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IntroductIon

Many case studies have been undertaken about 
how informal, sponsored, and supported com-
munities of practice operate within private and 
public sector organizations. To date, however, 
no examination has been made of how informal 
communities of practice operate within the third 
sector, the sector of community, and voluntary 
organizations. The third sector has a long history 
of using community space, in various forms, ei-
ther physical or notional, to engage individuals in 
discourse and informal learning. The rise of the 
network society has added value to this process 
by allowing active individuals to personalize 
networks through the use of technologies which 
enhance communication. The third sector is now 
demonstrating that individuals and groups are 
seeking to create open access knowledge-sharing 
spaces which attempt to combine face-to-face net-
works with computer-mediated communications 
to support informal learning between community 
development practitioners.

This article examines the role of Sunderland 
Community Development Network in the creation 
of informal communities of practice. It pays par-
ticular attention to three key areas:

1. Community space: How core, active, periph-
eral, and transactional community spaces 
within third sector partnerships create an 
ebb and flow of informal communities of 
practice.

2. Personalized networking: How issue-based 
activity, inside and outside communities, can 
lead to the rapid appearance and disappear-
ance of informal communities of practice.

3. Knowledge-sharing space: How core mem-
bers of a third sector organization can create 
a dynamic model of roles within informal 
communities of practice capable of impact-
ing upon processes of governance beyond 
the organization. 
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bacKground: sunderland and 
the coMMunIty develoPMent 
networK

Sunderland is a new city in the North East of Eng-
land with a population of 300,000. Toward the end 
of the last century, it suffered adversely from the 
post-industrialization process. Both shipbuilding 
(ships had been built on the River Wear for over 
1,500 years) and coal mining (Monkwearmouth 
Colliery was one of the largest deep mines in 
Europe) went into terminal decline. The dawn of 
the new millennium, however, has witnessed an 
economic, social, and cultural renaissance in the 
city. Sunderland’s Nissan car plant is now the larg-
est in the UK with 12,000 employees. Sunderland 
University has a new riverside campus adjacent 
to a thriving marina and an emerging shellfish 
industry. Sunderland Football Club has a new 
arena (built on the former site of Monkwearmouth 
Colliery), boldly titled “The Stadium of Light”, 
and there is an award-winning museum and winter 
gardens in the heart of the city center.

Sunderland Community Development Net-
work (SCDN) forms the neighborhood-based 
component of the city’s renaissance and is open 
to community groups, community networks, 
voluntary sector organizations, volunteers and 
residents who are, or want to be, active in their 
communities. 

The aims of SCDN are to link together neigh-
borhood renewal (Social Exclusion Unit 2000) 
areas of the city in communities of practice; 
maximize the power of communities to shape the 
future of the city; provide a decision-making and 
discussion forum for communities; provide effec-
tive, meaningful, and coordinated representation 
at all levels of the city council’s Local Strategic 
Partnership (LSP); and provide a structure of 
accountability for community representation and 
the communication of information. The concept 
of partnership working in this manner was first 
suggested in a document produced by the Neigh-
bourhood Renewal Unit (2001). In summary, 

SCDN aims to capture, store, and transfer the wide 
range of knowledge contained within Sunderland’s 
community-based organizations and make this 
knowledge accessible to other sectors.

the eMergence of scdn

SCDN has been emerging as a meta-network since 
September 2001 under the innovatory leadership 
of VOICES. VOICES was originally established as 
Sunderland Voluntary Sector Partnership (VSP) 
in 1994, and since September 1994, has played 
an active role on the City of Sunderland Partner-
ship (CoSP). Three community development 
workers were appointed in May 1998 to develop 
networks in areas where there was no existing 
infrastructure and to build the community and 
voluntary sector in the city. In 2000, the VSP 
gained charitable company status in the name 
of Sunderland Voluntary and Community Sec-
tor Partnership. The official launch of the new 
company was held in October 2000 to coincide 
with the signing of the local compact between the 
CoSP and the voluntary and community sector. 
The name VOICES was adopted to reflect the role 
of the VSP in ensuring local people’s needs, views, 
and opinions are integral to the decision-making 
processes of policy makers at local, regional, and 
national levels. 

The core group of VOICES has many years 
of experience of community development activ-
ity, stretching back to the 1970s, long before the 
introduction of the Internet and other network 
technologies. Some members of the core group 
have taken readily to e-mail and other network 
technologies while others struggle with it. All, 
however, are very skilled face-to-face network-
ers and demonstrate a high level of trust in the 
communities they support.     

The meta-network provides a range of knowl-
edge-sharing platforms through which dialogue 
can flow, both formally and informally. These 
platforms include formal strategy meetings, 
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