 2001 to develop electronic filing and
records management systems by sharing member
experiences related to different software and
application systems. It was sponsored by the
“Knowledge Management Working Group,” which
was led by pioneering executives from the General
Services Administration and the Navy—Shereen
Remez and Alex Bennet—who were then part of a
cross-agency group of Chief Information Officers
called the CIO Council. The community included

approximately 30 professionals in various disci-
plines, including information technology, knowl-
edge management, and records management. They
represented a number of departments—Defense,
Interior, Agriculture, and Transportation—as well as
agencies, including the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission, the General Services Administration,
the Securities and Exchange Commission, the
Nuclear Regulatory Commission, and others.
William Bennett of the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission (FERC) was the lead coordinator for
the group, which met every two months (with vari-
ous informal exchanges in between) to share expe-
riences, demonstrate tools, talk about standards,
and work together on projects to accelerate the
implementation of a government-wide mandate to
convert record-keeping from a primarily paper-
based system to an electronic one.?

Attracting, Retaining, and Developing Talent
Every agency in the federal government—Ilike orga-
nizations nationwide—is faced with a demographic
time bomb that threatens to decommission nearly
half their employees between now and 2010. One
way that communities of practice build organiza-
tional capabilities is by providing professionals a
forum for learning; for testing ideas and innova-
tions; and for building relationships and a sense of
professional identity with colleagues. This informal
sense of belonging among practitioners and associ-
ated opportunities for professional development are
the most reliable hallmarks of organizations that
attract, retain, and develop top talent.

A particularly striking example of a community
devoted to professional development is the
CompanyCommand.com community. The focus of
this community is professional development for
U.S. Army company commanders, a leadership
position that is responsible for 120 to 250 soldiers
and a $10 million budget—a role that can only be
mastered by experience. This community envisions
every company commander in the Army participat-
ing in an ongoing, vibrant conversation with peers
and other experts about leading and building
combat-ready teams. Determined to find a way to
accelerate the learning process and provide encour-
agement and support for leaders in an extremely
challenging and crucial role, a small group of
experienced company commanders cultivated a
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community of over 1,500 past, present, and future
company commanders worldwide. Members use a
public website to get access to vetted tools; hear
(and tell) stories about their experiences; read
updates on development opportunities and new
resources; and find others to get help or share
interests. Community coordinators have been able
to leverage the expertise of former commanders,
connect “silos of excellence” among members, and
accelerate the “time to talent” of isolated leaders in
demanding roles. The power of community partici-
pation is particularly visible as members support
their peers when they are serving in active battle-
field conditions.?

Tools for Running a Community
of Practice

Vital, strategic communities of practice orchestrate
a constellation of complementary learning activities
to promote professional development for members.
These activities enable members to build tools and
methodologies and moderate an online knowledge
base at the organizational level. The experience of
communities described in this research illustrates
how a healthy community can promote effective
learning, which in turn builds strategic capabilities
that enable the organization to achieve outstanding
results. Community members connected in a variety
of ways—generally in self-initiated, informal activi-
ties, both public and private. This participation gen-
erated new ideas, diffused promising practices, and
forged new professional relationships. As a result,
cities improved their after-school programs, schools
and businesses gained flexibility to enhance work-
force skills, faith leaders united with police depart-
ments to reduce gun violence, and state highway
departments cut down on traffic crashes.

The learning mechanisms used by all these com-
munities were essentially the same. These are the
same types of activities used by mature communi-
ties of practice in the private sector. Each of the
activities—including face-to-face meetings, tele-
conferences, visits, projects, listserv exchanges, and
website moderation—contributed a unique dimen-
sion to the overall network participation. (See
Figure 2 on page 14.) A review of the constellation
of learning practices used in these cases provides
an instructive and robust template for implement-
ing such communities in any context.

¢ Face-to-face conferences built trust and fos-
tered a sense of joint enterprise that increased
productive participation in all learning activities.

“I really appreciated the face-to-face
meeting. It is expensive to bring us
together; but when hearing about a project,
it is important to see the person to know
their level of enthusiasm; and it gives you a
chance to sit down over sandwiches and
share ideas that may not be on the agenda.”

“We have more in-depth discussions about
coalition building in person, versus over
the telephone, because you need time for
people to process the ideas and some of
that takes place overnight—you need a
couple days to sit and talk about it.”

“I think you need an initial meeting to
bring people together because so much

of this work is relationship based. Then you
can use technology from there.”

e Teleconferences provide for low-cost, interac-
tive problem solving, idea generation, and “on-
demand” executive education. Monthly or
semi-monthly teleconferences featured expert
speakers and interactive discussion of problems
and solutions among partners.

“On the calls we have guest speakers and
then Q&A, and people talk about their
own programs. You're able to ask questions
and bring up issues.”

“The teleconferences paint a verbal picture
of what’s working and allows you to ask
questions. You can read about the best
practice, but talking about it with peers
gives it more life and vitality and helps you