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J arc held together bl
pâtch\r'otks of communities
thet. if ptopetll supported,
can ensurc people learn,
innovate, collaborate and share

knos'ledge. Às Nlartin

Dugage, knorvledge mânâgement ditector at Schneider
Electric, knos's, these activities chârâcterise some of the
torld's most successful organisations. His appreciation of the
value of communities extends back to his 6rst engineeting job

ât îerospâce compeny Dassault rvhere employees rvere given
thc spâce, resources and support to not only perform their
roles to thc best of their abiJities, but also explore new wâys
of t'orking. Since then, his discovery of knorvledge
mâûâgement (I{r$ and hard fought expetiences building
communities of ptactice (CoPs), have gncn him an in depth
r.rndetstanding of what makes ot breaks e community.

Gtaduating from L Ecole des Mines de Patis,
one of France's respected grandes ecoles,

Dugage joined Dassault as an cxpet in
composite mâtedals. Fle describes the company
âs the most elabotate knowledge-dtiven
orgâflisation he has knorvn and :rcknorvledges
its ongoing influence in his work.

"Dassault had a familJ, structure rvhere
people knew each othd verv vell," he sx\.q. "(Jn

an earli project, I had to develop the carbon
hbre component structure of the ftont
fuselage of the Rafale À Iighter Thcl
ashecl what resourccs l'd neecl

but gave me considerably
more thân I had tequesred
as they knew engineers

ahvays spent nore than

we asked fot. We had no
excuses for clrtting

cotnets ancl we had the
timc and space to test ne\v
icleas and hclp others if
they had problems. It is an
cxpensive âpproach - mân\r

thor.rght *'e rvete throl'lng

mone) out thc $iûdow but
it u'orked: rr'e rvere the onh,
conpanv ablc to develop a
X{ach II fighter protoqpc in
three Yeârs."

From Dassault, Dugage
letùrned to acaclcmia to study for

The knowledge Martin Dugage
Communit ies of  pract ice hold the key to the learning organisat ion.
N4art in Dugage tel ls Sandra Higgison how he has unlocked their  value
at Schneider Electr ic and examines the roles of  t rust  and knowledge
spaces in ensur ing success.

an NIBA at Insead, another socially charged institution. \fihile

students build dense and valuable networks dudng their time
at the top-tiet business school and can tâke advantage of the
enviroomentt high levels of social capital, they are also taught
to be highlv professionâl in theii woik ând that they must
focus on retr.rrn on rnvestmenr. "I became rvrongiy convinced
that beine 'professiooal' invoh'ed counting a lot and running a
tight ship," he savs. "I even started wondering if Dassault's
approach s'as u'asteful and rvhether it rvas managing research
aod development propedy"

It s'asn't until Dugage joined Schneider Electdc, one of
the largest maoufâctlrters of equipment for clectrical

distrfuution and industrial conttol and automation, ther
he realised hos' shott sighted and limiting this approach

cou  d  bL .  Fo l l ou iny  ' e \e r . r l  r  e . r r .  n  s r ra r cgc
management consulting after Insead, Dugage took on a
number of marketing and strategv roles at Schneider

betbre moving to the US to tackle pfoduct do'elopment
\ irhin R&D for r l-c corroar) \  auromaùon grnup.

Às the internet boom took hold, he t'as given the
task of investigating $'hat the Éiroup coultl do in rhe dot

com world. "l rvas patt of the ncrv e business clivision,
rvhich rvas like an incubatot for Schneider. At the time
e\''efvone was focusing on the rveb as either a

broadcasting medium or a sa.les channcl. But I was
realh interested b., thc social aspect and thc
opportunities it held for cstablishing neu'
connecrion. bcruc. r pcoplc. J Lrecrme rer)

passionate about this arca."
'Ihe 

dir.ision laur-rched man1. initiatives
including those that Dugage honed in on relating
to communitics. "Schneider being a technologl,
oriented busincss, rve all believed th:rt src couLd
change the n'a_r' peoplc rvorked through rveb-
based collaboration tools," he says. Building a
tcam of ten people, Dugage lccl the
cler,clopmcnt of a tool called l{nexsis, rvhich
hc lil<ens to a platform for group rveblogs.
"Thc r.ision was rhat I{nexsis rvould suppott a
companv's elliances. For erample, Schncider
Elcctric has doæloped anci ou'ns global
standarcls in automation. We u'anted ro crc.rrc
â platform thât enabled the cootmumues



involved in theit development ând implementation to

discuss any issues and help them evolve. Knexsis had tags,

collabotative filteting, member profiles and the abiJity fot

people to evâluate âûd grade the quality of posts."

Even though, after only eight months, the ptoject fell foul of

senrot managementt decision to stop âll initiatives not deemed

to be part of t1-re cote business, Dugage now âdrnits that

l( lcrsis was doomed from the ourser. "From i sysfems

standpoint it was very interesting and the concePt was cettainly

visionaty fot the time as it really extended t1-re idea of a user

group. It was, however, totally out of touch. These things only

happen ftom the ground up. People statt blogging individually

and d-ren form their own communities to blog as a grcup. It

needs too much enetgy to be pushed down from the toP."

Despite the business failute, Knexsis rcceived much attention

from extetnal and internâl customeis, ând Dugage says he is

rerl  proud olt  rhe innovatire uork t-hât went into i fs creâdon.

For the next few months, irr true KM sryle, Dugage took

some ume to reflect on the lessons he hâd learnt ftom the

Knexsis experience. It was mid-2001 and he was living in

Boston, Massachusetts - â hub of KM people and activiry

Taking âdvântage of this location he met and hâd interesting

cowersaflons wid-r some of the most forward d-rinking people

in knowledge management, including Larry Prusak, Steve

Denning, Hubert Saint Onge and Alex Bennett. "I leatnt â lot

about their thoughts on communities and knowledge sharing,

ând I stârted to pùt together a toolkit fot creating

of his ot her community in one minute widrout any notes ot

slides. It wâs a great exercise âs it fotced them to go deeP into

the meaning and benefits of their community."

Their success also impressed Schneider Electtic's CEO

who called in the senior vice ptesident in chatge of the

competence centres and asked him to speed up the

communiies' work. Unfottunately, this interest deâlt them a

neat fatal blovr 'qwllen you want commùnities to move fastet

they morph into project teams," says Dugage. "S?hereâs the

people in them had been shadng knowledge for theit own

benefit and stoting it in ways that would be useful to the next

generauons, tley vr'ere suddenly made to focus on creating

visible assets that served the needs of others outside the

communiry" This initial shift caused the communities to lose

much of theil enetgy, while a major corporate reorgânisâtion

then sapped most of the remaining momentum.

Thtee years on and Dugage is in the process of building

new networks of communities ât Schneider. "We have 13

CoPs for people working with the companyt inftastruchrre

clients, such as electrical utilities ot aitports. Focused on

understanding theit key issues and detecting Potential future

projects, they ate Jike think tanks, but are also very

operationall' In addition he is building eight communities that

aim to bring ptoduct and application specialists togethet

within the company's sâles ptocess. "Itl an eoormous

programme d-rat organises global communities atound product

famiJies and ttains people on the offeting."

communiues at Schneidet " he says. 'rffe

based the toolkit on thât of the US Nâv1'

and adâpted it to our company! culture."

Dugage published t1.re toolkit online

ard was soon contacted by a seniot vice

ptesident who said it was exacdy what he

needed to support a seties of competeflce

centes he v'as building âcross the

organisatron. Like many companies, Schneider was making the

transition from selling ploducts to selling solutions ot systems,

which required that it fr.rlly understand its clients' businesses

and needs. The competence centres would enable dre compaoy

to tap iûto â number of its major markets. lflTile each cenue

wâs based in d1e most televant country orgânisations,

mânâgement teams were struggling to Iind a way to hold each

one responsible for sharing its knowledge globally.

Communities of ptactice provided an obviolrs solution.

Similat to his work with Knexsis, the creâtion of these

communities ptovided Dugage with a rich leatning experience.
'îWe asked each country to take tesponsibility for building a

global communir l  âround irs domain of experusc. be i t

textiles, packaging or material handling industries," he sâys.
"The progtamme worhed vety well; there was â lot of enelgy

and we were impressed to see how people tesponded to the

challenge. To support them we held wotldwide meetings

where each leadet had to get on stage to explain the objective

All communities need a space for knowledge exchange
to take place, be it a page on the intranet, a meeting
room, annual conference or online collaboration tool.

Armed with his hard eatned knowledge and e:<perience,

Dugage is fully versed in the dos and donts of community

building "Some CoPs voik better thân others," he says.
"The more connected to the strategy and closet to the cote

business, the better they wotk. The choice of sponsor is also

critical. Not only should they be in senior management and

advocate the existence of the community, but th€y must also

grve it legitimacy. Fot er<âmPle, if you have a European

community of sales people, dre sponsor needs to understand

the area and be credible to membets tather than simply

selected for theit tole level. Again, it's a mâttet of ttust."

The biggest challenge Dugage highlights, however, is

ensuring thât communicâhons from evet)'one involved in the

commrnities are synchtonised. "It's not just about appointing

someone as a lead," he says. "Humân tesources, country

managers and IT must all be involved and must cofirey

consictenr messages ro employee.. l l t  erpert.  from a

community receive conflicting commÙnications ftom theit



communih, leadels lnd bcrsses, nothing \\'ill hlPPcn. It's thc
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delelopment." lrinallri Dugage recommcnds s'r_iting a job

dcscription for thc lcadcts. even if the role onll takes up
20 50 pet cerrt of their time. "If this rolc clocs rot form pârt

oi their objectives and the\' âre not recognised for thcir cfforts,

thel s'il1 not be effectir,c, clespitc thclr bcst intcntioûs."

An atea that has captivated Dugage's thoullhts has been dre

importance of trust to commlrdtl development, so much so

that he's rwiting a book on thc subject. "All communities need

e spacc for linowlcdge cxchângc to tâke plece, on en intraret,

in a meeting room, conference or online collaborâtion tool.

Just âs Dassâult's engineers were giveû time and rcsourccs.

CoPs need bteathing space to engage in theit activities."

Dugage uses the army as an example. "The miïtarl can

otgânise elections in the motning, fight in the afternoon end bc

humanitatian in the evening. This dexteiw comes ftom cutting

eclge learniog sl'stems in u'hich communities âre kc)'. Thcy f()nn

ân olgânisâtiont irforn-ration highrvey svstcm âs thcy compdsc

thc most kno$'ledgeâb1e people in a domain."

Drarving on anothcr lcsson from the armed forces,

Dugage is examining the value of trust u,ithin knos'ledge

spâces and \vârs thet it cân be nurtured rvithin orgânisâtions.
"lf I can tell you ate knorvledgeable as a sofnvare developer,

for example, then you hâ\'e the first qualitv for building trust

in that area. If i ou then prove to be benevolcnt I ç'ill takc lou
into mr' 'rrust space' and mr commruities. 

'-fhis 
trlst might

n()t, howe\.er, extend outside this sphere es I mav not also

trust \'ou âs â marâgcr." His book cxplorcs this rhcmc further

to sho\iho$, communities âre spâces of tfust.

l)ugage elso has the opportunit\' to dlscuss these issues

an,:l man\,others s'ith rhe members of Cop 1, the communitl'

of Frcnch knos'lcdge managets hc built whcn hc tcnrrncd

fronr the US. "I had expeiencecl the velue of thc lnstitute ft)r
Iinon'ledge Based C)rganisations rvhile I l'as in Boston, br.rt
could not fincl an)'thing similar in France, so I decidcd to

create a baslc \rersion." As rr'ell es meetin!! relplâù mcmbers

ofter speâk ât eâch other\ organisations.

F'ot eratnple, shen Dug,lgc rvas first se1ùng the iclex of

Ii\I to Schneicler Electric he $res askecl to dclinc it. Instcad of
accepting this porsoned chalicc, Schlumberger's knovleclge
nânâgcr sp()kc t() Schneider''s seni{)r mânâgement âbout
Schlrrmberger's Fir\'I progranme. "It rvas a smart molc," hc

sal's. "Ii someone talls ebout rhcir cxpedences ifl ânother

ccrmpen_ï, the-\r have ctedibiliq' and don't tlrreaten managcmcnt

âS the! xte ûot âsking tor an1'1l1ing. It's vet! effectir,e."

Às Dugage develops It\I at Schneider â tern he wished

he'd nevet startecl using at the companl' he contioues to
lcârû from his $.ork ând thât of his collcasucs ând I(ù{ pccrs.

Indeed he recoEnises thât much of his life hrs gravitatcd
to\\rârds the \\'orcl 'learoing'arrd he predicts thât it \\'ill soon

become laluecl es a companl,'s core âsset ând the ûc\t tronticr

of compcdti\.cûcss. If his prcdicrion holds truc, Dugage's

\\'ork ('ith commudties s'ill be kei'. If rr'c rrc to tlrlic iust ollc
thing from his erpcriences, it must bc that *'e can gain
immcasurablc vâluc ftonr rcflcctinq Lrpon, cllrcstionins and
shârinE the iessons \\'e 1eârn &om elerything $'c d(). I
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