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Abstract

In this paper we describe an innovative way of using Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) to support the efficient, effective and sustainable development of change
and innovation management competencies in municipality teams and community
representatives — Community Change Master (CCM). The CCM elLearning approach
presented is based on bah experiential and collaborative learning models relying on
technologies such as advanced social simulation and internet-based videoconferencing
techniques supported by satellite DVB -RCS access. The key design principles underlying this
elLearning approach and first insights gained in the context of a large EU-sponsored project
are presented and discussed.
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Introduction and Overview

Managing change and innovation in communities, and particularly in rural
ones, is a complex and often overwhelming challenge for municipality teams
and community representatives. The competencies necessary to address
such tasks successfully assumes the capability to fully understand (1) the
implications of the innovation at hand, (2) the factors determining the
willingness of community members to adopt it, and (3) the complex dynamics
of change processes in social contexts. In particular, such challenges require
the capability to identify and address different forms of resistance, to leverage
formal and informal social influence networks, to acknowledge and respect a
number of cultural and endemic factors, and to apply appropriately a variety of
communication, persuasion, intervention, and involvement tactics.

The main objective of this article is to document the work we are conducting in
the context of a large EC-sponsored project (Rural Wings [1]). Our work within
this project is focused on the development, validation and Europe-wide
diffusion a new eLearning approach (“Community Change Masters”) aimed at
providing municipality teams and community representatives with advanced
change and innovation management competencies. These competencies are
first acquired through an effective simulation-based learning experience, and
then extended through a videoconferencing-based collaborative learning
process among distributed teams (nation- and Europe-wide) stimulating the
emergence of a life long learning channel to support the continuous
development of change and innovation management competencies.

The presented eLearning approach builds on a combination of state -of-the-art
experiential learning models (“SmallWorld Simulations” [2]) relying on
edutainment principles (Learning-by-Playing” [3]), supported by advanced
internet-based communication and collaboration tools (satellte DVB-RCS
access [4]) to support effective online/distributed competencies development.



First insights from the design and the implementation of the presented
eLearning approach addressing municipality teams and community
representatives Europe-wide are discussed, together with its key features and
dimensions (Effectiveness, Efficiency and Sustainability). We conclude
indicating promising ongoing and future research directions in this area.

The Challenge of Change and Innovation: Learning from Management
Education Experiences

A number of developments and trends, such as the emergence of new
technologies applicable in social ¢ ontexts (rural and urban communities) [5,6],
the growing decentralization of community management processes or the
need for harmonizing citizens-related innovation processes Europe-wide [7],
combined with  costreduction pressures and local as well as global
competition for human and financial resources, have forced community
representatives to put ‘innovation and change’ higher on their priority list, and
the EC to sponsor a number of projects (e.g. [l] and [B]) addressing this
challenge. Unfortunately, resistance to change in different forms and from
different sources has undermined the capability of local communities to
engage in significant transformations [9, 10].

Evidence collected over the last years through the design and extensive
application (several thousands managers per year) of advanced management
simulations R,11] indicates that a new generation of elLearning systems
based on experiential (computer-supported role-playing) and collaborative
learning models, can help us addressing complex competencies development
challenges more effectively than with traditional pedagogical methods. This
line of research has already led to the design (and the extensive deployment
in top management schools and companies worldwide) of social simulations
helping managers at different levels (from students to experienced executives)
to extend their understanding of change and innovation diffusion dynamics in
organizational contexts, increasing their capability to identify the different
factors determining the success or failure of such transformation processes
and hence manage more successfully change and innovation projects within
their companies [12] as well as in other types of organizations, such as in
Higher Education contexts [13].

A key hypothesis underlying the work presented in this article is that research
conducted and validated over the last years in the management science field
can be applied and extended to design new elLearning solutions helping
municipality teams and community representatives to better understand,
address and develop their own capability (and barriers) to adopt change and
innovation in local (rural and urban) communities. The “Community Change
Masters” (CCM) Program described in the following section represents a
concrete example of sucha new eLearning solution.

The “Community Change Masters” (CCM) Program: Key Features

In this section we describe the developed elLearning approach from a
user/learner perspective and discuss its more important dimension
(Effectiveness) and the underlying learning models and technologies.



The CCM Program from a User Perspective

The CCM Program is a structured process supporting the development of
change and innovation management competencies of municipality teams and
community representatives. From a user perspective, involvement in the CCM
Program corresponds to engage in a professional and social learning
experience with the main steps illustrated in Figure 1.

CCM: With Whom? The experience is conducted locally (within teams of
community representatives operating in the same environment), and then
gradually extended to peers from other municipalities and communities (first in
the same region, country, and then in a cross-European context).
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Figure 1: Overview of the CCM Learning Experience

CCM: Which Steps? The experience starts with an intensive simulation-
based 1-day workshop introduced by a pre-structured videoconference-based
session (motivational piece) between the team and their online facilitator (step
1 in Figure 1). Then the team moves to the core part of the online workshop,
i.e. the deployment of a effective change management simulation conducted
in small groups (steps 2-3 in Figure 1). The workshop ends with a debriefing
of the simulation experience focused on the discussion of insights (theory and
practice of managing change in rural and urban communities), as well as on
ways to apply them successfully in the learners’ communities (step 4 in Figure
1). This first intensive phase (steps 1-4) provides the motivational an cognitive
basis for municipality teams to apply the insights acquired in the online,
simulation-based workshop, and get involved in the second phase of the CCM
Program (continuous follow-up step 5 in Figure 1). In this second phase,
learners engage in structured knowledge exchanges (deploying efficiently
videoconferencing) to discuss real cases put forward by the municipality
members involved in the peer-to-peer learning process. This second step
contributes therefore to the gradual creation of a sustainable channel for
continuous learning, social networking and knowledge exchange process.

The Effectiveness Dimension: Inside the Simulation

Providing relevant and actionable change-related competencies to decision
makers using traditional pedagogical methods is difficult [12]. The simple
access to related information and knowledge (documents, cases, articles,
books, etc.), to lectures, courses, or traditional eLearning solutions proposed
in this area typically fails to address the subject in a sufficiently experiential
way, making the insights gained difficult to apply for the involved learners.



The simulation experience embedded in step 3 (see Figure 1) is the core

ingredient to make the suggested approach particularly effective in achieving

its learning purpose (relevant and actionable competencies development) as

well as its social networking and knowledge exchange and diffusion objectives.
In fact, SmallWorlds Simulations [2] can be designed to engage learners in

realistic experiences of the challenges and factors affe cting the success or

failure of change management initiatives. More specifically, learners play the
role of “change agents” in charge of a realistic “mission” requiring them to

simulate the gradual introduction of an innovative system or process (e.g. an

eVoting system, or a new land use or garbage collection plan) affecting

significantly the life of their community members. During such a simulation,

the team gets to know, to interact with and to try to persuade a large number

of simulated characters (representing different community members) to adopt
the planned innovation. By using different communication and intervention

tactics to address different forms of resistance, and by gradually
understanding and leveraging the formal and informal/hidden networksamong

the simulated characters and the cultural specificities of the simulated context,

the learnersare given the opportunity to succeed or fail intheir mission.

This process contributes in developing a deeper understanding of the factors

involved in implementing innovations in social contexts, the barriers and forms

of resistance emerging, and one’s own level of competence (or incompetence)
in addressing and operating successfully in such complex change

management situations. The simulation experience becomes hence the basis

for a reflection, debriefing and learning process which is rich (inclusion of

cognitive, emotional, and social aspect) [12], motivational [3] and

personalized/directly related to the real-world situations in which the learners

operate. During the follow-up phase, the resulting insights can be easily
shared with other (similar) teams from other parts of the country, or even from
other countries and cultures, as this type of simulation experiences provide a

common basis for addressing and productively exchanging knowledge and

experiences related to the challenge of managing change.

Deployment Strategy

The Rural Wings Project [1] is providing us with an ideal context in which the
learning experiences described in the previous section can be extensively
validated and deployed Europe-wide. The presence and involvement of
technology and pilot partners from several European countries provides in fact
the opportunity to validate in a cross-cultural context (1) the Effectiveness
dimension addressed in the last section, as well two other relevant
dimensions: (2) its Efficiency (economic viability of the technological solution
proposed, and reduction of the time and cost necessary to achieve the
targeted learning objectives), and (3) its Sustainability (establishing a basis
for the continuous diffusion of actionable competencies development, social
networking and knowledge exchange opportunities).

Conclusions and Further Research

Initial pilottests of the eLearning approach presented in this article have been
conducted with representatives of a French small town (in the context of the
EdComNet Project [14]) and with the municipality team of a Danish



community. Extensive testing conducted in the context of the Rural Wings
PrOJect [1] will provide insights into a number of research questions related to:

The effective combination of simulation and videoconferencing in

educational contexts (technical/pedagogical dimension)

The impact of the proposed eLearning solution on both the perceived

and actual capability of municipality teams to drive change and

innovation in their communities (impact dimensions)

The factors determining the success or failure of eLearning solutions

targeting municipality teams and community representatives Europe-

wide (comparative analysis)
On the basis of these insights we will consider extending the proposed
approach to address other critical competencies (such as collaboration and
conflict resolution) relevant for decision makers in social contexts and
community representatives, using the CCM Program as a model for similarly
structured and delivered competency development services.
Technology-wise, the presented approach is particularly indicated to address
people operating in rural or remotely located communities. In fact, the
technologies selected (simulations, videoconferencing and satellite DVB-RCS
access) represent an economically efficient solution to reach out also and

particularly to those who would otherwise not be able to access and profit
from such relevant and actionable competencies development, social

networking and knowledge exchange opportunities.
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