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In the broadest sense, "communities" are an amalgamation of living things that share an environment and interact in many ways and all individual subjects in the mix have something in common (1).

Communities can be described by data about their individuals, their life events, institutions, economics, environment, etc. This data can take various forms such as tables, graphs, indicators, maps, statistical analyses, etc. and when expressed in stories can be useful in helping communities understand themselves and in supporting decision-making. Stories about data help the general public understand the complexities of data (2). For example, communities that use community indicators have even formed a "community" to help communities develop and implement community indicators" (3).

Similarly, a large group of individuals interested in networking community statistics with Federal Statistics (4) across government and non-government organizations recently formed a Community of Practice (5) focused on interoperability, standards, and building a collaborative Web site (6).

The Urban Markets Initiative of The Brooking Institution (7) agreed to serve as initial host for NICS and for a CoP to guide the conceptualization and development of NICS. The CoP now has over 150 participants representing governments and nonprofits at all geographic levels and commercial organizations. The CoP first carried out a Concept Phase to determine the basic elements of NICS. It then held four public Learning Phase workshops to explore the desirability and feasibility of NICS (8). Supported by grants from the Ford and Rockefeller Foundations, the NICS development process now is in the Initiation Phase (2005-07), which aims to bring NICS to the point of full implementation. In the Implementation Phase, NICS would be spun out of Brookings as an independent, self-sustaining entity (9).

The NICS CoP is actually a CoP of CoPs. For example one participant is the Urban Institute’s National Neighborhood Indicators Partnership (NNIP) which manages a peer support network for local CSS (10) in 27 cities (targeted to grow to around 50 by the end of 2009). NNIP prepares guidebooks on elements of practice for CSS and provides a forum for members to share experiences and best practices. NNIP also serves a broader community of practice interested in developments in the field.  NNIP sees itself as an eager client for the national infrastructure, data, and services that NICS will provide.

Another example of CoPs participating in the NICS CoP are several nationwide web-based intermediaries providing data at a community level like DataPlace at the Fannie Mae Foundation, DataBank at the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, Key National Indicators Initiative (KNII), and FedStats (4).

There are also examples of what NICS CoP members are doing to support the NICS CoP as well as their own organizations and other CoPs (11, 12, 13).

The NICS CoP meets periodically to work on interoperability, standards, and building a collaborative Web site and networks with other CoPs with related interests to build a national infrastructure on the World Wide Web. The NICS CoP has several interesting models to choose from going forward, namely, CSS (10), Wikipedia (14), and "Mashups" (15) to name a few.
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