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Abstract


Following a quick description of the current environment, the author introduces the concept of the living network.  Relationship Network Management—an integrative competency developed in the U.S. Department of the Navy—is then explored asking questions such as:  How can we ensure incoming information is good information?  How can we manage our relationship networks to maximize their efficacy?  Communities of Practice are then forwarded as a vehicle supporting effective relationship network management.  Finally, specific military examples of communities of practice are provided from the U.S. Department of the Navy.  
Introduction


It’s a CUCA world, a world filled with accelerating Change, rising Uncertainty, increasing Complexity and spreading Anxiety.  And our organizations—civilian and military—are smack in the middle of this confusion, learning to react and adapt to an environment we cannot control, creating, leveraging and applying knowledge to overcome threats and take advantage of opportunities.  


As we moved toward the new century organizations were presented a number of gifts—new technologies, ways of thinking and acting that offered access to information emerging throughout the world and the potential for increasing our knowledge base.  It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the ramifications of an exponentially-increasing information explosion!  While the military framework has long-embraced the importance of community and connectivity, this has become increasingly difficult as the network of people and knowledge in support of Defense has become more and more dispersed and entangled with political, economic and social concerns.  Ironically, this flood of knowledge is not only exacerbating decision-making in this environment, but is also an essential requisite for effectively dealing with this environment. 

For purposes of this paper, information is considered data with some level of context and is usually descriptive, answering questions such as who, what, when and where.  Information can be stored in computers and sent over communications lines.  Knowledge—built on information—often addresses the how and why questions.  Knowledge provides understanding, develops meaning, anticipates the results of actions and is created within the individual’s mind by selecting and organizing information in a manner to achieve these goals.  In brief, knowledge is the human capacity (both potential and actual) to take effective action in varied and uncertain situations.  The following previously-researched assumption is forwarded:  knowledge, a primary source of value for individuals and organizations, grows with learning and use, increases when shared, and is the only known solution to complexity.  Further, effective networks such as teams and communities can locate, create, sculpt, leverage and apply knowledge better than individuals.

The Living Network


As Network Centric Warfare in the U.S. Navy began its long trek toward reality, it was recognized that while networks enable effective linking or networking, it is relationships that facilitate sharing, collaboration and attention.  In other words, technology-supported networks were not the end goal, but were key enablers of the bottom line: the flow of knowledge throughout the system that enables leaders at all levels of the military structure to take effective action in varied and uncertain situations. By the turn of the century knowledge superiority had become the second plank of the U.S. Department of Navy’s. maritime strategy, right up there beside forward presence.  The vision was framed in these words, 

More than any other nation, more than any other Navy, and more than ever before, we rely on the creativity, ingenuity, and intellect of our people.  As we cross the threshold of the Information Age, we intend to realize this awesome potential in every corner of our Navy, by every person, as a highly interactive total team.  Transcending even our current advantage in physical firepower, our Navy will be alive with the fire of shared understanding.  We will do this because we must for our Navy’s relevance and readiness in this new era.  No foe, present or future, will match our knowledge or our ability to apply it.  Indeed, just as forward presence has become a way of life for us, so too will Knowledge Superiority become a Navy way of life.


How would this vision of shared understanding be achieved?  As organizations became recognized as complex adaptive systems, living system metaphors began to emerge as models for effective networking.  How might a living network be described?  First, as an iterative and interactive communication and resource network composed of changing and exchanging information, people and processes.  Second, as a network that is flexible and adaptable to the changing needs of its members and the environment, with the ability to change size, form and means of communication.  Third, as a network designed with open and dynamic systems, both definitive and ever-evolving, and user-driven, bringing knowledge sources and users together in an information exchange that can grow through collaborative, knowledge-creating dialogue or brainstorming in virtual spaces.  Fourth, as a system embedded with discovery tools, visualization and representation techniques for presenting multiple points of view.  Finally, a living network would serve as connective tissue to living repositories …

How might a living repository be described?  First, as a collection of databases filled with high quality information, the context of that information, and hyperlinks.  Second, as a system connected to people, with personal interfaces, both automated and automatically generating summaries, messages and exchanges.  Third, as an evolving system with updates and deletions, becoming an integrated pool of current information and knowledge from a variety of disciplines and people.  Finally, host to living documents … 

How might a living document be described?  First, as a document that is continuously accessible, contextual, trustworthy, legitimate, accurate, and current, where sources and the context of sources are available and accessible.  Second, as a document that is interactive, flexible and adaptable, providing for the efficient inclusion of, and connection to, additional expertise.  Third, as a document that evolves, and is visibly related to, people so that frames of reference can be assessed and questions vetted.  A living example would be Wikipedia.
 


And where does all this information and knowledge come from and where is all this information and knowledge going?  Regardless of the form it takes, it is information patterns moving from one mind to another mind, with the latter mind creating its own knowledge from those information patterns.  In other words, the individual receiver/user has the job of integrating incoming information patterns (I1) with what is already known and believed in their own mind, then combining the emerging information (I2) with current environmental awareness and sensory inputs (I3) and focusing this on a specific issue or situation to create their own new knowledge, i.e., their capacity to take effective action.  As part of this process, every interaction embeds information in the subconscious, information that may emerge when it is needed, often without reference to where it was obtained.  Whether in a professional capacity, during a personal exchange or a result of virtual bantering on a Blog, information patterns (I1) are bombarding our minds.

But I1, I2 and I3 all come into being in association with historic and current relationships and interactions across those relationships.  In other words, each individual’s relationship network—both past and present—plays a key role in making sense of these information patterns.      
Exploring the Relationship Network

The relationship network is a matrix of people that consists of the sum of an individual’s relationships, those people with whom the individual interacts, or has interacted with in the past, and with whom the individual has a connection or significant association.
  If most of an individual’s interactions are with a finite set of co-workers, then the entangled thoughts and feelings of the group combine with that which the individual knows, thinks and feels (and with I3) to produce the action set available to this group.  Fortunately, in our example group, most of the individuals are learners, with each one having substantive interactions and experiences outside the workplace, which in turn expands the potential action set of the group.  Organizations have always recognized the value of training and education in expanding individuals and consequently organizational capability.  What has not always been recognized is that every interaction occurring in every individual’s relationship network has the potential to affect that individual’s future decisions and actions.  

 
The good news is that relationships as well as relationship networks—much like knowledge—can be managed by the individual.  Relationship network management occurs when the potential impact of relationships is recognized and valued, and relationships are purposefully used to share and learn, creating and sustaining a conscious flow of information (that may become knowledge) across the relationship network.  Once we understand the significance—and potential value—of our relationship network, the questions become:  How can we ensure incoming information (I1) is good information?  How can we be sure that each of us is re-creating and re-membering good information?  And finally, how can we manage our relationship networks to maximize their efficacy, and what is the role of the organization in relationship network management?
How can we ensure incoming information (I1) is good information?

Today, a large number of citizens of all ages in nearly every country have access to the Internet, information at the finger tips so to speak, an international yellow pages/resource library limited only by an individual’s information and computer literacy.  And there is so much of it! Beyond access, of course, is validation and understanding.  In other words, much like the ancient Egyptian tomb-builders who held up the written word on tablets as law, when something is downloaded off the Internet it is often inappropriately assumed as correct.  Enter the additional skills of discernment and discretion. Taken together, these terms address the concepts of selecting, valuing, and laying aside, i.e., the ability to identify and choose what is of value, and the equally difficult ability to toss aside that which is not of value.     

Part of valuing information is to ensure the sources of that information are trustworthy.  Within the framework of an individual’s relationship network, trust is based on integrity and consistency over time, saying what you mean and following through on what you say.  Trust is tied directly to both individual and organizational value sets, and is measured by proven behavior.  As the old adage says, “To be trusted one must be trustworthy.”  In addition, respect and reputation contribute to the perception of trust across teams, communities and organizations.  TRUST becomes a foundational building block for relationship network management. 

A collaborative environment—whether in a team, community or organization, or over time with a colleague—is built on interdependency, a state of mutual reliance, confidence, and trust.   It connotes a two-way relationship with both individuals taking responsibility for nurturing and sustaining the relationship. This give and take has at its core a common framework, upon which the exchange of information can lead to the creation of knowledge.  A common framework might include a common language (cultural, functional, organization), common stories, shared values and ethical standards, and a shared vision and mission.  Closely related to interdependency is equitability, which is characterized by fairness and reasonableness, with both individuals benefiting from the relationship.  In reality, both sides often gain more than either contributes, since relationships often produce synergy and shared ideas beget new ideas.  INTERDEPENDENCY, COMMON FRAMEWORK and EQUITABILITY become foundational building blocks for relationship network management.  

How can we be sure that each of us is re-creating and re-membering good knowledge?


While this is affected by the answer to the previous question, it moves beyond I1 to include combining emerging information (I2) with current environmental awareness and sensory inputs (I3).  Describing this in short and imperfect terms, the interpretation and meaning of incoming patterns are very much a function of preexisting patterns within the brain in what Stonier calls a new information unit: “the combination of the external information, complexed with the information provided by the internal information environment.”
  As suggested earlier, this concept brings us to the insight that the source of the internal information environment is itself a result of incoming external information combined or entangled with the previous internal information environment, and the changes in the internal information environment brought about through reflection, imagination and contemplation.  From this insight it is clear that the relationship network—the sum of an individual’s relationships, including interactions, connection and significant associations—has had and continues to have a significant impact on an individual’s thoughts, beliefs and actions, whether consciously or unconsciously.  What is re-created and re-membered is a product of both historic interactions as well as interactions that have occurred more recently which, at least historically, may have little to do with the event or thought that originally occurred.  

In the midst of this re-creating and re-membering the question must be asked:  “good” knowledge for what?  Since knowledge is both context sensitive and situation dependent, it isn’t something that can be stored away for the future, but must be continuously refreshed, re-examined, massaged and tailored to each application.  That is exactly why the relationship network is so powerful.  Not only does it facilitate the flow of information with context from trusted sources, but it is available in the “now” to seek, clarify or flush out the specific knowledge needed for potential responses to issues, problems and opportunities.  The relationship network is a living resource, with pre-identified knowledge sources available in areas of focus and concern who are both accessible and willing to share.  A relationship cannot exist without interactions, without the flow of information and the re-creation of knowledge.  The flow of data, information, and knowledge moves around networks of systems and people, is shared through team interaction, communities, and events, and is facilitated through living information repositories and portals.  This free flow is mutually dependent on both the individual and the organization.  It is each individual’s responsibility to assure that they have what they need when they need it to make the best decisions (in alignment with the strategy and vision of the organization).
  OPENESS and FLOW become foundational building blocks for relationship network management.   
How can we manage our relationship networks to maximize their efficacy, and what is the role of the organization in relationship network management?


As introduced above, the first step is recognizing the value individual relationship networks bring to decision-makers at all levels.  The second step is for individuals to identify their personal networks of relationships.  As an analogy, consider the approach taken by an organization striving to become knowledge-centric.  The organization conducts a knowledge audit to identify what knowledge is available and what knowledge is needed, identifying the gap and then striving to identify ways to fill the gap:  expanding the knowledge of current employees, hiring new employees, or partnering with other organizations to expand their own knowledge capacity.  At the level of the individual this same approach translates into relationships: conducting a relationship audit to identify what trusted sources of knowledge are available, then determining what knowledge is needed, and finding trusted sources of knowledge to fill the gap.  Since it takes time to develop trusted sources—and recognizing the foundational concepts of relationship network management described above—managing relationships becomes an ongoing responsibility of every decision-maker.  Active relationship network management means continuously and consciously choosing to develop, expand, and actively sustain relationships through interactions built on the foundational concepts of trust, interdependency, a common framework, equitability, openness and flow.   

Much like culture, relationship networks can be nurtured and supported by the organization through providing structures for collaboration; for example, through the development and support of communities of practice.
Enter Communities of Practice

Communities of Practice (CoPs) are one of the first new organizational forums of the millennium.  Built on the tradition of professionals joining together to share skills and resources, they are vibrant learning centers and rich marketplaces for knowledge sharing.  A community of practice can be defined as a group of people who share a common area of practice in a domain of human endeavor “and engage in a process of collective learning that creates bonds between them.”
  In a CoP research report prepared for the U.S. Department of Navy (DON) three fundamental elements were identified as significant to successful implementation of CoPs:  (1) a shared domain of interest and practice (Why is this important to the organization? Why would people want to participate?); (2) the idea of supporting a community of individuals interacting and building relationships (Who should be involved? What are ways to foster trust and engagement?); and (3) the practice around which knowledge is shared and developed (What knowledge matters? What activities are needed?)
  

In general terms, CoPs have a shared domain of practice; are aligned with the organization’s strategic direction; cross operational, functional and organizational boundaries as appropriate for the domain of practice; are defined by knowledge, not tasks; are managed by making connections; focus on value-added, mutual exchange and continuous learning; and have an evolving agenda.  Critical factors for success include a sense of urgency, trust, personal passion, respect, key thought leader involvement, and open communications.  They are self-organizing in terms of their day-to-day interactions.  An analogy would be the human brain, with healthy brain cells working symbiotically as one greater and singularly-focused creative mind while interjecting diverse patterns and connections, creating project harmony and strength through a common direction; and producing wonders with well-coordinated and simultaneous efforts.  


At the organizational level, CoPs accelerate collaboration, the rate of innovation and the speed of quality decision-making.  They also leverage the organization’s investment in human capital, the management of knowledge and organizational learning.  At the workgroup level, CoPs can support any unit where assigned work is managed to meet an organization’s commitment for products and services.  They accelerate the use of best practices and lessons learned and access to resources and just-in-time expertise while leveraging capabilities for virtual work and more confidence in managing risk.  At the individual level, CoPs extend the individual’s reach for knowledge, building new relationships and new access to help create a superior fighting force that is “alive with the fire of shared understanding.”
  CoPs accelerate the transfer of know-how, collaboration, and make creative problem solving available to all while leveraging opportunities for change and growth and professional commitments.  But the benefits extend even farther in terms of affecting the people in the extended relationship networks of each individual in the CoP.
Military Models of Communities of Practice


An early community model in the DON was development of an enterprise-wide knowledge management CoP which began with two senior-level leadership conferences and grew to 300 active participants geographically dispersed around the world sharing thinking virtually and in face-to-face forums held three times a year.  Another early example in support of the U.S. Navy Fleet were the Carrier Team One Knowledge Sharing Networks of the Carrier Maintenance Community that connected shipyards and ships.  In the words of a participant, people joined these communities because they wanted to learn what other people had already learned, what mistakes had been made, and how to do their jobs better.  Another example of a best practice community was the Pacific Fleet Knowledge Management CoP which allowed knowledge managers and leaders to accelerate knowledge manaement implementation and to standardize methodology throughout the Fleet to ensure the greatest impact with the least overhead.  A third example was The Institute for Joint Warfare Innovation Community of Practice, focused on the implementation of knowledge management in terms of innovation.  


By 2002 there were over 300 recognized and supported communities of practice throughout the DON, many of which continue today.  These communities of practice came in many different flavors and served many different purposes.  For example, some were informal and some were highly structured.  While all of the communities had some degree of domain boundary and criteria for members, some were more formal than others.  Similarly, some were focused more on the reuse of knowledge assets while others were focused more on surfacing new ideas and innovations.  


An innovative CoP model that was implemented by the Naval Facilities Engineering Command (NAVFAC) became the way work was done in that organization.  A CoP and a community of interest
 (CoI) were developed and supported by the Command for each of 31 functional areas of responsibility (base operations, engineering systems, pavements, etc.).  Figure 1 is a schematic that maps out the relationships of representative CoP/CoI functional groupings (or knowledge centers) developed by NAVFAC.  Leading each knowledge center was a technical discipline leader (TDL).  In addition, at the CoP level knowledge centers included integrated product team liaisons which were tasked to specific acquisition programs and projects underway.  CoPs information technology systems, offering access to formal CoP members, provided virtual working environments.  CoP members included practitioners and subject matter experts across the NAVFAC organization who worked in a specific knowledge area.  Collaboration among discipline leaders, subject matter experts and practitioners in the community of practice enabled the identification of specialized expertise, and the sharing and dissemination of that expertise across the workforce.  This fostered professional development in the workforce, which in turn provided candidates for succession management.  A more densely populated TDL web page provided threads, documents, points of contact, news and resources for the larger knowledge center community (including both CoP and CoI members).  Customers and interested individuals from the broader NAVFAC system could—and did—actively participate in the CoIs, often providing out-of-the-box ideas for knowledge issues broadcast to the community and an overlap across functional areas (information and knowledge sharing), as well as resulting in cross-functional training for NAVFAC personnel.  

In addition to structuring work flows around the knowledge center concept, individual and community rewards systems were put in place to ensure the flow of information across communities and among communities.  Every three months individuals in each community of practice were asked to vote for the individual who not only possessed needed information and knowledge but was accessible and followed-through on sharing needed information and knowledge.  Monetary rewards were given to these individuals.  Simultaneously, as issues or areas of concern were posted for CoP and CoI exploration, all those individuals who substantially participated in the thread as new ideas emerged and became part of a larger solution set were considered part of the solution team.  When an idea worked, a team award was given which was directly correlated to each individual’s annual performance evaluations.  Note that any individual in NAVFAC could belong to as many CoIs as they chose, and, if they substantially contributed to a thread leading to a solution, began building a reputation in functional areas beyond their own previously recognized areas of expertise, and were often recognized as contributors to systems approaches and therefore solicited to participate in special projects providing leadership opportunities.  


This NAVFAC example followed a structured approach for the use of communities while still allowing and supporting self-organization in terms of the unfolding of threads and participation in CoIs.  While the TDL is the community leader, there is also an integrator and a champion or sponsor for each CoP.  The community leader facilitates the flow of ideas across the community network, working with a core group and technology support system to ensure easy access to people, documents, best practices, professional training information and other professional and related resources.  The integrator’s role includes: helping in the development and dissemination of information about the CoP; creating links between CoPs and CoIs; establishing relationships with teams and other CoPs and CoIs; facilitating access to information technology and training resources; and maintaining CoP and CoI directories and yellow pages to include areas of expertise and interest.  The CoP champion or sponsor is a senior leader who recognizes the potential value of the knowledge area to the larger organization.  The champion/sponsor sets expectations that the CoP will: provide senior leaders greater access to functional areas in a rapid and facilitated manner, enable pursuit of innovative opportunities further and faster; enhance collaboration for decision support and work performance; and improve communications throughout the organization. 

Parting Thoughts


By now it is becoming clear that relationship network management and communities of practice implemented in the U.S. Department of Navy—part of a living network—offer the opportunity for much more effective use of human resources.  It is no longer enough for our military to be competent.  In an uncertain, surprise-prone, complex world, military leaders must do everything possible to provide the supporting structures, processes, opportunities and rewards needed by decision-makers at all levels.  Such an environment enables military personnel to learn and share their knowledge, becoming more efficient—and proficient—in solving problems and dealing with new challenges in the service of their country.  We are entering a new era that demands immediate, accurate and appropriate knowledge to penetrate the complexity of tomorrow.  The living network serves as a fountainhead for this knowledge.    
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