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Update on development and support provided by the Improvement Service
January 2009
Context 

Since our inception, in line with our Knowledge Management strategy and our commitment to support sharing of knowledge and expertise across Scottish local government, the Improvement Service (IS) has offered a service of supported online “Community of Practice” (CoP) areas, or people network collaboration spaces.   

Phase 1

By April 2007, the CoPs hosted on the IS website were aimed at supporting a limited set of specific programmes of improvement.  These included collaboration spaces for :
· Community Planning

· Health Improvement

· Scottish Councils Equalities Network

· Scottish Members Services Development Network

· Shared Services

Phase 2

Between April 2007 and March 2008, the IS was approached for support and hosting of further collaboration spaces, The groups supported during this phase  were:
· Analysis, Intelligence and Research

· Geographical Information Strategy

· Public Sector Improvement Framework

· National Gazetteer

· Operational Management Facilitators Forum

· Scottish Local Authorities eLearning Network

· National CRM

· SOLACE

The need to change our approach
During 2007, a number of factors required us to review how we deliver support for communities, including:

-
 Increasing demand from communities of practitioners wishing to work together more easily on a range of topics 

-
Increase in the range and number of IS programmes and our range of project stakeholders 
-
The level of resource and related length of time required to set up community sites using the technology platform we had available
-
Requirements around managing membership arising from some of the communities, which were hard to achieve with the technology
- 
A short project funded through the National Shared Services Board which enabled us to consider whether or not there were affordable, deliverable alternatives to support communities and enable collaborative working – specifically through building on or reusing other public sector developments 
Where we are now

In light of developments indicated previously, in March 2008 we entered into a partnership arrangement with the Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA).   This partnership allows the IS to use,  and make available to relevant practitioner communities in Scotland, the communities platform which the IDeA has developed and been using for the last few years. It enables the IS to manage the set up of Scotland-based groups, provide support for Scottish facilitators and collaborate on development and improvement of the platform  so that a platform is available for users in Scotland is easily accessible to councils and requires no local IT support.  
The platform was soft-launched for Scotland-based users in April 2008 and there has been limited proactive promotion since then – partly to give us time to make sure we had skills and resources in place to provide required support and partly because a significant improvement programme is in place for the platform and one of the major phases went live in October 2008. Now that the developments are in place we now plan to do much more promotion of the platform and the facilities it offers. 

Despite the low-key publicity since April 2008, over 40 Scotland-based groups have been set up to use the platform to share knowledge and collaborate. The groups are listed on the communities section of our website www.improvementservice.org.uk or can be found by searching “Scotland or Scottish” in the community search box at www.communities.idea.gov.uk 

Groups using the platform include, amongst others, networks of people across Scottish local government and its partners who are involved with: 
· Single Outcome Agreements

· Efficient Government

· Customer Satisfaction with local government

· Knowledge Management 
· Leading the Change (City of Edinburgh Council)

· Managing Contact Centres 
· Improving Aberdeenshire Meetings (Aberdeenshire Council)

· Edinburgh Migration Network

· Collaborative Gain

The IDeA/IS communities platform offers users a sophisticated, integrated service with a degree of control (where required) over group membership.  

People support for Communities of Practice

In addition to providing the online space for groups to collaborate virtually, the IS also offers support and guidance to people involved with these and other cross-organisational and interdisciplinary groups.  
In April 2007, November 2007, February 2008 and November 2008, the IS has held events where facilitators and group members can learn more about communities of practice and techniques to manage such groups, as well as network with each other.  The session in February 2008 was facilitated by Chris Collison of KnowledgeAble, a well-known proponent of KM.  All materials from this meeting are available on the IS website.
We have also supported individual groups through telephone and email support and off-site visits for training, facilitation, awareness-raising and promotion of the Improvement Service and CoP platforms.  A range of support material is also available on the IS and IDeA websites.
Next steps

It is still fairly early days for some communities but we are already able to see increasing activity, engagement and sharing of knowledge and expertise through  the platform.  We will be doing more promotion of the platform to encourage other groups to make use of it. 
Understanding what the success factors are for communities and also enabling them to realise real benefit has to be our next focus.  The IDeA undertook a survey of 5000 users in Autumn 2008 and results from this will help us to start to understand how members of communities view: 

· The impact of membership on their individual performance

· The benefits of membership in terms of increased efficiency at work, savings in time and costs, learning and new knowledge

We have also started to engage with Warwick University’s Knowledge and information Network which is doing significant work around understanding the success factors for communities - what it is that makes them work well and have valuable impact on organisational results and improvements.  We will need to look at further evaluation in 2009.  
Further information is available in the Communities section of our website 

www.improvementservice.org.uk


 or email communities@improvementservice.org.uk if you want to find out more or get involved. 
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