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Communities of Practice – May, 2009
Summarized by Pamela Hollington

Introduction
A few month’s ago, we discussed an article identifying the Top 10 Project Management Trends for 2009, and Communities of Practice was one of those trends.

This month, our speakers discussed this topic in further detail, in their presentation titled, The Community of Practice as Knowledge Cache – A PM CoP Case Study.
Our speakers were Rachel Snee, BSc , and Madeleine Butschler, M. Continuing Ed., LLG, BA.  Rachel has 25 years experience in training and developing Project Managers worldwide and her consulting projects include developing and implementing PM practices, standards, tools and Community of Practice.  Madeleine also has more than 25 years experience with knowledge management/ exchange in various forms from Knowledge Transfer Networks to Communities of Practice.  Her work experience includes initiatives in corporate and non-profit settings across a wide range of disciplines      

Communities of Practice (CoPs) have been recognized for their value in “increasing the sharing and use of best practices, enabling increased dialogue to overcome challenges and growing future leaders”. They are numbered among the top 10 trends in 2009 (RP news wires, "Top 10 project management trends for 2009", Reliable Plant Magazine), according to our speakers.
CoPs are about Learning
The topic of knowledge exchange, prompts us to think about models of learning.  It also forces us to address, How do we learn best?

According to Snee and Butschler, we learn a lot from “errors”, or what we often refer to as “lessons learned.”  And, they add, learning from experience is great, but learning from other peoples’ experience can be even more effective, and faster!

To begin their presentation, they asked how many years of project management experience each participant had in their organization (calculated as the simple sum of years of related experience of each PM resource in the organization).

They then asked, how much each individual, and the organization in general, had learned from this asset.  And, they were conscious in describing this collective knowledge as an asset.

They said that as individuals, we learn through knowledge management, which is a collection of tools, techniques and structures.  And, CoPs are one of those structures that can help individuals and organizations better manage knowledge.

The Basics of CoPs
Knowledge transfer networks (KTN), according to the speakers, can be formal or informal structures.  The notion of a KTN is that individuals from across a set of roles exchange information as feedback to advance a range of goals (usually broader, organizational aims).
CoPs are similar, yet different.  CoPs can also be formal or informal and provide a range of knowledge exchange opportunities to develop capability within a practice area (not usually organizational-wide).

CoPs can be self-organized, or they can be more formally structured and may even be sponsored by a senior executive or a team of senior management.

Some of the factors that influence whether a CoP should be formal, or informal include:

· Objectives of the CoP

· Whether or not there is support/champions

· Whether or not there will be dedicated resources to the group

· Space available

· Size of the potential group

· Time made available both for senior and less experienced resources to participate

BC Hydro CoP Experience
Snee and Butschler described their experience with the CoP they established and administered at BC Hydro, within one of the engineering groups.

They described the CoP as:

· Sponsored

· With defined objectives

· Motivated by business drivers which included:

· Recruitment and retention

· Increased productivity

· Job satisfaction

· Succession planning

They also described some of the approaches they used to setting up and maintaining the CoP.

First, they provided an orientation – what they referred to as a “PM Boot Camp and Mentoring” session.  

They also provided training, which ranged from formal workshops to lunch-and-learn sessions, and included working sessions, forums (dialogue, peer-to-peer) and networking.

The CoP also provided career path support, which included progression programming and planning.

They also made sure that on an ongoing basis, contributions were valued through acknowledgement presentations and celebrations. 
A key success factor, they said, was to also focus on the senior project managers, and to recognize what they need out of the CoP, not just what they can put into it in terms of contributing and sharing their knowledge.

Making CoPs Work

Snee and Butschler suggested that as you create a CoP you try to be as inclusive as possible.  They suggested that you approach it within the context of lifelong learning, and yet, that you recognize the challenge of time commitment required to create and sustain the CoP.

They said that CoPs need to be active and organic, not one-time meetings and as with projects, there is a lifecycle of a CoP.

Thanks and Sponsorship Recognition

Thanks to our speakers for attending our session and sharing their experiences with us.

Thanks also to our sponsors of the local ISSIG meetings:  Teksystems and Software Productivity Centre, our founding sponsors; as well as Eagle Professional Resources,  BC Hydro, PCGI Consulting, and Rebound Consulting.  The generous support of our sponsors allows us to pay for the meeting room, and to provide the coffee, juice and donuts for our meetings.  

Upcoming Meetings
Contact Info:  For more info on the ISSIG or any of the topics in this summary, please contact Pamela Hollington, at (604) 988-4102 or by email at pamela@reboundltd.com.

