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This case study is part of a series of case studies on communities of practice written for the BEEP project funded by the European Union. It describes the effort of a Canadian company to develop a community of practice among independent sales agents who sell its products in their own businesses spread all across Canada. The case study assumes that the reader is somewhat familiar with the concept of community of practice.

1. Background

Founded 130 years ago, Clarica Life Insurance Company, formerly The Mutual Group, was the first and oldest mutual insurance company in Canada—a distinction that comes with a traditional commitment to human values and personal service. It specializes in retail insurance products, which it sells through independent agents. Its 8,000 employees and agents serve over 3 million customers, most of them across Canada. In 1999, it “demutualized” and became a publicly traded company, choosing the new name “Clarica” to convey its new brand of “clarity through dialogue.” In spring 2002, it merged with Sun Life Financial. The new company operates under both names and Clarica takes care of the retail operations in Canada. Because the Agent Network was initially developed before the merger, this case study will refer to the company simply as Clarica.

A company commitment to capability development

In the last few years, Clarica has focused on the systematic development of “strategic capabilities” to serve its business objectives in line with its corporate emphasis on continuous learning. In lieu of a traditional HR department, it has created a “Strategic Capabilities Unit.” The Unit integrates individual, team, and organizational learning in one initiative, with roles that focus on issues such as career development, knowledge architecture, corporate culture, and brand management. Its mandate is to partner with businesses to develop the individual and organizational capabilities that will keep the company at the forefront of the industry. To this ends it fosters learning and knowledge management; it promotes self-initiative, collaboration, and corporate values that reflect Clarica’s brand; and it seeks to leverage Clarica’s substantial investment in technology.

The Strategic Capabilities Unit has devised a knowledge strategy with three main components: a knowledge architecture, a leadership culture, and a technology infrastructure. The knowledge architecture structures the goals of creating and leveraging knowledge in terms of two processes:

· Knowledge access, which is achieved by codifying explicit knowledge into collections of “knowledge objects” made available through the company’s intranet

· Knowledge exchange, which is achieved by cultivating communities of practice around strategic knowledge domains.

Communities of practice are therefore a key component of the company’s knowledge strategy—an approach in line with its long tradition of valuing community and collaboration. The Strategic Capabilities Unit has identified over 30 communities of practice at various stages of development and institutional integration, in domains such as actuary practice, “use of plain language,” project management, and customer service representative training. It provides various degrees of support and resources to these communities as part of its knowledge strategy.

The sales agents

The sales force of Clarica consists of about 3,000 agents spread throughout Canada. These agents sell exclusively the products of Clarica and its partners, but they are not employees. They are business owners who run their operations as independent agents. Their work is intensely personal and requires emotional engagement. Successful agents build close relationships with customers as they help them deal with the kind of private life-events that require insurance.

Building communities of practice among agents made perfect sense. They sell the same products to similar types of customers in their own territories. They have much to learn from each other though they often work in isolation. Increasing the capabilities of agents serves both agents and the company as it enables them to improve their business performance. Given the geographic distribution of agents and the unfeasibility of bringing them together face-to-face regularly, the interactions of the community would have to be largely online. In the spring of 2000, Senior VP of Strategic Capabilities Hubert Saint-Onge and Knowledge Architect Mary Lynn Benninger decided to initiate a project to build such a community.

2. Objectives

The Agent Network project was part of the overall knowledge initiative of the company. In this context, the main objective of the project was: 

· to improve the capabilities of agents individually and collectively so they would increase their productivity and develop their business. 

But there were a number of accessory objectives as well. These included:

· to improve the retention rate of agents, especially new agents with less than five years of experience

· to create mentoring relationships for knowledge exchange across generations.

· to involve agents with web technology and improve their computer literacy. Helping agents become “web-enabled” was to serve the e-business strategy of the company and its effort to move away from paper-based transactions.

The community’s purpose statement

The Steering Committee articulated the main goal of the project in terms of three interrelated subgoals:

· To help new agents gain support in developing their expertise and their business

· To enable experienced agents to reach new levels of achievement

· To allow all agents to network as a way to grow personally, professionally, and technically, leading to innovation in sales strategies

Eventually, the committee came up with a succinct definition of the community’s objective from its perspective:

“To develop and share our personal, professional, and technical expertise, leading to innovative strategies and growth of our business.”

For agents, by agents

“For agents, by agents” was the slogan that was chosen to convey the community’s identity. It expressed both the mutuality of the peer-to-peer learning relationships among members and their sense of ownership of the community. It also conveyed the delicate position of the community at the boundary of the formal organization. It was to be a strategic community, central to Clarica’s business goals, but not a tool of the sales department. It was to be the agents’ own community.

Managing this boundary between the agents and the company required some careful decisions. Developing communities of practice always entail risks. When people come together to take charge of their knowledge, there is always a risk that the discussions they have and even the practices they come up with will be subversive in some ways. When members are independent agents who have a business relationship with the company and may at times disapprove of the policies of the organization, the potential for conflict is even greater than for employees. What if the agents used their community platform as a forum to talk in the company’s back, as it were, and organize collective action against it? The potential was certainly there.

This question was raised and did generate some misgivings about the project among management. But in the end, they decided that the promise of more capable agents outweighed the risk. In fact, the company made a commitment to agents that Clarica management would not participate in or even have access to the discussions, except when invited by the community for a specific event, such as a question-answer session about a new policy. The overall idea was to refrain from giving the community a corporate feel, but to let the members develop the identity of their community. This way, agents could really identify with the community as a space of their own.

Create a community-development model

An additional goal of the project was to develop and refine a model for starting further communities. If the company was basing its knowledge strategy on communities of practice, knowing how to cultivate these communities effectively was a strategic capability itself. Given the geographical distribution, it was also important to evaluate the use of web-based technology for supporting communities.

Furthermore, the Agent Network project was to start with a pilot involving approximately 150 agents. Reflecting on and learning from the process would establish a basis to continue with a second phase when further groups of agents will be invited to join.

3. Resources

Earlier attempts at creating communities of agents had failed. This time, the team was determined to learn from the lessons of the past and to invest enough resources and preparation time in the project to ensure its success. These resources included support personnel, technology, and managerial attention.

On the technology side, they purchased a special piece of community-oriented software from Communispace Corporation. But they understood that technology by itself was not enough. To prepare a core group for the community, they enrolled close to twenty agents in an online course on communities of practice. This direct experience of learning in an online community inspired enough of them that the main drive for actually starting the community came from a group of committed agents.

It was crucial to have agents themselves take the initiative when it came time to start the community, but the team wanted these agents to have all the support they needed. From the Knowledge Team in the Strategic Capability Unit, a Knowledge Architect was assigned to the project, bringing to it the Unit’s experience with internal communities of practice. They also assigned a project manager full-time to get the process underway, carefully managing the series of activities necessary to take it from the early planning phase to the launch of the community. Finally, they hired a full-time facilitator who would serve as a resource to agents, welcoming them, helping them with technical questions, facilitating the online conversation, and producing summaries and documents. This person was a professional facilitator hired from the outside in an explicit move to assure the agents that she was not a representative of the company but a neutral resource.

The team wanted to ensure that the project had sufficient managerial attention and broad commitment in the company. They obtained the sponsorship of two senior managers, the VP of Sales Force Support and the VP of Career Sales Force. Of course, the project was already championed and managed by the VP of Strategic Capabilities, a very senior position. But it was significant to also enlist the sponsorship of managers who had direct line responsibility and who had a business stake in the success of the community. It was a way to connect the project to the business and to give it additional legitimacy.

All these direct resources were crucial to the success of the project. But perhaps the most important resource was less visible. It was the strategic context provided by the company’s “knowledge capital initiative” and expressed organizationally in the Strategic Capabilities Unit. The Unit had established an explicit, enterprise-wide knowledge strategy, which was well understood as an integral part of the business strategy. The Unit’s ongoing work with cultural values, brand definition, knowledge repositories, and internal communities of practice had created a background against which the Agent Network project would be perceived as a natural part of “the way we do business around here.”

4. Activities

The purpose of the first phase of the project was to start with a pilot, learn how to do it successfully, and then extend the community to other agents in later phases. This first phase was expected to take about eight months. It went through a series of steps that would later become a standard community-development process.

Once it was decided in principle that the project would go ahead, one of the first actions was to assemble a Steering Group that would bring together representatives from the various stakeholders to provide guidance to the project. The Steering Group was composed of two agents, one experienced and one still in the process of establishing a business, two staff members from the sales department at Clarica who would provide liaison with the sponsors, and two members of the Knowledge Team, including the Knowledge Architect appointed to the project. Having various perspectives represented on the Steering Group would help ensure that the full range of relevant issues were taken into consideration.

Set the context: define the project

The Steering Group hired a project manager and together they first set out to define the context and the broad parameters of the project. 

The team sought clarity about purpose, relevance, and expectations. They explored the needs of individuals and of the organization that the community was to respond to, and came up with a purpose statement, as mentioned above. This process involved intense conversations with a variety of stakeholders, in particular potential members and sponsors. The importance of these conversations lay not merely in collecting information but also in introducing the ideas and starting people on the journey.

The team drew an initial project plan, with expected milestones and project deliverables (to be distinguished from community deliverables). This gave everyone a sense of confidence that the steps had been carefully thought through. They also clarified the roles and responsibilities of the various people involved in the project.

The team identified the resources needed. They drew a budget and set out to get the required help from people in various areas in the company, including training, IT, legal, and graphics. They selected a web-based system and started negotiating with the vendor how they were going to work together.

Last by not least, the team developed a shared understanding of what communities of practice are, what they are good for, how they evolve, and what the critical success factors are. They produced a set of documents and presentation material that could be used to explain the project to a variety of audiences.

Lay the foundations: put community components in place

Once the context was defined, the project team, again working with the Steering Group, started to put in place the various components that would allow the community to come together. 

The team hired the facilitator and clarified her role in interacting with the community, helping agents, taking care of the repository, and providing liaison with the company while respecting the confidentiality of the community. Issues of governance, norms of behavior, and privacy of client data were also addressed.

The team selected the membership of about 150 agents who were to participate in the pilot. They tried to balance the goal of finding people who were ready to make a contribution with the goal of reflecting the diversity of the agent population in terms of experience, customer base, and location. The Steering Group and others suggested names and invitations were sent, followed by a phone call. The expectation was that about half of the invitees would respond and they would then be asked to invite someone else along. In fact, the response rate was so high (about 95%) that the membership target was reached in the first round.

The team prepared the online space by customizing it for the community and dealing with security issues. They furnished the site with a preliminary set of documents that would make it useful for agents and would create an initial taxonomy for the organization of member contributions. They also developed support material for agents, including a guide to the activities supported by the site and a suggested set of “day-one activities.”

Finally, the team drew up an assessment and communication plan to make sure that all the constituencies were properly informed of the progress of the project.

Get started: launch the community

With all the elements in place, it was time to have the sponsors sign-off on the plan and get ready for the launch. The launch was set to mid-December so that the 2-3 week ramp-up period the team expected would coincide with the holiday season, during which agents are not likely to be very busy interacting with clients.

After some tests of the site and some last-minute technological glitches that distracted from focusing on the community, login information and a welcoming letter were sent to members. As agents started to show up on the site, the facilitator welcomed them personally, congratulated early contributors, and offered help with the use of technology. She gave regular reports on the progress of the launch.

The support team had prepared some ice-breaker activities to get things going—five easy topics to start conversations on subjects such as what the community should be like. But it turned out that the agents took the conversations over right away and started to discuss their own topics. They had little patience for community exercises. They had been isolated for too long and they had business to talk about.

Establish the community: value, rhythm, and style

Now that the community was launched, the project aspect started to move into the background and the community started to take over. A core group of committed agents emerged as a source of leadership within the community. Light facilitation was a key ingredient, but the community was clearly in charge.

The facilitator kept welcoming newcomers and encouraging members to participate and to fill out their profiles. She also asked members to contribute documents of their own—stories, marketing material, calculation templates—which they started to do regularly. She would then organize them into a useful repository. Her role and her trusted relationship with the community were something that was established over time, through experience and action rather than through assertions. 

Soon, the community discovered a rhythm of value-producing activities. Without being prompted, agents started to engage in case-based learning by addressing problems brought up by members. For instance, a new agent presented the situation of a young couple who had received a substantial cash gift from their parents. What soon ensued was a discussion of the merits of various approaches. The discussion was so rich that the agent was able to provide good advice and reported great success in dealing with this customer. The community had made a tangible difference.

Some problems did arise, such as a few unintended breaches of confidentiality—overly explicit discussion of a client situation or forwarding a chunk of discussion to a manager without asking for permission. At some point a member even took over a discussion to rant against a new policy in a way that seemed uninformed and irresponsible. All these glitches afforded an opportunity for the community to discuss its norms and define itself. Members developed a shared sense of the style of their community. And for instance, whenever the facilitator proposed some social games to provide a bit of lightness, the community balked: this was to be a professional community focused on business issues.

Cultivate the community: assess, strengthen, and harvest

One key role of the facilitator was to hold a mirror to the community by constantly assessing how it was doing and communicating these observations as a way to encourage reflection and to strengthen engagement. She collected informal feedback made in conversations, analyzed statistics of participation to see patterns, and kept in touch with the Steering Group and the software vendor about emerging issues and opportunities. Overall, open and ongoing communication about both positive and negative aspects was key to this role.

Strengthening the community in response to this assessment required paying a lot of attention to what was going on. A conversation was hitting an unresolved question: it was time to invite a guest speaker to address the topic. Issues of trust were being brought up in e-mails: discussing the role of the organization and the respect of confidentiality was in order. People needed help: it was necessary to encourage everyone to provide enough information about themselves in their profiles that those in need could find those with answers. Agents participated for a variety of reasons—finding support in getting started, giving help, keeping informed, networking with others, dealing with rural isolation. The community was gaining strength by being a forum where this diversity of needs could be served.

As the community engaged in discussions, a lot of material was being generated. After a few months, there had already been dozens of dialogues on various topics, most archived and a good number currently active. Even with keyword search, this amount of conversation material could quickly become overwhelming. Another important role for the facilitator was to synthesize conversations into summaries or case studies, which were kept in the archive or could even be included in the regular newsletter. This way participants could readily be reminded of the content of a conversation and a newcomer could quickly get a sense of what had been talked about.

Current challenge: go to scale

Phase I has produced a detailed report. Now the challenge is to go to scale and start to grow the community to include more and more agents. Going to scale to include 3,000 agents is a challenge because a very large community can become too impersonal or generate an overwhelming amount of material. It will be necessary to devise a process by which the community can subdivide into meaningful subgroups.

5. Results

The main result of the project is a lively community of practice connecting agents across Canada. This in itself is a significant achievement. These agents have a strong performance focus. They are in business on their own. Any time they spend on the community is time they do not spend selling. That they participated as much as they did is a testimony to the value they found in their interactions. In fact, the project team was surprised by the willingness and even eagerness of agents to discuss the tricks of their trade and share their knowledge, in spite of potential competitive issues.

Evaluation

At the completion of the first phase of the project, the team conducted a formal evaluation. The survey was designed and administered by the Marketing Research Department, which had much experience in this kind of evaluation and provided a neutral voice.

The survey did not produce enough critical mass of responses to do sophisticated demographic analysis, but it did articulate the main elements of value that agents found in their participation. For them, the community:

· afforded opportunities to grow personally, professionally, and technically

· provide new ideas, approaches, and strategies

· developed relationships with colleagues

· provided access to new sources of information

· helped clarify issues they did not understand

· made a difference to a sale

On the question of pursuing the project further, 93% of respondents thought that the community of practice should be continued, and 54% that it was very important.

A number of agents filled out the survey even though, while they accepted the invitation, they had not participated in the community. The reasons they gave for not participating included: lack of time, not enough of a priority for them, and lack of familiarity with technology. Some also mentioned that they had other ways to network with colleagues.

6. Lessons learned

A second result of the project is the learning of the team, which had always been an explicit goal. By documenting their activities and reflecting on their process, they have produced a model for community development in a strategic context that is likely to decrease the time and effort required to launch such communities in the future. Among the many lessons learned in this project, here are a few.

The context is crucial.

Organizations must create a cultural and strategic context in which communities of practice can find an explicit place. This highlights the importance of a shared language to talk about the role that communities play and the significance given to them in the strategy of the organization. 

Trust is key.

It is important to create a climate of mutual trust both within the community and with the organization. Issues of confidentiality and privacy are critical. Management can model this trust by letting members and the Steering Group take charge, by not pushing a corporate agenda, but creating a space that members consider their own. Professionals seem to respond to trust by being trustworthy so that it is worth taking the risk of connecting people who may talk about you in your back. 

There are all sorts of opportunity to strengthen the sense of community.

Using member’s problems as a catalyst for learning creates trust as well as knowledge sharing. Even breaches of the community’s norms became learning experience to further the development of the community. In a politically sensitive context, the neutrality of a professional facilitator can be an asset, even if she lacks knowledge of the domain. Similarly, the use a third party to evaluate the community increases the credibility of the results.

The relationship with stakeholders needs careful attention.

To maintain a climate of trust, open and frequent communication is critical. Recognize there are multiple purposes and stakeholders. Keep all stakeholders appraised of progress and seek their advice on problems. Discuss clearly the role of sponsors, management or head office with respect to the community. 

Effort, resources, and discipline required should not be underestimated.

It took a whole team to start this community of practice. This team was well resourced and applied a strict project discipline to its work. It did not leave much to chance, anxious to succeed where earlier attempts had failed. Communities take care of themselves but creating the organizational context in which they can do this productively requires a lot of careful work.

7. Conclusion

First, the Agent Network project confirmed the importance of having practitioners manage their knowledge. Practitioners learn best from each other. Agents were keen to learn from one another, to the point where they did not care for ice-breakers and other facilitation games and wanted to “talk shop” right away. Their contributions to the community had much credibility because they knew others were involved in similar situations, understood their perspectives, and spoke from experience. That is why communities of practice are such an effective vehicle for developing strategic capabilities. 

Given a situation where practitioners are ready to become engaged, the project also demonstrated that a lively community of practice can be built online when people are distributed geographically. The virtual environment highlights the need for a facilitator. Technology is an enabler, but can also be a source of frustration. It is important to work closely with the technology vendor to create an environment that is tailored to the needs of the community. But distributed communities of practice through online interactions are definitely feasible.

Finally, the project demonstrated the possibility of—indeed the need for —a healthy dance between the formal and the informal, in which each contributes what it is good at. The project was run as a very formal process, in the context of a very formal knowledge strategy. And yet it was this rigor at the project level and this systematicity at the strategic level that generated the kind of support structure within which agents could feel inspired to form their own community and take charge of its destiny.
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www.clarica.com and www.sunlife.com are the two websites where you can get more information about the company.  
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