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1 Introduction

Recently the concept of community of practice (CoP) has emerged into the vocabulary of regional studies marking more fine-tuned insight on dynamics of interactive knowledge creation, sharing and use than in studies on inter-organizational networks or localized learning. The

 CoP concept stresses more than the other approaches such qualities as personal commitment, passion and shared enterprise between partners, purpose in interaction being to develop members’ capabilities and to create and exchange knowledge related to a subject of joint interests. Therefore the CoP, as an approach, is distinctive from, for example, project teams, formal work groups or networks.
The CoP concept has so far been utilized most of all in intra-organizational research settings, whereas in the CRITICAL project
 it has been studied in inter-organizational arenas to test theories related to learning regions and knowledge economy/society. These arenas range from economic clusters to sustainability and from inclusion of disadvantaged social groups further to governance issues in the respective city-regions. In this paper we discuss the CoP concept in the context of innovation-based local economic development policies and governance.
According to our earlier studies, innovation, technology and expertise oriented policies in the various city-regions have broadly aimed at fostering institutional capability consisting of several dimensions: First, the aim often has been to secure that there is enough specialized development organizations in the city-region capable of linking many actors together in the knowledge creation processes; second, the aim has been to make development concept and strategies effective, flexible and balanced, and to institutionalize important innovation enhancing activities and hence supporting the efficient mobilization of resources and competences; third, the aim has been to prevent various lock-ins emerging; and fourth, the aim has been to ensure that the institutional field of a city-region is as a coherent whole as possible; i.e. that the various institutions support one another and are not in conflict.

The aims listed above are demanding indeed, the processes being full of confusion and inertia all the organisations pursuing their own strategic aims as well as common aims. These kinds of interactive policy processes cannot be successfully governed by traditional administrative fiat. There are so many objectives and endeavours in the policy-networks of the city-regions that even the question “what is development” may prove hard to answer. Moreover, such questions as “what are we aiming at”, “how are we acting together”, “how are resources to be channelled” may be very difficult to answer as each of the various organisations contemplates development from its own perspective. Therefore the goals cannot be considered as static ones, and policy-making easily becomes an endless roundabout and it may transform into an introverted game of wheeling and dealing instead of effective development policy. Continuous communication, negotiations and collective sense-making are often stressed to prevent that happening, but how actually the relationships of key actors evolve in time – how these relationships can be analysed by using the concept of communities of practice (CoP)?

Based on above considerations, we aim to answer to such questions as do the challenges briefly referred above lead to emergence of policy networks with many features typical to communities of practice? Or are there actually constellations of communities of practice within the successful policy networks constantly driven by mutual learning processes between the members? Is there a real need to introduce the concept into the research field? How it may contribute to our understanding of governance of local economic development and innovation policies?

In this paper, we will present a case study to test some of the theoretical propositions and to describe some methodological aspects related to the use of the CoP concept in an empirical setting. The case study focuses on the Centre of Expertise Programme in Tampere Region, Finland. From its beginning in the mid-1990s, this programme has been initiated and co-ordinated by the State Council and Ministry of the Interior, yet very independently and in various ways in different regions. The basic idea of the Centre of Expertise Programme is the utilization of knowledge and skills, representing high international standards, as a resource for successful businesses, job creation and regional development. The programmes are implemented in regions in co-operation with the firms, the municipalities, the technology centres, the universities, the polytechnics, the research institutions and other public administration. In Tampere Region, the programme is evaluated to be among the top three nationally during its ten year’s of history. 

Without drowning into a lengthy presentation of Tampere Region, it is worth mentioning that the core city-region is the second largest city-region in Finland belonging to the rapidly growing areas of the country. It is also the second centre of private and public R&D in Finland with a notable cluster of, for example, ICT industries with approximately 15.000 employees and including several large R&D units of Nokia Group, and two universities, two polytechnics and a number of other science and technology institutes (see O’Gorman & Kautonen 2004).

2 Concept of communities of practice
The concept of community of practice is new in the field of regional economic development policies. Obviously there are those well established concepts such as policy community, policy network or governance that come close to the concept, but that nevertheless do not grasp all the same attributes and dimensions than the CoP concept. Therefore, it is worth taking a look on these different concepts before proceeding into the presentation and discussion on the concept of CoP in the field of policy.

The concepts of policy community and policy network can be understood to some extent as synonyms. The concept of policy-network is used to indicate patterns of relations between interdependent public, semi-public and private actors involved in processes of public policy-making in a certain policy field. (Kickert 1997 et al.) Policy networks are mechanisms of political resource mobilisation in situations where the capacity for decision making, program formulation and implementation is widely distributed or dispersed among private and public actors (Kenis & Schneider 1991). Compared to other kind of networks – for example – the firm networks, the policy networks have some special features that have to be taken into account when analysing learning in them. In studies of policy networks certain kinds of questions are asked more frequently than in studies concerning other kinds of networks, such as:

· Who is included and who excluded?

· Which groups exert pressure?

· Who has formal power and who informal?

· How the power is used?

These questions are relevant also from the learning point of view. Also the typical causes of failure of the network mode of action are tightly connected to learning issues (Kickert et al. 1997): 

· the lack of incentives to co-operate and the existence of blockades to collective action, 

· proposed goals may be vague or not provocative,

· important actors may be absent, while the presence of other actors may discourage the participation of necessary actors,

· crucial information about goals, means and actors may be lacking, 

· discretionary power may be absent, the absence of commitment of actors to the common purpose may also be a reason for failure. 

Possible problems within policy networks or communities are not only caused by conflicts of interest and power relations, but equally by the different perceptions of the situation. On the one hand, this notion highlights very strongly the need for the collective, inter-organizational or network learning. On the other hand, it emphasizes the role of network management, i.e. the management of the interaction processes within networks. These things put together lead us to the management of learning within networks. 

To conclude at this point, some scholars of regional economic development policies have identified the following matters as good practices of policy-making (Isaksen & Remoe 2001; Cooke, Tödtling & Boekholt 1998):

· Context-sensitivity in policy-making demands that policy-makers are proactive and closely involved with actual processes of development (instead of only reacting, for example, to grant applications from firms)

· Measures to support strenghtening of policy-makers’ own competencies to learn from past experiences and to avoid repeating the same mistakes done earlier (policy learning); this may include, for example, (self-)evalutions and benchmarking of other innovation systems 

· As above, strengthening of internal communication and co-ordination within the region and its policy networks; this means also an inclusive attitude to bring in new type of actor groups to get new insights and to avoid cognitive, economic or political lock-ins

· A close monitoring of the strategy and its implementation, also when new opportunities or threats arise, possibly demanding some re-evaluation.

These mentioned aspects pronounce the importance of constant learning among the policy-makers themselves. Yet, policy learning so far is vaguely conceptualized area of research and is mostly addressed in normatively oriented discussions. It seems that the introduction of the CoP concept may provide some useful tools here as learning is in the very heart of the concept.

As the concept of policy network, for example, mostly refers to inter-organizational relationships, the concept of CoP is more focused also on key individuals and their competences, motives and mutual relationships. Wenger and Snyder (2000) define a community of practice as one where people share their experiences and knowledge in free-flowing creative ways so as to foster new approaches to problem solving and improvement, help drive strategy, transfer best practice, develop professional skills and help organisations to recruit and retain staff. Newell at al. (2001) discusses upon a community of practice engaging in a process of constructing meaning: By changing a perspective to one in which knowledge is socially constructed, focus shifts from exploring an individual’s knowledge as an asset to be potentially transferred, to exploring collective knowledge, which is situated and context-specific. In a community of practice, knowledge is constructed as individuals share ideas through collaborative mechanisms such as narration and joint work. Within such communities shared means for interpreting complex activity are thus constructed, often out of conflicting and confusing data. It is this process of constructing meaning, which provides organisational members with identity and cohesiveness.

A community of practice has two interlocking aspects (Wenger 1998). Firstly, practice is the sustained pursuit of a common enterprise, a group of people acting together in a social and historical context. They may explicitly reflect on what they do. Such shared action involves shared meaning, which is negotiated between the participants. The shared meaning involves both participation (i.e. mutual recognition) and reification, an objectification of the shared meaning. The relative importance of participation and reification can vary, and the ‘choice’ involves dilemmas: If everything is formalised, written down, and institutionalised, then there is no spontaneity, no engagement, and above all no room for emergent activities and meanings. By contrast, if there is little reification and merely participation, then the COP runs the risk of fragmenting and achieving nothing. (Wickham 2004).

Within a policy network, a CoP may emerge but it does not necessarily have to be the case. According to Wickham (ibid.) “If the participants – or some of them – develop a common project, negotiate shared meanings, then there is a COP. (…) Focusing on the existence (or not) of a COP alerts us to questions of membership and participation and their meaning in a way that simply doing network analysis cannot. (…) …we need to ask about shared activities (not necessarily the ones in the organisation chart), about individuals’ trajectories into and within the group, about changes in individuals’ self-understanding etc.” Wenger’s distinction between institution and COP is also useful. We are looking for people actually doing something together (a common practice), and those people who do this – the COP may not be the same as the formal members of the institution. Institutions only do something when COPs develop within them and even in response to them. Finally we should notice that the focus on COP places quite a high ‘recognition threshold’ for learning. It suggests that in many of the places we intend to look there is in fact not much learning occurring.”  

Members of a community of practice are often simultaneously members of that organization and member of a larger, dispersed occupational group and thus a community of practice also creates a vital link between organisational strategy and changes emerging outside the organisation (Bate & Robert 2002). To conclude, in communities of practice at least following seems to be important:

· Identity, feeling of belonging
· Shared way of knowing, inter-subjective understandings, shared patterns of reasoning

· Shared normative and principled beliefs and thus value-based rational for the social action of community members

· Shared commitment to collective learning process; the application and production of knowledge

· Crossing various boundaries; disciplinary, departmental, organisational, institutional et cetera

· Shared causal beliefs which are based on the understanding of the community members what policy actions are needed to produce desired outcomes

· Inter-subjective and internally defined criteria for weighing and validating knowledge in the domain of their expertise 

· Practice based on shared causal beliefs.

Let us now proceed to present and investigate a case study on a policy network studied from a perspective of community of practice as it is interpreted in terms of the CRITICAL project. In the final chapter, the theoretical and empirical aspects and findings are aimed at tying together and to be discussed in order to assess the value of the CoP concept in studying policy networks – and especially to grasp those more fine-grained dimensions difficult to study from other frameworks of analysis.

3 Policy co-ordination of the Tampere Centre of Expertise Programme from the CoP perspective

Tampere Region Centre of Expertise Programme (shortly the Programme) was the economic development policy centrepiece behind the scenes during the recovery of Tampere Region from the slump of national and regional recession in the beginning of 1990s (see Kautonen et al. 2002, Kautonen et al. 2004, O’Gorman & Kautonen 2004, Kostiainen & Sotarauta 2003, Sotarauta & Kostiainen forthcoming). It originates from mid-1990s and has thus ten years of development behind during which it has reached a certain kind of maturity in its life cycle. It forms a relevant and central object to study functioning of policy networks in Tampere city-region, especially in the field of innovation-driven economic development policies.

The following case study on Tampere Region Centre of Expertise and especially on its steering group as a focal policy network is analyzed and structured in terms of communities of practice approach. We aim to use the CoP approach as a tool of analysis to describe and explain how a policy network has emerged, developed and learned from its activities, and how this has reflected to the outcomes of the programme, although to investigate the detailed impacts are somewhat beyond limits of our interest here. The main interest here is to investigate how policy-network emerged and developed, is there a shared identity and a sense of belonging between the members, how the actors perceive learning occurred, how learning may be tracked down from the developments of the programme, and how the leadership within the programme has been evolved et cetera. 

Next, it is worth contextualizing the programme by describing its origin and motives behind the whole national initiative. After that, the study proceeds into presenting a basic structure of the network and its members. A more detailed development path of the programme is carried out in connection to the analysis of learning within the community as this analysis reveals how individual and group level learning was reflected in the programme’s practices and outcomes.

3.1 What are the activities and aims of the Centre of Expertise Programme?

The Finnish regional policy was becoming into its turning point in the beginning of 1990s. The accession to the EU was anticipated in future policy formulation by introducing programme-based policy-making, and there was an anticipated need not only to distribute created wealth to those less-favoured regions of the country in traditional regional policy terms but in addition, to foster the development of those regions capable to function as ‘growth poles’ (although this term was never officially used). This was motivated by a deep recession the whole country has sunk into during the first half of the decade due to a simultaneously occurred severe bank crisis, industrial restructuring and collapse of the Soviet trade. From this starting-point, the national Centre of Expertise Programme was initiated and launched in 1994, and it proved to be a successful policy programme at least during its first programme periods until the beginning of the new millennium in several city-regions in Finland, among them Tampere city-region. Let us briefly present the main characteristics of the programme in general, to be followed by an analysis of its characteristics specifically in Tampere city-region.

The Centre of Expertise Programme is an objective programme under the terms of the Regional Development Act (1135/93), one of its aims being the directing of local, regional and national resources towards the development of selected internationally competitive areas of expertise. The Programme was first implemented in Finland in the period 1994-1998 at eleven Centres of Expertise. The encouraging experiences gained from activities led the Council of State to extend the Programme by designating new areas of expertise and new Centres of Expertise to carry out a second national programme. The new period for the Programme is 1999-2006 with 14 regional Centres of Expertise and two national network Centres of Expertise.

The basic idea of the Centre of Expertise Programme is the utilisation of internationally top quality knowledge and skills as a resource for firm, job creation and regional development. What is of special interest here is that the programme represents the first formal national regional policy measure that focuses on developing the strengths of the growth regions instead of trying to balance the regional disparities in an established tradition of the Finnish regional policy. According to the strategies the Centres of Expertise seek (Centre of Expertise Programme… 2000): 

· to identify regional strengths and create economic growth; 

· to increase the number of competitive products, services, firms and jobs based on the highest standard of expertise; 

· to attract international investment and leading experts; and 

· to continually reinforce and regenerate regional expertise.* 

To achieve its objectives the programme… (ibid.)

· creates conditions for innovation and commercialisation; 

· makes the latest knowledge and expertise readily available; 

· increases co-operation between various parties involved in developing research and know-how intensive business operations; 

· utilises human resources and intensifies the use of training and education; 

· promotes regional, national and international networking between Centres of Expertise and fields of expertise; and 

· improves co-ordination between local, regional and national development measures.
Programme work done in the regions is co-ordinated in the national Centre of Expertise Workgroup, whose members include representatives of the main ministries, business life, research, education, culture, the cities and the regional administration. The guiding principle in the implementation of the Centre of Expertise Programme is competition – regions compete in the first place to be included in the Centre of Expertise Programme. Inclusion in the Programme entails concentration of internationally high-level expertise, innovative and efficacious quality of the proposed programme and efficient organisation. In order to be selected as a national Centre of Expertise the region must thus have resources and proof of its capability to utilise them. The basic idea of the regional Centres of Expertise Programmes is to expand these capabilities and with the utilisation of new knowledge to create new competencies.
The centres of expertise also compete for the basic funding made available to them by central government. To receive the catalyst funding from central government the region must also put effort and funding of its own into the implementation of the programme, and in practice the programmes are implemented in co-operation with the business life of the region, the cities, the technology centres, the universities, the polytechnics, the research institutions and other public administration. 
The content of the regional programmes is built up in accordance with the development needs of the firms and innovation system and the opportunities available. The purpose of the Programmes is to create intense multilateral co-operation among top experts in research, education and firm. Therefore, competitiveness is based on extensive local co-operation. Through the creation and linking of different networks of the Centres of Expertise, participants are offered knowledge and expertise based on national and, where necessary, international contacts and resources (Centre of Expertise Programme...2000.) Thus the most important core competencies of those actors responsible for the Centres of Expertise at the general level are information and network management, and the creation of new knowledge especially concerned with synergic possibilities in business and technology development. 
Next, the focus is turned more directly into the key aspects of the CoP perspective. We begin by briefly discussing the key resources vested in the community, and continue by especially focusing on learning occurred during the history of the programme among the key members. Attached to the presentation of learning within the policy community, most of the practices vital to the CoP are discussed, in addition to a superficial presentation of key activities just presented above. In addition, it is briefly discussed those aspects related to meaning and identity crucial for the CoP to exist and evolve.

3.2 Actors and resources

From the perspective of the Tampere Centre of Expertise Programme its most important resources are the universities (especially the Tampere University of Technology) and the research-institutions. The general development organisations’ capability lies in how they succeed in creating a sufficiently clear but attractive and dynamic local institutional set-up for the formulation and implementation of the Centre of Expertise Programme. Here the emphasis is on both resourcing of the individual Centres of Expertise and the development of the concept. The specialised development organisations’ capability is based on managing the process of new knowledge creation and application between key actors. The core competencies of specialised development organisations likewise rest on a sufficiently credible command of substance and the creation of new knowledge together with the target groups. 

Tampere Region Centre of Expertise Programme, as most of the other Centres of Expertise, too, in its activities rely on the services of the technology centres, which include project management, development of business activities and marketing services, technology transfer, incubation, patenting, licensing and financing services, extensive research, development and educational project coordinating and operating environment and model building. It is the task of the technology centres therefore to support the firms’ capability to utilise their resources and support the emergence of core competences so that the firms can create a sustainable competitive advantage. 
Tampere Region Centre of Expertise Programme focuses explicitly on the following areas of expertise: 

· Mechanical Engineering and Automation

· Information and Communication Technology

· Health Care Technology

· Media Communication 
· Knowledge Intensive Business Services. 

From the perspective of Tampere Centre of Expertise Programme the most important general development organisations in Tampere city-region are the Council of Tampere Region, the Employment and Economic Development Centre and the City of Tampere. The Council for Tampere Region and the City of Tampere direct the activities of the Centre of Expertise by goal-setting. The Employment and Economic Development Centre is involved in the implementation of the Tampere Centre of Expertise Programme as a source of funding. The general development organisations’ core competence is partly institutional by nature; they have focused on creation of base for institutional thickness, i.e. founding organisations responsible for specific centres of expertise. The City of Tampere is a key actor in the creation of an institutional basis. Core competence of specialised development organisations is to build up a process for the constant creation of new knowledge and to co-ordinate and sustain this between the universities and firms. 
What is of paramount importance in the concept for the Tampere Centre of Expertise Programme is therefore that each field of expertise is co-ordinated by a development organisation specialised in the field in question. The Tampere Technology Centre Ltd. is responsible for the mechanical engineering and automation as well as for information technology. Finn-Medi Research Ltd. is responsible for health care technology and Media Tampere Ltd. for media services. The most recent coordinating organization is Professia Ltd., responsible for the co-ordination of promotion of knowledge intensive business services (KIBS; see Kautonen et al. 1998). (Tampere Region Centre of Expertise Programme 1998.) The basic idea in delegating responsibility is that it enables the development organisations to improve their own competencies to a sufficiently high level to have credibility and be attractive partners for firms. 
3.3 Learning in the community
Tampere Region Centre of Expertise Programme has truly throughout its ten years of history been under constant transformation. After the first years when the Programme found its institutional form it maintained for a relatively long time, the programme has developed its own practices and its goals and measures to reach the goals. A general understanding of what might be its role and relevant goals has changed to a great extent – basically from aiming to create networks between the local key actors in mid-1990s to widen and secure a supply of (especially university-) educated workforce at the turn of the millennium further to create international linkages in Europe and beyond during the recent years; Or, as one of the interviewed persons puts it:

”We may say that […] we are totally in another level now than when we began. If we then began by locally or internally looking at how we may create those connections, then certainly our space of consideration now is typically to make excursions to USA, Canada et cetera to look after how it possibly could be taken a tighter grip to make it even more efficiently. In between those levels, there is a hell of a number of different kind of operations – it has in this sense been an excellent working tool.”
As a whole, the programme in Tampere has evolved in the following way reflecting outcomes of collective learning processes occurring within the key stakeholders, mostly inside the steering group of the programme (see also Figure 1). The figure should be seen as a stylized model of steps taken during its existence where earlier steps are not given up but are still included in the programme activities and routines with few exceptions mentioned later. The original picture was for the first time presented by Dr. Olli Niemi in the end of 1990s, then the CEO of Tampere Technology Centre Ltd., a co-ordinating organization of the whole programme. The picture has been often referred to in the programme activities as a model how the programme really developed and it was referred to also in some of the interviews.

First, the regional council set up an expert council in 1994 to decide the strategy to carry out the programme and its focal areas. The operationalization of the programme, however, did not proceed much until it was decided in 1995 to share the responsibilities related to the programme between Tampere Technology Centre Ltd. (operational co-ordination) and Council of Tampere Region (strategic co-ordination and responsibilities towards the basic financer, the Ministry of the Interior). Tampere Technology Centre began with a first concept – Middlemen – in which the basic idea was to nominate full-time co-ordinators for their respective fields of expertise to carry out brokering. This meant at the time that those two co-ordinators (in ICT and Mechanical Engineering and Automation, M&A) would “bounce” between organizations, especially between universities and other higher education institutions (HEIs) and research and technology organizations (RTOs), and industrial firms, to find out those current needs of firms that can be facilitated by co-operation with HEIs and RTOs. Soon it was noticed that only a limited number of firms could be contacted this way due to a large number of firms in the selected areas of expertise. It was easiest to find out the interests of large firms, but most of these firms already had functioning relationships with, at least, Tampere University of Technology anyway. Surveys and other methods to find out the specific and immediate needs of firms were not seen appropriate enough to produce information for the decision-making. Small groups of different type of stakeholders were tried to gather together to discuss current issues which succeeded sometimes and sometimes not. 

Second, it was noticed soon that although there was a fairly sound system to finance especially R&D in existing firms, new ventures and promising business ideas tended to be often wasted due to a lack of proper seed funding system. Therefore, plans were made to create regionally-based institutions for seed funding – partly by re-organizing some existing funding bodies and partly by creating entirely new organizations and funding measures. These activities continued and expanded only later, and it was found that the problem was not easy to solve. The ICT boom in the turn of the millennium seemed to wipe these problems off to a great extent, but that was a fallacy. 

Third, around the year 1997 and 1998 it was increasingly realized among the key stakeholders that the programme was essentially about developing clusters. There had already been those chosen areas of expertise (ICT, M&A, and from 1995 on also Health Care Technology) that crossed several industries but now this cluster concept was fully understood. What seems quite plain nowadays but which nevertheless was quite an eye-opener then was to chart those clusters also with visual mapping of key actors, their resources and key structures they formed. This helped a lot to communicate with a wider audience including many active SMEs and several support organizations which had earlier been outside the programme activities, not to talk about policy-makers with no earlier direct connection to the programme. Cluster concept also facilitated to take into accounts the users and customers of a certain expertise and to come up with potential applications for a certain technology, for example. As mentioned, although a cluster concept does not anymore sound that fresh, it was in the region during the last years of the next decade a break-through for the programme and also formed a core idea of its designing and implementation. Questions were asked such as “what does this cluster need” or “what are the key resources to be fostered in order to keep this cluster vital and growing”. 

 “I feel that this model of multi-clusters in [regional economic] development policies is (…) probably the most focal matter in the Centre of Expertise Programme [in Tampere]. It follows from that that there are choices made and activities concentrated on certain entities of activity, concentrating also projects around a certain mini-cluster to proceed progressing with all of those different type of functions such as research, business, services environment, labs and all (…) all these chains and different dimensions that a cluster needs. In my opinion, the work of the steering group has here had real added value, because there discussions have taken place, there a vision has born, and maybe it could be said that also a consensus in a sense that if one [of the sub-programmes] had carried out activities into this or that direction, others were sparred – that has directed the developments and our model of action (…) particularly this collegial, mutual learning in programme activities has supported this development [of the whole Programme in Tampere]. 
In the wake of clusters, it was more widely acknowledged that it is crucial for the clusters’ development to increase awareness of them and to increase participation and interest towards programme activities. From the early idea of middlemen visiting different stakeholders, carrying development ideas and brokering, a shift occurred where media communication was tried to be effectively used to spread awareness. Sub-programmes introduced their marketing brands to be used and decided about their media communication channels that include the Internet with the sub-programmes’ own web portals; a new interactive website titled Cityweb was introduced (see Sotarauta 2001); and also more traditional newsletters and magazines were introduced during the years 1998-99.

Regional foresight activities were acknowledged as important in order to create and share common understanding on the major future trends. The downturn of the ICT boom in the turn of the millennium signaled, among other things, a need for these activities. These activities, however, are yet to find their modes of operation: A concept of regional foresight was designed (Sotarauta et al. 2002; the Pitenna concept), a regional employment and economic development centre (EEDC) together with some other actors introduced a system of regional foresight at about the same time, and the Tampere University of Technology initiated a high-level executives’ group for technology foresight (Innovation Council) to assess main future trends of considerable significance for key regional players few years ago. 
Especially from 2000, different activities related to active and planned internationalization of the programme have made some advances. Before that, hardly any targeted measures were taken for promotion of foreign direct investments, for example, to the region. Activities prior to the new millennium related to internationalization were mostly different kind of excursions and benchmarking of regions with internationally renowned innovation environments. Initiatives to attract FDI were targeted to certain narrow niches of regional specialization, including expertise in the two universities and several firms on optoelectronics and digital signal processing in ICT, and immunology and vaccinations, implants, biomaterials and tissue technology in health care and biotechnology.
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FIGURE 1. Stylized path of development of Tampere Region Centre of Expertise Programme from the learning perspective (modified from the original presentation by Olli Niemi)
In the region, two other large economic development policy programmes were introduced in the beginning of the 2000’s which have, at least in relative terms, decreased the image and actual power of the Centre of Expertise Programme. In the interviews, it is often seen that the Programme somehow “was withdrawn from the highlights” and shifted into a generally co-ordinating institution whereas the new programmes – eTampere and BioNext – became focuses of practical innovation activities, forums of actual innovation networks. Especially the eTampere Programme with its budget of about 135 M € on wide scale development of information society has shadowed the Centre of Expertise Programme, although it is mostly originated by the same key stakeholders represented in the Programme.
 “eTampere had certainly a key impact, because until that, the Programme had been the biggest and the most beautiful, and the eTampere Programme was launched with a big noise and with even bigger volume and escorted by a terrible hype. It really and evidently took the attention of many stakeholders where the real things will happen (…) Probably BioNext have also had some similar impact, but not in a same extent, because it was combined more clearly together with the Centre of Expertise Programme and its sub-programme of Health Care Technologies.” 
Other reasons for the Programme’s relative loss of importance had been, among other things, a stagnation of especially the ICT industries, and the decrease of venture capital funds to invest in new businesses. Although continuing to exist until the end of 2006, the programme is already began to be assessed and is an object of critical scrutiny at the moment, and thus its course and modes of operation will be highly probably altered for the new period from 2007 on. Nevertheless, the programme is generally considered both on the national and regional level as successful and worth of further development and therefore a new programme period is already now very likely to take place.
3.4 Meaning and identity
Meaning and identity in the context of the Tampere centre of expertise programme need to be understood against the wider context of the whole country moving towards knowledge-based economy and respective policy regimes. By the end of the 1980s the city had progressed towards developing both the knowledge-based economy and information society, even if not using these concepts. At that time institutions that became later very important in the development of knowledge and innovation driven economy were founded, most importantly two universities were induced to move from Helsinki to Tampere, and later in 80s Tampere Technology Centre was founded. One might say that the institutional basis for the future was laid down, perhaps not knowing how important it turned out to be later, and hence seeds for the innovation oriented 90s were planted. 
In the mid-1990s, however, certain formalisation and systemisation of new thinking were still missing. There had been groups of people interested in technology, innovation, etc. but their visions and ideas were not in the heart of the local economic policy-making. The general spirit of the time as well as the strong thought models and interaction relationships shaped by industrial culture and tradition slowed down the transition in policy-making from traditional industry into knowledge and innovation. Only in the 1990s, along with the economic recession and the change in the spirit of the time in Finland as a whole, the significance of the knowledge-based economy began to be more broadly understood in the city. Supported by earlier structures and institutions technology and innovation activities were more focused on; in other words, the innovation system was began to be consciously strengthened. (see more about development of Tampere Kostiainen & Sotarauta 2003)

After the mid-1990s the knowledge-based economy was institutionalised to become a part of the development thinking and development activities of Tampere through strategic planning, and here the Centre of expertise programme played an important role, not only in laying out new strategies but also providing the “innovation community” with a platform and legitimation to come together to deliberate how to change economic structures of Tampere towards their favourite themes. The Programme laid the foundation for many strategic choices and it is obvious that it was one of the central forums in selecting the clusters considered to be important from the viewpoint of future development. (Sotarauta & Kostiainen, forth.) The programme, and other related strategy processes, did not give a new meaning only to the innovation community but, one might argue, that it was one of the functions in the reinvention process of Tampere identity as a whole. For example, there is a clear difference in how the city saw its own identity in late 80s compared to late 90s; in the 1987 development programme the City of Tampere is seen as a “regional centre” and as a “location of some state functions”. In addition, the strategy talks about the “label and right of an industrial city”. In 1990 the emphasis was already on “know-how”, which in the year 1998 was changed into a more clearly defined “knowledge intensity” and into developing the city into an “exemplary European city of lifelong learning”. (Kostiainen & Sotarauta 2003.)

We tentatively suggest that in the 90s the Programme was… 

· a legitimate forum for cooperation among innovation and expertise oriented policy-people, and for its part the Programme raised their “beloved” themes into the core of the local economic development policies and hence changed the status of “innovation community” too
· For the innovation community the Programme was a way of making sense together, to learn common language and new concepts, to create shared lines of action and thought patterns, and way of seeing the development and the new role of various actors in it.
· The program was a means of communication, that is, it represented a strong official message from innovation group to politicians, firms, academics, etc. 

· The program was a tool, once again it must be stressed that is was one among many other tools, in concretizing ”noble sentiments” and in turning a crisis into something constructive

(see also Sotarauta et al. 2002)
So, the Programme has played many roles, but as shown above, during its course, the Centre of Expertise Programme and its steering group, the core of the innovation community, has faced several stages of development where the members’ commitment and interest has first increased from the first years until the end of the millennium and during its heydays and then, from the 2000 onwards, decreased as presented. Is to be concluded here that the life cycle of the programme so far, as presented here, implies that a processes of meaning and identity important within the CoP framework has proceeded into a point where the original deep interest and even personal strong commitment and almost passionate posture by the stakeholder organizations’ key persons slowly shifted into something closer to a routine everyday work, ‘business as usual’. In addition, as innovation and knowledge has become part of the official thinking one of the most important missions of the innovation community has disappeared. There is no more need to preach the tidings of joy to people who already believe. This can be seen for example in the fact that those people who acted as “evangelists of innovation” are no more needed and some of the key evangelists are now working elsewhere. Now, it seems that more finances focused professionals are needed. At the same time the broader discussion what the next focus of policies ought to be is emerging and some interviewees see that the system functions well but that there is a leadership crisis and that there are no significant new policy openings in sight and hence direction to futures is fuzzy. We might tentatively conclude that having fulfilled its mission the innovation community has lost its original meaning, and therefore it is in a process of fragmenting into more specialized sub-communities. At the strategic level there are signs of confusion and desire for visionary leadership. At the same time the identity of ever growing innovation community as a whole, or rather many communities, is stronger than ever.
It seems that one of the most focal processes of reification within the programme has been a denomination and increased and widely diffused awareness of the regional key clusters such as ICT, mechanical engineering and automation, and health care technology, later to be followed also by the digital communication as an offspring from the ICT and the so-called knowledge intensive business services sector. A cluster concept combined with the regional innovation system thinking has profoundly altered the policy-making in the sphere of regional economic development from traditional industrial policies (physical premises, financial incentives etc.) to a mixture of policies to foster and maintain creative environments for learning and innovation. This can be seen witnessed in, for example, a birth of the new programmes having much bigger budgets than the original programme – programmes that would not probably ever seen a daylight without a first one moulding ground and “teaching” key stakeholders to make bolder moves with more abstract activities and aims than traditionally used to.
Nevertheless, among the key participants of the steering group there was not that much a particular own ‘language’ or other such behavioural pattern attached to a CoP membership even though they clearly have been creating those in the course of years. A most important common, binding factor among the participants has been a joint enterprise – to facilitate the development of regional key industries by fostering the knowledge base of the region and by increasing innovation-related linkages with the actors inside and outside of the region. Thus, a combining thing has been a trust on these certain key principles and ways of enhancing development in the region. This has demanded a crossing of various boundaries including disciplinary, organizational, and institutional boundaries. 

4 Discussion and conclusions
In this paper, we have explored the nature of the concept of community of practice in the context of Tampere Centre of Expertise Programme. We cannot claim to have deeply penetrated the surface of a still emerging topic. Nevertheless, we suggest that by CoP we will be able to have a better grasp on the deepest forms of co-operation in inter-organizational context too. Our case shows that there are some stages in the development of human interaction that go beyond networks and other forms of co-operation. These are characterized by passion towards common interest, sense of shared important mission that is bigger than what an individual is able to take on alone, almost “existential joy” in participating collective learning processes on new things, i.e. contemplating global developments in relation to local reality with like-minded people who share the passion of an individual. Our case also shows how this kind of collective activity may wither away if the original mission becomes fulfilled and if the once so new and bold activities become reificated and, in a way, everybody’s possession, part of the hegemonic discourse. If this happens, as our case indicates, the community needs to find a new distinctive passion, or else it may be scattered. 
It has become clear to us that CoP is an extremely demanding concept. To fully understand the nature of belonging and meaning requires very close interaction with the community, more or less anthropological treatise of it. Both of us have been a member in the Tampere innovation community, in different roles in different times though. This has made it easier for us to study this community utilizing CoP, but still we have faced difficulties in analyzing and presenting both our own experiences, interviews and other data.

It seems to us that CoP provides regional development studies with a considerable promise of deeper understanding on the nature of interaction while it demands us to find new methods, too. 
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