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INTRODUCTION

This article looks at the concept of communities of
practice (CoPs) in the workplace. The theories sur-
rounding these types of communities are still very new
and in the process of development. The practice and the
importance of these communities for knowledge trans-
fer are also still to be explored as to the best methods
for establishing such communities and how to support
and encourage them. Below we discuss the background
and main threads of theory that are under development.
This is very much a short introduction to the concept.
Further discussions can be found in Coakes (2004),
Coakes and Clarke (in press), and Lehaney, Clarke,
Coakes, and Jack (2003).

BACKGROUND

Communities of practice are becoming increasingly
important in many organisations. As the APQC (2004)
says:

CoPs are becoming the core knowledge strategy for
global organizations. As groups of people who come
together to share and learn from one another face-to-
face and virtually, communities of practice are held
together by a common interest in a body of knowledge
and are driven by a desire and need to share problems,
experiences, insights, templates, tools, and best
practices.

To define a community of practice, it is worth con-
sidering the words of Etienne Wenger (2001), who is
considered one of the foremost expertsin thisfield. He
says:

[Clommunities of practice are a specific kind of
community. They are focused on a domain of knowledge
and over time accumul ate expertisein thisdomain. They
develop their shared practice by interacting around
problems, sol utions, andinsights, and building acommon
store of knowledge.

Theinitial concept of communities of practice came
out of work by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991)
relating to situated learning in the workplace and other
communities with related interests. Thus, such commu-
nities are an aggregation of people who are bound (in
their specific context) to accomplish tasks or engage in
sense-making activities (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave
& Wenger). Learning, to Lave and Wenger, was the
transformation of practice in situated possibilities.
Newcomers to a group learn from the old participants,
bearing in mind that practices will change over time and
place due to changes in circumstances. In addition,
intergenerational relationships will affect the learning
situation: There may well be afear from the older group
members in transferring knowledge to the younger,
implying aloss of power and importance, or afear from
the new or younger group members of demonstrating
ignorance. So, the social process of knowledge acquisi-
tion affects the practice of knowledge sharing and the
desire for knowledge sharing.

The context or domain for these communities is
related to the subject matter around which they are
formed. Withinthisdomain, communitiesinteract, learn,
and build relationships in order that they may practice
their skills through tools, frameworks, idea sharing,
artefacts, or documents.

In the forthcoming Encyclopedia of Communities of
Practice in Information and Knowledge Management
(Coakes& Clarke, 2006), anumber of particular issuesare
covered in a multilayered form. Here we see that such
communities are governed by internal, informal, and un-
spoken rules dominated by specialised language devel-
opment. Weal so seethat thereareissuesin measuring the
output and val ue of such communitiesfor an organisation,
that strategy needs to be developed uniquely for each
community aswell asfor the organisationingeneral, and
that how or even whether toreward participantsisamatter
of some debate. The psychology of participants and the
difficultieswith creating ashared meaning within acom-
munity can be explored through philosophy and psychol-
ogy as well as organisational studies, and we find that
many perspectivesareavailableto understand communi-
tiesand their actions. Thisbeing the case, many fields of
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study haveaview on how and why communitieswork and
how and why people should or could participate in this
work.

FOCUS ON COMMUNITIES

If we accept that the role of CoPs in the business
environment isto share knowledge and improve the way
the organisation does business whether in the public or
private sector, and that they are community workplaces
where people can shareideas, mentor each other, and tap
into interests (APQC, 2002), each CoP can be afocus of
learning and competence for the organisation. Much of
the organisation’ s work can be facilitated or conversely
frustrated through these communities depending on how
permissive or permitted they are. Organisational cul-
ture, it would seem, plays a great part in communities
and how they operate. The members of a community
need to trust the other members before they are willing
to share their experience and understanding.

The bonds that tie communities together are both
social and professional, and while they can be fostered
and supported by organisations, they are not formed by
them. Convincing people to participate in communities
requiresan ongoing commitment from theleaderswithin
an organisation to permit communities to self-organise
and collaborate as they see fit with suitable encourage-
ment and support. Education plays a part in this encour-
agement, but so too does enthusiasm from amongst the
community’s members, which will come from seeing
the benefits to their own self-knowledge and develop-
ment as well as a business value. Overregulation or
understructuring can lead to a stale community or a
community that fails to develop and thus eventually
fails. Inaddition, dueto the voluntary nature of member-
ship in such acommunity, some are affected when they
becometoo prominent in an organisation and may disap-
pear from view (Gongla & Rizzuto, 2004). This can
happen in anumber of ways. The community may appar-
ently disappear while continuing to operate under the
organisational surface, not wishing to become too obvi-
ous to the formal organisational structure or be bound
by its requirements. Other CoPs stop operating, merge
with other communities, or redefine themselves. CoPs
that become formal organisational structures because
their work becomes necessary to organisational func-
tioning lose much of what makes them a CoP and trans-
form into project teams, and so forth.

Vestal (2003) suggeststhat there are four main types
of communities:

. innovation communities that are cross-functional
towork out new solutions utilising existing knowl-
edge

. helping communities that solve problems

. best-practice communities that attain, validate,
and disseminate information

. knowledge-stewarding communities that connect
people, and collect and organise information and
knowledge across the organisation

Each of these community types will require differ-
ent amounts, levels, and functionality of support. How-
ever, it is unwise for any business to rely on CoPs
performing these tasks continuously or to a set standard
as their voluntary nature means that outside control
should not, or cannot, be exercised directly or they may
cease to comply with the tasks at hand.

BUILDING A COMMUNITY

Communities are easy to destroy but difficult to con-
struct. Membership, and choice, in a community needs
to be voluntary otherwise members may not participate
in the knowledge sharing, which is their raison d’ etre.

McDermott (1999) concludes that there are four
challenges when building communities. These four are
the design of the human and information systemsto help
the community members think together and interact, the
development of communities such that they will share
their knowledge, the creation of an organisational envi-
ronment that values such knowledge, and each commu-
nity member being open and willing to share.

CoPs differ from traditional team-working ap-
proaches in that they are most likely to be cross-func-
tional and multiskilled. They therefore align themselves
closely to the sociotechnical ideals of inclusivity and
having fluid boundaries. CoP members will be drawn
from those who wish to involve themselves and who
desire to share knowledge and learn from others about a
specific topic, wherever in an organisation (and in some
cases, outside the organisation, too) they may be lo-
cated. Functional position is irrelevant; topic knowl-
edgeor interest isall that isnecessary to join aCoP. The
diversity of a CoP’s population may encourage creativ-
ity and problem solving, and linkages to external com-
munities will also enhance their activities. CoPs are the
legitimate places for learning through participation.
They additionally provide an identity for the participator
in terms of social position and knowledge attributes and
ownership. CoPswill have a shared domain and domain

31




2 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be
purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:
www.igi-global.com/chapter/communitites-practice/16930

Related Content

Ontology
William Buchholz (2011). Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management, Second Edition (pp. 1221-1236).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/ontology/49068

A Non-Radial Input Relaxation Model Approach for Evaluating Input Congestion in Data
Envelopment Analysis

M. Khodabakhshi, H. Kheirollahi, M. Rezaeeand Barnett R. Parker (2015). International Journal of
Knowledge-Based Organizations (pp. 45-60).

www.irma-international.org/article/a-non-radial-input-relaxation-model-approach-for-evaluating-input-congestion-in-data-

envelopment-analysis/129074

Knowledge Management of Work Stress in Mexican Manufacturing Environments: Models of the
Relationships Between Burnout and the Body Mass Index Among Middle and Senior Managers
Oziely Daniela Armenta-Hernandez, Aide Aracely Maldonado-Macias, Jorge Luis Garcia-Alcaraz, Miguel
Angel Serrano-Rosaand Liliana Avelar-Sosa (2018). Handbook of Research on Knowledge Management
for Contemporary Business Environments (pp. 105-135).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/knowledge-management-of-work-stress-in-mexican-manufacturing-

environments/205072

Fuzzy Multiple Criteria Workflow Robustness and Resiliency Modeling with Petri Nets
Madjid Tavana, Timothy E. Buschand Eleanor L. Davis (2013). Intelligence Methods and Systems
Advancements for Knowledge-Based Business (pp. 192-211).
www.irma-international.org/chapter/fuzzy-multiple-criteria-workflow-robustness/67724

Knowledge Management Influence on Safety Management Practices: Evidence from
Construction Industry

Deepak M.D., Gangadhar Maheshand Narotham Kumar Medi (2019). International Journal of Knowledge
Management (pp. 16-37).
www.irma-international.org/article/knowledge-management-influence-on-safety-management-practices/234739



http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/communitites-practice/16930
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/ontology/49068
http://www.irma-international.org/article/a-non-radial-input-relaxation-model-approach-for-evaluating-input-congestion-in-data-envelopment-analysis/129074
http://www.irma-international.org/article/a-non-radial-input-relaxation-model-approach-for-evaluating-input-congestion-in-data-envelopment-analysis/129074
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/knowledge-management-of-work-stress-in-mexican-manufacturing-environments/205072
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/knowledge-management-of-work-stress-in-mexican-manufacturing-environments/205072
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/fuzzy-multiple-criteria-workflow-robustness/67724
http://www.irma-international.org/article/knowledge-management-influence-on-safety-management-practices/234739

