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Like all living things, communities of practice have a natural lifecycle. The key to starting,
developing and sustaining them is understanding and resolving the natural tensions of each stage
of development. In this article, Richard McDermott describes what community leaders and

organizers can do to help communities move through these stages with grace.

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AS
A NATURAL STEP

Five stages of community development
By Richard McDermott

“Members of the Florentine choral society participate
because they like to sing, not because their
participation strengthens the Tuscan social fabric.
But it does.” Robert Putnam

Communities of practice are natural, living human
institutions. Like families or villages, they form
spontaneously, grow, mature, change, age and die.
They go through times of promise, trial, doubt
and dormancy. They can be full of conflict, hope
or caring. They can split into factions, merge with
related communities, even propagate new
communities.

Because they are voluntary, successful
communities are vibrant, full of life and energy.
That is what attracts people to them and keeps
them involved. Communities of practice have their
own individual character as different as New York
and Ambherst, Mass. The fact-driven, sometimes
argumentative, meetings of a group of geologists
in New Orleans are extremely different from the
compassionate discussions of a community of social
workers in Boston. Despite their differences, both
of these communities have a kind of vitality. Their
discussions are genuine. They talk about what the
members need and feel an urgency to develop their
domain. Both, like the Tuscan choral society,
strengthen the social fabric of their organizations
by creating ties that bind people across teams,
departments, business units and other structures.
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The tension of development
A community’s development, like an individual’s,
is rarely smooth. It frequently involves painful
discoveries, difficult transitions and learning
through hard-won experience. One community
stalled when its passionate leader changed roles.
Community members were so dependent on him
they found it hard to take on the tasks he so
invisibly assumed. A community of production
engineers was reluctant to welcome new members.
They didn’t want to let go of the intimacy they
had developed even though they knew they had
to expend to survive. Each stage of community
development, like each stage of human
development, poses tensions the community needs
to resolve before it can move to the next stage.

The natural course of community development
is to experience those tensions, wrestle with them
and come to a resolution that propels the
community into the next stage. Vibrant
communities change as the issues in their
organization shift and their field advances. For
example, as they grew from three hundred to over
fifteen hundred, the leaders of Shell’s Well
Engineering community met several times to plan
how to deal with their growth. Knowing that
growth was a natural part of their development,
they were able to shift smoothly into a new
configuration.

The tensions at each stage of development pull



KEYPOINTS

Communities of practice have their own individual
character, and a natural lifecycle like all living things.

e When planning community growth, it’s important to
appreciate the networks that already exist.

® Planning should focus on those elements that will
catalyze development.

e Communities need time to develop relationships and

on communities, just as changing tensions pull on
each of us individually through our lives. Whether
the transition through those tensions is smooth or
full of strife, one of the most important functions of
a community leader is to guide the community
through them. See Figure 1 for an illustration of
the stages of community development.

Stage #1: Planning

Communities grow out of members’ natural
networks. But whether that network is strong or
barely exists, expanding it into a community that
can steward a body of knowledge typically takes
thought and planning.

Discovery and imagination

Community development begins by discovering
who already networks around the topic, the
strength of those relationships, the problems people
have finding or sharing knowledge, and the
potential of the community for growth. At the
same time, community members need to imagine
how a stronger, more focused community could be
valuable both to members and the organization.
Well-networked members often believe they are
already connected to the people who matter, and
sometimes have a hard time imagining the value a
more extended community could add.

Planning as a catalyst for growth

It’s tempting to develop a detailed plan of the
structure, roles, membership requirements,
documentation system, etc. for a community, like
we would for a team. But because communities
evolve, this is not necessary. Instead, planning
should focus on those elements that will catalyze
development. This typically includes interviewing
potential members and thought leaders, developing
a straw model of how the communities could work,
engaging senior managers, and removing
organizational barriers. Thought leaders legitimate
the community, even if they only participate
marginally. The straw model helps communities
imagine how the community could work, and the
interviews build interest. All these elements catalyze
interest in the community.

discover what knowledge is useful to share.

e People are drawn to communities for many different
reasons remember this when planning.

e Unless a community makes its value apparent quickly,
people will drop out.

e Creating a mentorship program and routinizing CoP
entry can help keep its focus on cutting edge issues.

Stage #2: Start-up

Whether they begin with a big launch or simply
start informally sharing ideas and insights,
communities often start with a spike of interest
and excitement, but as community members see
the time, energy and uncertainty in sharing
knowledge, the energy quickly falls. When they
first begin, community members usually don’t
know enough about each other’s work to know
what’s useful to share. A group of systems
engineers decided to put their proposals on a
common Web site. Soon they realized that they
needed the logic behind the proposal, not the
proposal itself: why that software with that
hardware and that service plan.

Incubate or deliver immediate value

Communities need time to develop relationships
and discover what knowledge is valuable to share.

People are drawn to participate in communities
for many different reasons (see sidebar on page
18). It takes time for community members to
develop enough trust to ask for help, discuss
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important problems or share half-baked ideas. But
communities need to provide value to grow. If the
community does not prove valuable quickly,
people drop out. If the community isn’t valuable
to the organization, management support also
fades. Balancing the need to incubate

Figure 1: The stages of community development
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relationships and deliver value is the key tension
of this stage.

Connecting, helping and documenting

Three things help a community to resolve the
tension between incubating relationships and
delivering value: helping each other solve everyday
technical problems, building relationship among
core contributors, and documenting judiciously.
Focusing on technical problems grounds the
community in relevant issues. As community
members understand each others’ problems, they
generally create stronger bonds. Genuinely useful
documents from well-respected members increases
the community’s confidence in the trustworthiness
of the community’s material. Regular contact,
whether one-on-one or in community events (See
Planned Spontaneity, KM Review Volume Three,
Issue Four), builds a core group of members.
When this incubation works well the core group
develops a solid sense of connection, confidence in
the community’s viability, and a rhythm of regular
community activity. As they share exciting,
worthwhile ideas, the core group creates enough

Drivers of participation in CoPs

Head: Passion and value

Some people participate because they are passionately interested in the topic
and will talk with anyone about it. Many people receive direct value from
participating in community, help with a problem, new ideas or technology, or
save time looking for information.

Heart: Connection, contribution, recognition and belonging

Even though most people join a community because they are interested and
expect value, many stay because they become emotionally connected to the
community. Community members share something important. Sometimes it”
a practice they have devoted most of their lives to learning. Connecting with
others who share that passion is itself rewarding. Communities are also a
place where people can make a contribution. Since community members are
practitioners, they can genuinely appreciate each others’ contributions.

S

Hand: Perfecting the craft
For some people the community is an opportunity to learn new tools,
techniques, approaches in their personal desire to perfect their craft.

Most people’s participation is driven by a combination of these. | participate
in the consulting community for a mix of reasons. It’s a good place to talk
shop with people who are outside the client relationship, so | can complain
about and experiment with methods more openly. Second, and more
important, the community is a group with whom | share a sense of
connection, camaraderie and shared passion.
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fire in the heart of the community to attract others.

Stage #3: Growth

Communities are often insulated during their
early development. When word spreads that the
community is sharing useful knowledge,
communities are sometimes barraged by
newcomers. A community of machine operators
met informally in a small conference room for
three months. Then, seemingly from nowhere,
there was a line out the door for seats.

Focus or expand

Frequently, this growth occurs just as the core
group is becoming well-connected and wants to
focus more closely on the knowledge they found
useful. Growth brings new ideas and perspectives.
It expands community members’ exposure. New
people and new ideas make a community, like a
city, more alive. Walking down a city street, you’re
exposed to the city. You’re visible and vulnerable.
People can approach you, ask directions or offer
them, try to sell you products, panhandle, even
accost you. You are vulnerable to whoever’s on
the street, you can be threatened, you are seen.
But the city is also exposed to you. You can see
who might help you with directions, see a
celebrity ducking into a restaurant, watch street
theater, or bump into friends. In the public
byways of the city you are exposed in a way that
you aren’t in your home. You can feel the city’s
life, excitement, and dangers.

Community growth is much the same. It
increases the exposure of members. It multiplies
relationships and makes the community more
vibrant and exciting. When people attend
community events, they are reminded of
guestions they wanted to ask, answers they owe,
ideas to share, and see more opportunities to
network. As one coordinator remarked, “I judge
how well a meeting worked by how many people
walk out together.”

But exposure also disrupts the pattern of
interaction the core community had developed
and sometimes threatens their sense of intimacy
(See sidebar on page 19). One community always
socialized for 10 minutes before their leader eased
them into their focused conversation, guiding it
without an explicit agenda. Before the socializing
was over, several new members asked what the
agenda was and pressed to get started. These small
disruptions of the community’s norms can irritate
core members and break up its sense of familiarity.

Managing growth
The key to helping a community to resolve the



tension of growth vs. focus, is to help the core
group shift from sharing tips to developing the
practice, while protecting it from “basic”
guestions. Creating a mentorship program and
routinizing community entry can help keep basic
questions at bay. Developing vetted practices, and
focusing on how to influence the organization,
can help the core group feel that the
community’s new level of exposure helps rather
than interferes with their relationships.

Stage #4: Sustain

We are tempted to think that maturity is a time of
stability. But communities, like people, change and
grow during their maturity. New members bring
new interest, technology changes, approaches get
stale, demands from the organization change, high
contributors get pulled away. Sometimes these
changes drive the community to new levels of
energy. Sometimes they sap its energy. Active
communities go through cycles of high and low
energy as they respond to changes in their practice,
members, and relationship to the organization.
The main issue for a mature community is how to
sustain its momentum through these changes.

Ownership and openness

Successful communities develop a sort of craft
intimacy which is deep enough to survive the
disruptions of growth. They get to know each
other’s approach to technical problems, learn who
says little but has great insight, and develop a
strong sense of ownership of their collective
knowledge. This intimacy and ownership greatly
facilitates collaboration. But it can also lead the
community to become stagnant, cold to new
members or perspectives. To remain vibrant,
communities need to be open to new ideas and
members, shift topics as the members and
organization shift, and redefine their boundaries.
For mature communities, the infusion of new
ideas and members is often what shifts a
downward energy into an upward trend.

Sustaining momentum

The key to resolving the tension of ownership and
openness is to help community leaders see
opportunities for the community to take on new
challenges. Leaders can bring new members into
the core of the community, hold joint meetings
with other communities, identify new technology,
or find new opportunities to apply their insights.
One community begins their regular events with
an update from the senior management team.
This keeps them connected with current
organizational issues. Another meets regularly

The core group goes underground

conference room at the same time.

After months of meeting regularly to discuss cutting-edge problems, a
community of six senior engineers grew rapidly. The six senior engineers
reluctantly welcomed these newcomers but within a month found that the
informal discussion had shifted from cutting edge topics to more basic ones
The community no longer met their needs. One week, much to everyone’s
surprise, the six senior engineers were missing. After some research, we
discovered that they had gone underground, meeting in a separate

with neighboring communities to identify joint
issues. Another invites suppliers in to discuss new
technical developments.

Stage #5: Close

Because moving through the stages of
development is a natural step, so is death.
Communities typically die in two ways. They fade
away, losing members until no one shows up to
events. Or they turn into a social club. A once-
powerful community of IT managers became
isolated from emerging ideas and influence in the
organization. The core group had developed
strong personal connections and continued to
meet, but their focus slowly shifted from IT issues,
to organizational ones, to their personal lives.
They lost their sense of stewarding a practice. The
main tension at this stage is whether to simply let
the community fade away or to remember it by
articulating its legacy.

The key to closing a community is to close it
before it has lost too many members and help it to
articulate its legacy. This is not so much a matter of
preserving the community’s documents in a
repository, as it is identifying the community’s key
insights and the individuals who will carry them on.

Development as a natural step

Communities experience these tensions differently.
For some they are major conflicts. For others they
are slight shifts in focus. Community leaders who
understand these tensions can help their
community take the natural step of experiencing
them, resolving them, and moving to the next
stage of development. Like human development,
we can’t expect community development to be
smooth and conflict-free. But we can hope to
address these tensions directly enough to move
through the stages of development with grace.
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