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 Professional Communities at Oracle  

Dr Mark Thompson, lecturer in information systems at Cambridge University, conducted research into Oracle’s 
knowledge-sharing activities in summer 2000, and again in summer 2004.  Here he assesses how far Oracle has 
come, and looks at some useful tools the organisation is using to keep up the momentum. 

 

The need for professional communities 

“We need to create small communities within the large organization - instead of lots of processes, documentation, gateways, procedures, 
etc…push responsibility down to the group of people with an interest in a particular subject.  Give them responsibility to look after that 
particular area.  There's a need to build recognition at an individual level in an increasingly networked, global environment”. – 
Manager, BIW OLAP Oracle UK, 12 July 2000. 

 

Oracle has come a long way since July 2000.  There are currently over 80 Professional Communities (PCs) within 
Oracle’s Europe Middle East and Africa (EMEA) region, spanning industry areas from airports to chip design, 
and performing a variety of vital roles, from customer intelligence to technology enhancements.  And they appear 
to be working well: for example, Fiscal Year 2004 saw a 30% increase in membership amongst Industry PCs.  In 
the words of Nick Jackson, one of the Executive Sponsors, “PCs provide continuity of knowledge and companionship 
through peoples’ time in Oracle, in the face of ongoing re-organisations in line management”.  If PCs are really facilitating 
effective knowledge management and performing a useful pastoral role, it appears that Oracle’s investment may 
be paying off.  So how did Oracle manage it?  What are some of the key issues faced by Oracle and other industry 
leaders in sustaining the success of such communities?  And how is technology helping to achieve this? 
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Before Communities: the picture in 2000 

Compare this rosy picture with that in 2000, when 
an ever-quickening market cycle, clients’ growing 
desire to buy business value, rather than just ‘a 
product’, and an increasing need to collaborate 
across lines of business in order to deliver an 
effective sale were placing unprecedented strain on 
Oracle’s traditional, country-based organisational 
structures.  The existing networks of product 
champions, practice memoranda, special interest 
groups, and competence centres were showing the 
strain.  Looking in as an outside researcher in 2000, 
it was readily apparent that what was needed was 
nothing less than a major shift in thinking about the 
way Oracle EMEA generated and exchanged 
knowledge: from KM activity as a ‘nice-to-have’ to a 
‘must-have’; from ad-hoc, irregular and localised 
pockets of ‘enthusiasts’ to systematic, frequent, and 
international communities of interest.   

 
 
Oracle develops Professional Communities 

Looking back now, it is easy to underestimate the 
effort this has involved.  Ibrahim Gogus, Senior 
Director for KM at EMEA, comments: “We knew 
PCs would not become part of everyone’s life in a few months, 
but we never thought it would take so much behind the scenes 
work over the years, persistence is key.”  Wayne Watters, 
Director of Consulting Programmes, a key figure in 
the development of PCs concurs, “It is like whipping 
with a feather, you need to persevere to make a mark”. 

  

A key challenge was to ensure that the technology 
kept pace with the rapid expansion of PCs – and of 
users’ needs and expectations.  Whilst early versions 
of the GlobalXchange Portal, introduced in 1999, 
had established an initial foundation for supporting 
interactive activity within Oracle, it was soon clear 
that PCs would require a broader basis of 
technological support than had ever been tried 
before within the organisation.  “We had to offer a 

portfolio of standard tools and let people decide what is best for 
the way their community collaborates”, says Hermann 
Thoene, Director for Infrastructure and Tools 
within the KM team.  The scene was therefore set 
for a  remarkably rapid expansion in community 
development activity. 

So what’s different about PCs? 

PCs are very different from more traditional line 
management structures in that they are international, 
do not involve a hierarchy, and connect lines of 
business, technologies and market intelligence in a 
way that provides what the market wants.  For 
example, Seved Ribbing, a Business Development 
Director in the telecommunications industry, runs a 
small PCs focuses exclusively on four telecoms 
accounts:  Siemens, Alcatel, Ericsson and Nokia: 

“Our PC has two people from each country – a Business 
Development Manager and an Account Manager, for each 
account.  So 8 people come to these meetings.  We share ideas 
on how to best persuade these network equipment 
manufacturers of the benefits of building Oracle into their 
products – so that they effectively become resellers.  We’re well-
organised, and focused solely on how we can help each other, 
with no other concerns.  It’s been a great success – and would 
not have been achievable through country management 
structures”. 

 

As ‘virtual’ organisational structures, PCs form the 
‘glue’ for a ‘joined-up Oracle’ that customers want, 
resulting in greater breadth and depth of industry 
understanding, as well as access to some of the 
sharpest technical minds in the organisation.   
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What is a ‘professional community’? 

Professional Communities are based on Lave and Wenger’s 1991 concept of ‘communities of practice’.  The idea is 
to form a ‘virtuous circle’, where the more people contribute to a group activity, the more they get recognised by 
group members, and the more they will identify with being a member of the group – motivating them to contribute 
even more, and so on.  Although Lave and Wenger’s concept applied to spontaneous, ‘bottom-up’ group activity, 
the idea caught on amongst organisations grappling with the problem of how to encourage people to share 
knowledge across increasingly international boundaries.  The result has been concerted attempts by many large, 
distributed organisations to start up ‘Professional’ Communities, typically supported by collaboration tools and 
often-sizeable internal budgets. 

 
 
 

Taking a look at the technology 

Oracle’s success lies in the realisation that PCs are 
about people, not technology – but that technology 
plays an essential role in enabling PCs to function 
across continents and time zones: without technology 
there would simply be no PCs.  Oracle’s suite of 
collaboration tools allows users complete flexibility in 
how – and how often - they communicate, whilst 
making it easy to find and contact people.  

 

And the results?  Take John Renton, for example, PC 
Leader for the Project Management and two 
eBusiness Suite communities: 

“For me, PCs and the enabling technology are vehicles to scale 
the traditional relationships we have with close working 
colleagues, both in terms of numbers and geographic locations. 
My largest community has over 600 members in more than 30 
countries who all share a common interest and have made their 
own independent decision to join. 

For new starters, or as people change roles, the PCs, via their 
web site descriptions and membership tools, offer immediate 
access to an existing network of contacts. This often benefits the 
existing members just as much with the fresh insight and 
opportunity new members bring. 

For normal communications, using the tools, we can email all 
PC members or any subset such as country, community role, 
Oracle role, and be sure that we are reaching the exact target 
audience. There is no need to maintain and synchronise 
separate distribution lists or address books. 

If there is something we would like to get quick feedback on, we 
can contact any PC members currently online, start an 
immediate conference call with those who are available to join 
in, and explore ideas, with full desktop sharing of applications, 
documents or presentations to support the dialogue as it evolves. 
This is hugely powerful, but needs absolutely no planning or 
prior set up. 

The simple repositories also encourage and facilitate re-use and 
sharing, either via the portal or file system depending on the 
nature of the material involved and the access required. 

We need communities to support our business growth, and the 
tools are essential elements that underpin the volume and 
nature of collaboration required to sustain the communities. 
They have gained widespread and easy acceptance, and we use 
them naturally as users rather than as technical software 
professionals. It’s hard to imagine life without the functionality 
available to us. My job would simply be impossible.” 
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Collaboration Tools used by Professional Communities in Oracle 

MMS – Membership Management System 

MMS provides a central community registry where employees can search and register for communities – and notify 
leaders automatically. The integration with Oracle HRMS provides additional information about members like 
location, contact information, job titles etc. Powerful reports help leaders to manage even very big communities – 
and a targeted communication facility allows them to get in touch with sub-groups within the community. 

GlobalXchange Portal 

GlobalXchange is a portal and content management system based on Oracle Portal technology. Every community 
maintains a website on GlobalXchange to publish and share knowledge using powerful content integration 
functions.  The GlobalXchange Portal is closely integrated with MMS, enabling leaders to use MMS to manage 
which community members can upload/manage content on the community website. 

QuickSurvey 

This powerful survey tool allows community leaders to gather structured feedback about the community from 
members.  QuickSurvey is easy to use, scalable, requires no training, and offers extensive reporting capabilities.  
Small wonder it’s become one of the most popular tools in the organization. 

Forums 

Discussion forums are used by community members to collaborate around common topics. Gateways to 
newsgroups or email distribution lists offer the ability to consolidate different communication channels into a single 
searchable web based information source. Customized email alerts inform members about activity in areas they are 
interested in. 

OCS - Oracle Collaboration Suite 

Oracle Collaboration Suite provides a broad array of functionality that enables organizations to optimize their 
business processes and drive down costs by being more flexible and efficient. Professional Communities in Oracle 
use Collaboration Suite in the following ways: 

Web Conferencing: Many communities run regular webcasts or virtual meetings using Oracle Web 
Conferencing.   

Calendar: Communities publish events in a cross-community calendar, automatically inviting listed 
members.   

Instant Messenger:  Shows community members which other members are currently online and are used for 
quick ad hoc communication.   

Oracle Files: Many communities share confidential or work-in-progress documents using Oracle Files, 
accessible through a web user interface or regular Desktop Explorer or Office Applications.   

Email and Distribution Lists: Members can choose how much information to receive via email, and which 
information to access through personalized web pages. 
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A Leading Consulting Firm – a ‘centralised’ 
model 

Oracle has adopted a decentralised approach to 
improving knowledge sharing and collaboration 
among its employees. However, there are success 
stories in organisations taking a very centralised 
approach as well. As an organisation dependent upon 
the quality and accessibility of its knowledge capital, 
one of the leading global consulting firms has 
invested heavily in an integrated infrastructure for 
optimising its knowledge assets – with a knowledge 
management team of over five hundred employees.  
What’s interesting is that over 350 of these people are 
embedded within client-facing market units – 
performing research, content management, proposal 
support – and liaising with subject matter experts.  
And, far from being viewed as a ‘back-office’ activity, 
knowledge management forms an equally valued 
career track from entry-level right through to partner. 

 

In supporting these activities, the consulting firm 
uses similar tools to Oracle; their Knowledge 
Exchange system lies at the heart of the company’s 
communities of practice, allowing ubiquitous 
collaboration and file sharing wherever staff have 
access to a browser.  Like Oracle, the firm’s 
professional communities are becoming vital in 
supporting the multi-discipline, multi-zone project 
teams that are increasingly required to service the 
company’s internationally-based clients. 

 

The links between collaboration and reward are 
explicit: contribution to knowledge sharing forms a 
key component of performance reviews.  Rather than 
an activity for sporadic groups of enthusiasts, active 
community membership is now integral to the firm’s 
core business processes. 

 

 

How Oracle sustains its PCs 

PCs are all about communication – any community is 
only as good or useful as its last interaction.  
Sustaining PCs and avoiding a ‘mid-life crisis’ is 
therefore all about ensuring that the benefits of 
membership remain self-evident.  In the words of 
Katia Terzi, leader for the Airports PC: 

 

“Why is Airports so successful as a PC?  It’s down to demand 
and a reason to exist.  Airports already had a critical customer 
mass and lots of potential new customers possibly willing to 
invest.  This is really important.  We’d also started to close 
deals on the back of this, which led to more interest, and more 
contribution, etc – a virtuous circle.  There’s a direct link in 
perception between success and the PC: “this PC managed to 
win deals and generate value”. 

 

If PCs can tell their own story like this, chances are 
they’ll be around for a while.  Although there’s no 
substitute for such self-evidence, companies can take 
steps to encourage people to take advantage of what’s 
on offer.  One of the largest energy companies in the 
world rewards their ‘Thief of the Year’ for stealing 
the best idea in application development, while a 
global technology firm encourages similar shameless 
re-use of knowledge with its Not Invented Here, But 
I Did it Anyway Award.  Will Oracle be introducing a 
‘Freshly Pinched’ award anytime soon? 
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The results so far… 

Looking at Oracle EMEA from the outside, the 
organisation itself is starting to appear different, and 
better-structured to compete in a changing market.  
Instead of local offices selling packaged software to 
nationally-based clients, various parts of Oracle 
EMEA are increasingly involved in closing a deal to 
clients whose processes are often international: 

“Rather than buying, say, a database, more and more 
clients now want to buy end-to-end functionality that 
will deliver business outcomes”. 

 

PCs have played a major role in enabling Oracle to 
make the transition to a global, 24/7 sales-support 
lifecycle required by this shift in demand.  Sales and 
pre-sales now share customer intelligence more 
effectively, consulting teams are able to identify the 
optimum mix of skills for assignments, support one 
another with industry technology briefings, and call 
upon a range of technical support for software 
patches and troubleshooting.  PCs effectively bring to 
bear the might of Oracle industry and technical 
expertise – with the result that, instead of talking to a 
nationally-based employee, clients are talking to the 
whole of Oracle. 

 

Although PCs have been a success within Oracle to 
date, the experience of Oracle’s peers suggests that 
PC leaders will have to continue to work hard to 
sustain members’ interest as communities mature, 
and move through different stages in their lifecycles.  
Like all organisations that sustain PCs, Oracle will 
need to remember that communities are never 
‘complete’; they’re only ever as good as their next 
interaction.  Watch this space! 
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