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ABSTRACT

This chapter introduces Tracer Study methodology, a cost-effective, capacity building tool for evaluating
the operations and effectiveness of Virtual Communities of Practice (VCoPs). We make the argument
that a VCoP is a dynamic, continually evolving entity, whose characteristics distinguish it in important
ways from naturally occurring or purposively planned communities of practice operating in the face-to-
face world. As a result, VCoPs lend themselves to evaluation by means of Tracer Studies, a methodol-
ogy that originated in the field of knowledge utilization, and has been adapted to assess how a VCoP
operates and the extent to which it is successful in promoting knowledge use and dissemination. The
chapter provides historical background on VCoPs, defines Tracer Studies and demonstrates the types
of information that may be derived from a Tracer Study evaluation. We also discuss the application of
Tracer Study methodology to the evaluation of VCoPs sponsored by a private education organization.

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce an
evaluation methodology called Tracer Studies, a
relatively straightforward qualitative technique
that can be used to follow (or trace) the spread of
information from its original source through its
full spectrum of impact, determining at every step
of the way who used the information, how they

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-60960-040-2.ch041

used it, and with what effect. We will illustrate
the utility of Tracer Studies in the evaluation of
virtual communities of practice (VCoPs) and
demonstrate how Tracer Studies can address the
three most important questions of funders and
sponsors of such communities:

. What knowledge do VCoP members gain
from their participation?

. In what ways do members use their
knowledge?
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. How and with whom do they share knowl-
edge beyond the VCOP?

The chapter contains two historical discus-
sions. The first follows the evolution and previous
use of Tracer Studies. Then, in order to situate
Tracer Studies appropriately, we examine the
nature of the VCoP phenomenon. Based on our
review of the literature, we make the argument
that a VCoP is a dynamic, continuously evolving
entity that requires an evaluation approach that
focuses on process and outcomes rather than
characteristics and structure. The specific goals
of the chapter are to:

. Define Tracer Study methodology and
show how the Tracer Study framework
translates into an evaluation plan;

. Explicate the unique nature of VCoPs; and

. Demonstrate the application of Tracer
Studies to a specific VCoP evaluation and
the value of the results.

BACKGROUND AND PREVIOUS
USE OF TRACER STUDIES

Tracer Studies were developed at Abt Associates
(Cambridge, MA) as part of a federally funded
study of the dissemination and use of research
findings in education (Louis et al. 1985). Tracer
Studies were intended to accomplish several goals:

. To understand how knowledge is ex-
changed and used;

. To explore the degree to which different
strategies result in more or less dissemi-
nation of knowledge beyond the direct
recipients;

. To understand the outcomes and use of
knowledge exchange events; and,

. To determine the factors that affect how
knowledge is exchanged and used.

700

Tracer Studies

Key to understanding Tracer Studies is the
notion ofa“knowledge exchange event”. Accord-
ing to Louis et al., (1984), such an event occurs
when a set of purposively prepared information
is communicated to a set of recipients. A knowl-
edge exchange event includes the message (the
information itself), a sender, a receiver, a strategy
or channel for communicating (e.g. workshops,
written products, phone meetings), and a social
context for processing the information. All of these
are important to the outcome of the knowledge
exchange process, which is use. Translating this
framework into an evaluation plan involves, de-
termining the message or knowledge to be traced,
selecting one or anumber of dissemination events,
and conducting interviews with a sample of pri-
mary and secondary recipients of the information.
Ideally, the flow of information is traced from
original recipients of information to others with
whom information is shared. A Tracer Study fol-
lows the message through as many levels within
and beyond the original recipients as possible.

The use of snowball sampling is particularly
appropriate in Tracer Studies. Snowball sampling
involves the initial sampling of respondents by
the probability method but the next level of re-
spondents is obtained from information provided
by initial respondents (Heckathorn, 2002). Thus,
the first level interviews are conducted with those
who originally received the information; these
are called Level 1 respondents, but subsequent
interviews are conducted with people nominated
by the respondents themselves and are called Level
2, Level 3 and so on as far as the chain goes. At
each level, the interview protocol focuses on the
extent to which the respondent received the “mes-
sage”, the perceived value of the information, the
use the respondent has made of it and the extent
to which the respondent has shared information.
Ateach level, the interview protocol contains two
“tracer questions:”!

Have you shared information with others? If yes:
what did you share? Was this a formal or infor-
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