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In this chapter, we present a collaborative and 
constructivist alternative to the traditional conference 
model – which is based on many short broadcasted 
presentations, supported by PowerPoint slides with 
some informal networking eeked out in the corridors by 
the attendees, somehow rushed and guiltily. Does that 
sound familiar? 

Our alternative method, which we call "Fringe" or 
"Contactivity" events can, and is being applied in many 
situations: e.g. a track in a large standard international 
conference, a method to organise a gathering for a 
Community of Practice, or a refreshing approach to 
internal company events looking to invent something, 
enhance connection, develop new, bottom up strategies. 

The creative objective is presented in our Contactivity 
poster: these events nurture new connections between 
people, but also between concepts, disciplines and ideas. The fire of inspiration is the most 
important part of any gathering and that can only be found in the network. Therefore the network 
must be nurtured first and foremost; this method involves not only physical meetings – we suggest 
online pre and post event interactions, and will analyse those in this chapter. 

We propose and continue to improve upon a process designed to co-plan with all stakeholders an 
event replete with a wide range of formal and informal interaction methods, colours, art, tastes, 
human moments – but also to dive deeply into rich content, theoretical and practical issues in real 
world contexts in such a way as to send participants home with not only solutions, but methods to 
solve future issues themselves; handing them the confidence and knowledge and network to 
improve their working and living lives. 

The name "Fringe" implies that in such events the participants are expecting and invited to deal not 
only with mainstream subjects – but also (or perhaps mainly) with the emerging and controversial 
issues which relate to their professional world.  

We believe that creating a welcoming and stimulating social and physical "Ecology for innovation" 
for the event space and time enables contactivity, deeper conversations and out of the box thinking. 
In this chapter we suggest how to create a JOY ZONE which is the prefect ground for fertile 
collaborations.   

Keywords: contactivity, fringe event, wiki, joy zone, innovation ecology, networking, multi-
domain facilitation 
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The main goal of "Contactivity Events" is well manifested by the title of this method: to provide 
the environment and opportunities for meetings of minds, interaction and creation of new 
connections, knowledge, ideas and sometimes also joint initiatives which take these ideas into 
action.  

The term "contactivity" was coined by Leif Edvinsson who explores various ways to enhance the 
intellectual capitals of organisations.  We think that Contactivity event can enhance the intellectual 
capital of the group of participants, be it a Community of Practice, a group of employees from a 
specific organisation or any other loose of formal organisational form.  

 

In some cases contactivity meetings are organized as "Fringe" events. This shows another objective 
of some of these events – to challenge the current mainstream thinking in a particular domain, to 
disrupt the existing concepts and explore emerging ones.  

Thus, there are several good tangible and intangibles reasons to use the method: 

1. New personal friendships as well as enhanced business/academic connections 

2. Creation of tangible joint outcomes and initiatives – e.g. a layout for a new joint book of 
the community, a new joint research or business project. 

3. Disruption of current thinking and creation of new concepts.  

4. Prototyping new interaction methods.  

5. Fun, joy, personal and group renewal, recharging the batteries of employees and teams. 

 

The method can be used in many contexts, as an alternative to traditional conferences or internal 
company days:  

�  A contactivity track in the framework of a larger traditional conference (see the example of 
Amsterdam KM event, described in this chapter). 

�  An independent event of a Community of Practice specialising in a specific domain (see the 
example of Greenwich Contactivity event described in this chapter) 

�  An internal event (e.g. "company day") of a commercial or public organisation.  
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From our experience in organising several contactivity events, we are happy to report that the 
preparation phase is a creative and satisfactory period. The checklist is very long, therefore 
teamwork and responsibilities sharing is needed for this ambitious project. 

The program 

�  Partner with some people you trust and value to collaborate with you on various aspects of 
the project.  

�  Define the specific theme of the event (avoid general theme like "Knowledge Management" – 
focus the event on specific dimensions or challenges or the general domain. 

�  Invite ideas for unique activities from the target participates group as well as from well 
known experts. Explore the expectations of the particpants. Look at feedback reports from 
previous events – they are valuable! 

�  Set some design criteria, e.g.: "at least 60% of the sessions should be interactive", "at least 3 
controversial issues should be dealt with", "at least two new facilitation methods should be 
prototyped".  

�  Based on the suggestions and the team imagination, create the program. Recruit facilitators 
for each session – most of them will be the people who suggested the session idea.  

�  Brand the event – copyright interesting title, visual representation (e.g. poster or logo). 

Logistics 

�  Plan: accommodation, catering, registration process, accessories and supporting technologies, 
budget and fees.   

The participants 

�  Publish an attractive invitation – it should clearly demonstrate the fringe-y and contactivity 
spirit of the event. 

�  In addition to the public invitation, invite personally particularly interesting particpants. 

�  Involve the participants at the event planning – invite ideas for methods, suggestions for 
focus areas, material for the event web etc.  

�  Take active steps to ensure diversity – participants from different generations, cultures and 
disciplines will create more interesting event.  

The Virtual Space 

�  Create a web space for the pre-event interactions between participants. It can be a wiki, 
discussion form or another virtual form (some event organisers are using Drupal). Provide 
continuous and active facilitation for the space, and ensure that activity in the virtual sphere 
is carried across to the physical meeting.  

The Physical Space 

�  Explore the available space and its possibilities, unique features and constraints. 

�  Plan the event place –sitting configuration, decoration, the small things which will make 
the participants smile. 

�  Prepare the accessories and art work according to the physical space plan.  
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Café Setting –
small round 
tables

On the tables: 
sweats, drinks, 
flowers, workshop 
materials, toys…

Program: 
mostly 
interactive, 
some fringy 
content

Walls covered with 
white/brown paper 
for interactive 
work

Walls covered with 
relevant art –
drawings, photos 
etc. (some by 
participants, some by 
artists)

Monday
Xyz
Xyz
xyz
Night: we go to….
Tuesday
xyz

People: go for 
diversity 
(3 generations, 
multi disciplines 
etc.)

Pre and post event 
– web (e.g. Wiki), to 
complement the face 
to face interaction
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The following chart, based on a photo from the Amsterdam KM fringe event, provides a map for 
planning a contactivity event. It shows the four main dimensions of the event: 

�  The program – which should be rich, diverse, seriously interactive (examples follow). 
Focus on both stimulating methods and highly relevant content (big questions that matter). 
Try to include several sessions that generate concrete outcomes and follow-ups. A joint 
night activity is a must.  Examples of methods that are used in contactivity events: 

Open Space, Mapping the network and profiles of participants, Co-authoring of a book and 
journal paper, Simulation/Management games, Knowledge Café, Knowledge Safari, Art 
Safari. Always conclude with a "what are the next steps" session.   

�  The physical space – a rich, stimulating and colourful Joy Zone or Ecology for Innovation 
(Dvir et al., 2006).  

�  The virtual space – a pre and post event sessions, using technologies such as Wikis and 
Blogs. It would be interesting to use the technology to enlarge the circle of participants, and 
run some of the session during the event days also at the virtual space.  

�  And most importantly – the human dimension. Try to enhance diversity by inviting people 
from the three generations (very young, mature and seniors), professionals from different 
disciplines, diverse geographies different society sectors etc. Invite people that are already 
part of the community but also new comers.  

    

The two cases presented later in this chapter provide concrete examples of how these dimensions 
can be applied.  
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The preparations phase and the physical and human setting of the contactivity events are described 
in the previous sections. Here we suggest a typical agenda for a contactivity event. You are invited 
to borrow ideas from it – but probably your own contactivity event will have a different agenda, 
length, style – based on the unique combination of the contextual and human aspects. 
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Intangible Tangible

Individuals

Group

Inspirations
Learning

New friendships New collaborations

Joint initiatives 
(few members)

Sense of community

New concepts
Event 
documentation

Joint group
initiatives 

Personal Renewal

New ideas
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The outcomes of a contactivity event can be presented along a two dimensional continuum. The 
horizontal axis represents how much the outcomes are tangible. The vertical axis shows that while 
some of the outcomes relates to the individual participants, other applies the group of participants. 
We have seen all of these outcomes materialized in contactivity events.  

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 
Using the theoretical model of intellectual capital (e.g. Edvinsson et al, 1998) a good contactivity 
event increases all four types of intangible capitals: the human capital of the participants, as well as 
the structural, renewal and the relationships capital of the group of participants – many times a 
Community of Practice.  
 
The intangible outcomes listed above emerge naturally, as a result of the connections created 
between the participants during the sessions and at breaks and joint social evening activities. The 
diverse interaction methods as well as the stimulating environment catalyze their emergence. The 
more tangible outcomes such as joint research project or a joint book, are born at dedicated 
workshop (e.g. a "co-authoring" session) or at the final session of the event. This session is 
typically dedicated to an after action review and to a brainstorming about  possible joint actions of 
the participants.  
 
Other tangible results which document the experiences and knowledge created at the event are 
typically dependent on the commitment of individuals who agree to carry them forward at the 
weeks after the event. These might be a detailed event report, summary of new concepts, 
networking map or an electronic album of the event photos, for example. 

  
Electronic event photo album (on 

flickr.com) 
Electronic network map 
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Case I: The Knowledge Management Fringe Track, Amsterdam 2005  

The annual central European Knowledge Management conference took place in November 2005 at 
Amsterdam. Hundreds of participants were exposed to the normal conferencing style – a large 
formal exhibition from which three doors led to three parallel tracks. Choosing the first and second 
would have take you to a large lecture room where you would meet perhaps 100 black suits 
professionals listening to 20 minutes PowerPoint presentations. However, the curious people who 
opened the third door entered a completely different world – full of colors, music, strange actions 
and intensive interaction, art and yes – also serious KM related content.  

Six months earlier, when KnowledgeBoard was invited by Ark group to organize a track at the 
conference, we had only one condition – "we want to run it as a Fringe event. Nothing will 
resemble the normal way". A small group started to plan the event – involving at certain phases to 
potential participants, using the KnowledgeBoard website as a communication platform.  

What was fringy? 

Firstly, the event stage. we created for two days what we call "an ecology for innovation", i.e. 
designed the physical space as the most welcoming, warm, sensual and thought provoking as 
possible. It was in complete contrast to the traditional conference world outside the door. We 
thought that art would have interesting impact, and created the first Knowledge Management art 
gallery in the world, composing of some 150 relevant art works from the last 2,000 years, 
presented on 18 large posters. Some worked were created by artists like Dali, Rafael and Leonardo, 
others contributed by the participants responding to the "call of your KM art works" led from the 
website.  

The following table shows some of the artifacts we used: 

 
  

Preparing the KM Art 
gallery 

Preparing the KM Art 
gallery 

Tulips on each table 

   
The third door – which led 
to the fringe world (left side 
– the visual agenda) 

A general view of the space Tables covered with candies, 
drinks, cookies, workshop 
accessories 

 



�

� � �

 

Secondly, the program & methods. We designed 
a program which includes only one frontal 
presentation – leaving 90% of the available time for 
interactive sessions – each used a different method. 
We had some unplanned surprises. For example, a 
colleague from London Knowledge Network saw 
the big yellow Contactivity map and spontaneously 
created a statistical experience around it.   

The agenda, like many other aspects of the event, 
tool a visual form as well (see figure). 

The table demonstrates some human moments at some of these sessions: 

 
 

 

A workshop on outsourcing Building together the 
community network map 

Knowledge Safari at the art 
gallery 

   

A simulation game An electronic version of the 
community network 

Final session – discussing 
follow-ups and drinking 
Champagne. 

 

 Thirdly, the content: At the pre-event online communication, we invited the participants to 
suggest the most controversial issues related to Knowledge Management. All of the workshops 
were from members' suggestions - we the organisers let them decide on what to talk about. 

After the fringe event 

Judging by the feedback from the participants as documented in the feedback forms, as well as by 
looking at their faces at the event photo album, show that they felt like "Alice at wonderland". 

It became evident that the KM world need more – and six months afterwards the next KM fringe 
was organized, this time in Greenwich (see next case in this chapter). Indeed, the impact was 
strong enough to create a trend, and now the third contactivity event is planned in Tel Aviv 
(November 2006) and a fourth one in Luzern (UnBla conference, January 2006).  

We know of new partnerships and friendships that were created, and assume that some joint 
initiatives were kicked off. And finally, at the co-authoring workshop, the group took the first steps 
towards a joint KM book.     

Full report:  Mitchell, E., Dvir, R.  et al www.knowledgeboard.com/item/216
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Case II: The KnowledgeBoard Contactivity Event, Greenwich 2006  
Contactivity was an experimental conference at The University of Greenwich Business School in 
March 2006. It was run by KnowledgeBoard and supported by Martyn Laycock, Jack Martin Leith, 
David Gurteen and The London Knowledge Network. There was neither an agenda, nor a theme. It 
was an exploration into the concept of multi-domain facilitation for community development, 
knowledge transformation, and trust building. We were also keen to learn how to use wikis and 
encouraged all potential attendees to take this attitude as well; a secondary learning opportunity. 

It was designed around a multi-domain facilitation model created to explore how to best share 
knowledge between distributed groups. By considering a meeting as a process in three stages, and 
working with a multi-domain attitude, it is clear that we can optimise the knowledge-sharing 
opportunities afforded to us in the physical domain (which is the most expensive bit) by assessing 
the meeting's requirements in advance and applying a suitable social architecture from the 
beginning:  

 

The first to the two days was a 'knowledge sink'; designed to help the attendees bond and build a 
shared understanding of the event, while launching the first KnowledgeBoard book, as well as 
experiment with some new facilitation techniques. The second day was free of theme (more on this 
below), and simply structured with three facilitation techniques:  

�  The structured approach of Narrative enquiry (Martyn Laycock) 

�  The inclusive approach of Open Space (Jack Martin Leith) 

�  The intimate approach of the Knowledge Café (David Gurteen) 

Theoretically, having agreed a theme in advance, attendees could then 'workshop' said theme in 
three different ways. This would provide them with not only a broad understanding and actionable 
approach to the theme, but also a clear idea of the differences in facilitation techniques and how 
and when to use them in their own organisations.  

Thus Contactivity was a deliberate excursion into exploring whether the early technical adopters' 
development of the 'unconference' (lesblogs, reboot etc.) could be translated across to the world of 
organisations in a 'constructivist' manner. We were not keen on the apparent reactionary feeling of 
the 'unconference' word, hence the peer approved references to proven facilitation techniques, 
facilitated by experts in their fields. It had a two loose research enquiries and one action based 
goal:  

1. Pre and during event networking 
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With the support of Dan Dixon (senior lecturer, University of West England, working at Headshift 
at that time), we set up a free to access wiki. As well as the normal event organisation elements, we 
encouraged everyone to register themselves publicly and set up a page for them to provide the 
other participants with some background information about themselves.  

Take up was very popular. Asides to some technical issues (logins, editing etc.), almost every 
attendee simply added a few paragraphs about themselves and their expectations for the event.  

 

The first serious workshop at the physical 
event was a 'power networking' session run by 
Dr Wolf and Dr Troxler. All of the attendees' 
networking information from the wiki was 
pinned to a large board, and attendees were 
asked to find other attendees who would share 
interests.  

The session was a great success. Like the more traditional networking sessions (e.g. Gurteen's 
Speed Networking) there was a great deal of high energy networking and conversation, but at 
Contactivity, people had already registered their interests so the noise and busy-ness was focused 
on directly relevant peer to peer knowledge sharing rather than the more round-about conversations 
one can experience in normal networking.  

2. Pre-event agenda setting  

As well as the networking concept, the wiki supported our second stream of research - can a set of 
distributed attendees set the theme of a conference in advance? If so, they would have significantly 
more ownership of the debates and thus be more focused, generating a higher level of participation 
and optimised knowledge sharing.  

In advance of the event, in line with many of the traditional consensus-focused facilitation 
techniques, we invited the attendees to enter keywords of issues they wished to discuss into the 
wiki. Having done that, we invited them to group the keywords into loosely banded subject 
headings for further development.  

Take up of this was less popular than the networking; but there was some high quality input from a 
constructive minority. What emerged was that there were many possible routes the physical 
gathering could take - the attendees had hundreds of ideas, all of which were worthy of a full day. 
This happened a few days before the gathering, by which time we were in full event preparation 
mode and had to decide to discuss it at the event itself.  

Thus, setting the agenda was not as successful as the networking; with no shared social architecture 
and experience of using new social software (wiki), creating the cohesion required to reach shared 
decisions, and thus co-ownership of the theme was not possible. In fact, there were so many issues 
for discussion that it was impossible to find a common thread and the physical facilitators were not 
given a theme to work around. 

From conversations at Contactivity, we learnt that some Communities of Practice (e.g. our friends 
at Cogneon.de) had started reaching consensus on event themes, but only after three or four cycles 
of physical meetings. This was a critical moment in identifying the need for a multi-domain 
facilitator - to carry the community's experience from one domain into the other - and the concept 
of building trust within a group to help it reach pure self-organisation. 

 

Full event report: Mitchell, E. (2006),  www.knowledgeboard.com/item/2700  
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�  Take risks – try new methods which were never done.  

�  Make the space welcoming – flowers and sweats on each table, for example, can make a 
difference.  

�  Use art – relevant pieces of art help to create a different state of mind and make new 
associations. Are can be used at the event web site, invitation, documentation, cover the walls 
and flours. 

�  Keep renewing, keep inventing – each event should introduce some surprises to people who 
predicated in the previous events.  

�  Balance serious conversations and fun activities. Content is critical – and the stimulating 
environment has to support knowledge sharing and creation. 

�  A major part of the event should be based on various forms of interactions – but it is OK to 
have few traditional frontal presentations – if they are of exceptional quality. 

�  Invite the participants to suggest interesting activities – this is the best way to ensure innovative 
agenda. 

�  Welcome your participants as they arrive - they are the most valuable part of the event 

�  Actively introduce your participants to each other - networking is the most important part of 
any gathering of people 

�  If you choose to pre-energise your event with virtual engagement tools (wikis, blogs) be 
prepared to facilitate them 

�  If you pre-energise your event with virtual tools make sure that the energy and knowledge 
gathered on the tool is carried over to the physical event - otherwise it is a waste of everyone's 
time 

�  Share the creative and logistic responsibility of the event and have regular team meetings 
during the event 

  

 

Potholes (Not-to-Do) 
 

�  Avoid a too intensive agenda – fewer and longer sessions and activities as well as longer breaks 
will ensure better use of the participants' time.   

�  If you do not reach topic consensus virtually before an event - have a plan B!  

�  If you use new technologies (wiki), keep the necessary interactions as simple as possible - 
attendees will have a range of experience in the area and new users can be very intimidated by 
new technologies. 

�  Do not underestimate the amount of facilitation you may need to do in advance of the event - 
attendees are, as yet, not familiar with this emergent practice and may need significant support 

�  If you are using a pre-event virtual platform, ensure that there is only one sign-on procedure 
and it is exceptionally easy 
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We would like to sincerely thank the organisations and people that shared the enthusiasm and risk 
with us and contributed to the contactivity events described in the case studies section:  

KnowledgeBoard, The London Knowledge Network, Jack Martin Leith, David Gurteen, Martyn 
Laycock, University of Greenwich, Simon Lague and the Intetek team, Dan Dixon and Headshift, 
Sift, The Ark Group and Ed's mum. Thanks to Ron's dad, Arye, for preparing the artwork for the 
events.  

We are grateful to all participants – ALL contributed activity to the action, conversations, 
excitement, good atmosphere and outcomes with good humour and disposition - Thank you all.  
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of innovation system in general, and Innovation engines and Future Centers in 
particular. Ron has an engineering degree, M.Sc. in Computer Integrated 
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Innovation Ecology, Ron was Chief Knowledge Officer in a large high-tech 
organisation, and developer of quality infrastructures. Developer and implementer 
of  innovation concepts, methods and tools. Likes to embed artwork in business 
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