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Session Objectives

• Describe how communities of practice 
(CoPs) are formed and maintained

• Provide real examples of CoPs in action
• Demonstrate how CoPs can enhance public 

health laboratory practice



What is a Community of Practice?

• Group formed and held together 
around a common interest, 
defined purpose

• Group that comes together to
share, learn from one another, 
and help each other solve problems

• Group driven by a desire and/or need to share 
problems, experiences, insights, templates, tools, 
best practices



What is a Community of Practice?

• Focused on a specific discipline, interest, 
product, or role; can be cross-functional
o By laboratory technical area or scientific interest
o By individual role
o By cross-cutting function
o Non-technical

• Form organically or formally
• Work is done through conversation (face to 

face and/or virtual)



Use and Value of CoP

• Community conversation is a way 
to get stuff out of people’s heads

• Innovation

• Problem solving

• (Builds Community)  



Communities and KM

Local know-how

Collective information

Robust body of knowledge

Standardized practice



The Procurement Community of 
Practice

Chris Brueske
Assistant Director
Public Health Laboratory Division
Minnesota Department of Health



Procurement Definitions:

• MN Department of Administration
o "The mission of the Materials Management Division is to 

facilitate the strategic acquisition of goods and services 
for the State of Minnesota and other governmental 
entities…”

• The Institute for Public Procurement (NIGP)
o “Purchasing, renting, leasing, or otherwise acquiring any 

supplies, services, or construction; includes all functions 
that pertain to the acquisition, including description of 
requirements, selection and solicitation of sources, 
preparation and award of contract, and all phases of 
contract administration…”



PARTICIPANTS & ROLES
Describe your Community



• APHL Staff
• CDC Staff
• APHL Members
• National Association of State Procurement 

Officials (NASPO)
• Minnesota Multistate Contracting Alliance for 

Pharmacy (MMCAP)
• Laboratory Vendors

Community Participants:



Community Roles in General:

• CDC, APHL staff, and APHL members
o Define laboratory procurement challenges
o Communicate laboratory procurement activities
o Coordinate laboratory procurement efficiency initiatives

• NASPO and MMCAP
o Coordinate nationwide procurement contracts
o Share procurement  expertise and experience across states

• Laboratory Vendors
o Share expertise on products and services
o Participate in nationwide procurement efficiency initiatives



FORMATION & OPERATIONS
Describe how your Community was formed



Community Activities (Past):

• CDC, APHL staff, and APHL members
o CDC Direct Assistance Program
o CDC/APHL Laboratory Efficiencies Workgroup

• NASPO and MMCAP
o Cooperative Contracting

• Laboratory Vendors
o Volume Discounting
o Regional Contracts



Community Activities (Past):

NASPO

APHL 
Members

APHL 
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CDC MMCAP



Community Activities (Present):

• Leadership Forum on Procurement Improvement Strategies
o Hosted by APHL 
o CDC, APHL staff, APHL members, NASPO, MMCAP, Laboratory Vendors
o Conference calls and emails

• Objectives
o List multi-state procurement programs and buying consortia in existence.
o Discuss the benefits and challenges of regional procurement and purchasing 

consortiums.
o Identify characteristics of a framework of successful procurement programs.
o Discuss and define APHL’s role in a national procurement process.
o Develop a network to establish collaboration in multi-state procurement 

processes.



Community Activities (Present):
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TOOLS
Describe how your Community interacts



Community Tools:

• APHL Forums and Meetings
o Procurement Forum
o Annual Meeting

• APHL List Serve
o Information Sharing and Progress Reports

• Conference Calls
• Surveys

o National NASPO Survey



BENEFITS & IMPACT
Describe what value your Community brings to members



Community Benefits:

• Increased innovation and problem solving
• Improves knowledge management
• Fosters much-needed communication
• Acknowledges existing good work
• Eliminates redundant efforts
• Creates consistent processes and standards



CARE & FEEDING
Describe how you sustain your Community



Community Activities (Future):

• Formalize community organization
• Add measurements
• Reach out and invite more stakeholders
• Spin-off new Communities of Practice
• Reinvigorate community activities

o Timely follow-up between members
o Stay flexible
o Bite-off small pieces



Improving Organizational 
Performance Through 
Communities of Practice

Bonnie D. Rubin, CLS, MBA, MHA
Associate Director, Administrative Services
State Hygienic Laboratory at the University of 
Iowa



PARTICIPANTS & ROLES
Describe your Community



• ASM Clin Micronet
• APHL Sharepoint
• APHL List Serves – Director, QA
• APHL Emerging Leaders Cohort
• L-SIP
• NNPHI CoP for Public Health Improvement 

Open Forum

Examples of Existing CoPs We 
Know and Love…



“Two monologues do not make a 
dialogue.” Jeff Daly

Microbiology

Billing

Client Services

IT Group

External Clients

Newborn 
Screening



Interrelationships Diagram



FORMATION & OPERATIONS
Describe how your Community was formed



Organizational Studies 
Interpretation

Knowledge Management 
Interpretation

Organic Intentional

Informal emergent structures Organization knowledge
assets

Not under management’s 
control

Since are knowledge assets, 
should be managed

All competencies reside in 
the CoP

Core competencies reside in 
the CoP

Emerge to solve routine 
problems 

Should focus on strategically 
important issues or goals

Emerge on their own accord Can be designed and 
launched

Subvert management 
authority

Are the heroes of the 
organization

Just an analytical category Key to managing knowledge 
and innovation

Benefit mostly their own 
members

Organizations can harvest
the knowledge

“Communities of Practice in the 
Business and Organization Studies 

Literature”

Murillo, Enrique. Information 
Research,  2011



Social Structure Example as we know them…

Community of technological 
practitioners*

phin laboratory messaging on 
pHConnect

Occupational community* Meetup – Geek Out, Go Out

Occupational subculture* Linkedin

Knowledge acquiring culture* Blogs, Wikipedia

Network of practice* Iowa Laboratory 
Benchmarking googlegroup

Personal growth and interests Pinterest

Personal social interaction Facebook, twitter

Social Structures and Examples

*“Communities of Practice in the Business and Organization Studies Literature”

Murillo, Enrique. Information Research,  2011



TOOLS
Describe how your Community interacts



Usenet.net
An Internet discussion system 



Meetups.com









BENEFITS & IMPACT
Describe what value your Community brings to members



• Stewarding content and explicit knowledge
• Solve technical problems
• Foster innovation
• Members learn and engage in problem solving 

around specific issues
• Promote collaboration across different locations
• Improved customer relations
• Optimizes knowledge transfer and leverage 

knowledge to drive business

What companies have 
experienced:



Experiences, cont’d

• Use tacit knowledge to build on previous ideas and 
not “reinvent the wheel”

• Intentional capture of tacit knowledge
• Just-in-time learning; obtaining timely answers to 

current issues or problems
• Promote functional excellence
• Integrating content, discussions, people to promote 

an organization or global mindset



Challenges Encountered

• If you build it, “they” will not always come.
• Organizational changes
• What collaboration tools work best
• Finding balance with communications
• Daily work getting in the way of thoughtful 

progress 



CARE & FEEDING
Describe how you sustain your Community



Thoughts while flossing…
• Use internal talent to share knowledge
• Document this share knowledge
• Think global! i.e. the WHOLE organization
• Capture your newly hired employees
• Ask what staff want/need from the CoP
• Analyze the problem to be addressed or the reason 

to be a CoP – is it relevant?
• Get management buy-in
• Keep it fun and interesting (food?)
• Keep it vibrant.



VS.

Informal Formal

Face-to-Face Virtual

Reliance on individual memory Retrievable

Learning and Improvements
just happen

Measuring improvement and 
learning 

Keep it small, with defined 
members

Everyone is welcome!

Topics and purpose specific Anything is fair game

What Would Work Best?

It All Depends!

Just Like Management Techniques –
Use the right style for the right 

situation



The Laboratory and Messaging 
Community of Practice

Riki Merrick, MPH
iConnect Consulting, Contractor to APHL
APHL Annual Meeting 2013
Date
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PARTICIPANTS & ROLES
Describe your Community



• National Electronic Laboratory Reporting WG (ELR)
o National Labs and Public Health Departments

• Public Health Interoperability Project (PHLIP)
o Public Health Labs at states and CDC and APHL

• LIMS integration Project for LRN result reporting (LIMSi)
o Public Health Labs at states and CDC

• Advisors
o National Library of Medicine (NLM)
o Professional Organizations like American Society for 

Microbiology (ASM), College of American Pathologists 
(CAP)

Who we are now:



Who we are now – Take 2:



What roles we have:

• APHL sponsored Web conference ability
• 2 Co-chairs (term 1 year, renewable)
Plan topics and prepare agenda for calls, lead calls and 
provide notes, update phConnect calendar
Currently held by APHL program and state PHL
• Participants
Attend calls, provide expertise, review work product and 
research questions, provide connections to other 
organizations for more input



What we are doing:

• Tackle laboratory related vocabulary and messaging 
issues 

• Harmonize the vocabulary and messaging approach 
across WG members

• Use same vocabulary  for required fields
• Provide input to Standards Development Organizations 

(SDOs), including HL7®, LOINC® SNOMED CT ®

• Gather background to submit for new terms in LOINC®, 
SNOMED CT ®



FORMATION & OPERATIONS
Describe how your Community was formed



How we came to be:

ELR

LIMSi

PHLIP



The line up!

• Electronic Lab Reporting (ELR)
Goal: Lab results to local Public Health (PH) agencies
Actors: All labs and all PH agencies
• LIMS Integration (LIMSi)
Goal: Lab results to Lab Response Network at CDC
Actors: Public Health labs in LRN to CDC
• Public Health Laboratory Interoperability Project (PHLIP)
Goal 1: Lab results to CDC Program (Influenza)
Actors: Public Health labs to CDC Influenza
Goal 2: Lab results to other labs
Actors: Public Health labs



TOOLS & CALLS
Describe how your Community interacts



How we do it:

2nd and 4th Thursday 10 AM – 12 PM EDT



http://www.phconnect.org/group/laboratoryme
ssagingcommunityofpractice



What we are currently doing:



Translation:

Specimen crossmapping table:

• Define specimen terms across the available data fields 
as required to fully describe the information about the 
specimen and provide education



BENEFITS & IMPACT
Describe what value your Community brings to members



Why we do it:
Surface and address critical issues
• Engage right participants:

• Business-level (lab expertise)
• Technology-level
• Data exchange expertise
• Standards expertise

• Reach out to others to 
• Consistently apply standards
• Create consistent documentation
• Ensure best practices



Take home for the Participants

• Format and approach for documentation

• Consistent use of segments from one message to 
another

• Consistent interpretation of standards when standards 
are not granular enough

• Application of Standard Vocabulary

• Resources for use



CARE & FEEDING
Describe how you sustain your Community



Stay on the path…

•The devil is in the detail, so keep it 

simple – harmonize! 

•Collaborate with a purpose

•Expect changes

•Feels like ground hog day,

but we are moving forward…

•Stay focused and 

•Take one step at a time



Remain Relevant

• Provide feedback to relevant community members
• Respond to community member requests for topics in a 

timely fashion
• Provide quarterly updates to the respective communities we 

draw from
• Provide input to SDO questions
• Provide input to national initiatives like the ONC standard 

activities under meaningful use



Glossary and Abbreviations
Abbreviation Description Abbreviation Description

ASM American Society for 
Microbiology 

NLM National Library of 
Medicine

CAP College of American 
Pathologists 

PHLIP Public Health Laboratory 
Interoperability Project

CoP Community of Practice SDO Standards Development 
Organization

ELR Electronic Laboratory 
Reporting

SNOMED CT Systematized Nomenclature
of Medicine Clinical Terms

HL7 Health Level Seven SME Subject Matter Expert

LIMS Laboratory Information 
Management System

LIMSi LIMS integration

LOINC Laboratory Observation 
Identifiers Names and 
Codes



QUESTIONS?
Thank you!


