Setting up, cultivating and managing a community of practice

INTRODUCTION

Communities of practice tend to be organic and self-organising – the impetus for a new community will usually come from the recognition of a special need or problem, new challenges or area of work. Working within the framework of a CoP can deliver many benefits but consideration needs to be given at all stages to make sure that the benefit is achieved. 

This paper provides a set of considerations and stages to go through when establishing a Community of Practice and related collaboration space. 

DEFINING THE SCOPE

· Is there a genuine need for a Community of Practice? 

· What is the rationale for developing the community?

· What are the core issues which need to be addressed

· What work has been done to date on this theme?

· What is the community setting out to achieve?

· What benefits can the community offer – to members, to local government as a whole?

· What will be the outputs and outcomes of the community?

GOVERNANCE

· What are the decision making and accountability arrangements?

· What is the organisational context around the community?

· What are the resources available to the community – from the IS, from others?

· What are the key milestones and deadlines?

· Who are the key stakeholders?

· What are the interests and views of each stakeholder?

· How supportive and influential is each stakeholder?


MEMBERS

· Who can make a major contribution to this community

· Who are the subject experts

· Who are the possible co-ordinators, facilitators

· Will membership be open or by invitation only

· What skills and experience will be needed in the community?
· Will there be different levels of participation? If so, how will this be managed?
· How can stakeholders be involved in the community?


ROLES
· What should be the roles and responsibilities within the community?

· Who will organise and co-ordinate the community’s interactions and activities

· Who will facilitate the interactions within the community e.g. – face-to-face meetings

· What should be the role of each stakeholder and how should they be engaged and involved?

WAYS OF WORKING

· What should be the guiding principles underpinning the community?
· What are the values of the community and how will it work?

· How can the community be encouraged to work together most effectively?

· What modes of communication will be set up within the community?

· How should the community be structured?
· To what extent should the community be in the public domain?

· What are the main risks to the success of the community, and how will they be managed?

· How will communication with stakeholders and others be carried out?

· How will clear policies be developed (policies for membership, codes of conduct, community governance, security, level of free speech, privacy, copyright …..)
                                       
 AND THEN ……………..
Launching the CoP

Have a meeting or workshop so that members can meet each other and begin to develop relationships and spend some time together exploring  and agreeing their purpose, terms of reference and ways of working 

Developing and sustaining the CoP

· Regular face-face meetings as well as use of a technical platform

· Ensure that the organisations whose staff participate understand the benefits and support staff to participate in CoPs

· Introduce new and challenging perspectives form time to time, either from within the community or from external experts

· Ensure there is on-going recruitment and that new members are welcomed and integrated into the community.

Closure of the CoP

Communities can come to an end – perhaps the particular area of interest reaches a conclusion or perhaps there is a need for a number of more specialist sub-communities.  Either way it is important to celebrate the achievements of the Community – and most important to ensure that the relevant body of knowledge is captured and/or transferred. 
