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ABSTRACT

Itis believed that communities of practice (CoPs)
more and more frequently become a critical
success factor for contemporary organisations.
This article, following the network organisation
paradigm, identifies the most important properties
of CoPs, presents CoPs capacities in the socialisa-
tion, externalisation, combination, internalisation
(SECI) knowledge spiral model, and suggests
information technologies that support the work of
CoPs. Theoretical considerations are contrasted
against empirical research results obtained in
2008 while examining 160 organisations in Up-
per Silesia, the most industrialised and densely
populated region in Poland.
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INTRODUCTION

The 20" and 21 centuries witnessed vast changes
in management, viewpoints, perception of cor-
porate success and capacities for supporting
enterprises by means of information technol-
ogy tools. There was some transition from rigid
boundaries of organisations and sectors towards
symbiotic systems where all stakeholders shaped
their organisation value. Traditional components
of competitive advantage are being now replaced
with the level and quality of relationships between
organisations and their environments. Organisa-
tions have to undertake effective actions internally
but they must also co-operate with their partners
including customers, suppliers, sector experts and
other informal community groups. Simultane-
ously, it is observed that institutional acting and
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learning that both involve the implementation of
already verified and standardised methods are
not sufficiently effective. More and more fre-
quently, informal processes and communities of
practice (CoPs) become critical success factors.
The communities in question spontaneously ex-
change knowledge and, what is more, learning is
an integral part of their work. They are believed
to play a major role in creating and transferring
knowledge particularly including tacit knowledge
along with unique skills into organisations.

The article aims at presenting the role of CoPs
in supporting knowledge management and pro-
cesses of organisational learning. Simultaneously,
information technologies and tools that support
functioning of CoPs are suggested. Theoretical
considerations are contrasted with the results of
the research that was carried out in 2008. The
research employed a technique of a standardised
interview accompanied by a questionnaire with
organisations that are based in Upper Silesia — a
Polish region that is undergoing rapid economic
development. The region in question is the most
densely populated and the most industrialised
area in the country. Results were aimed to show
the CoPs usage level in knowledge management
and organisational learning. Moreover, potential
reasons for the unsatisfactory level of CoPs usage
in Polish organisations were sought.

The theoretical and practical research results
that are presented in this article provide organisa-
tions with valuable guidelines to be followed while
using CoPs in order to manage knowledge, while
selecting information technologies and tools that
may effectively support any work undertaken by
CoPs and while identifying barriers that prevent
organisations from using CoPs.

BACKGROUND

Literature Review and Hypothesis
Development in the Fields of CoPs
and Knowledge Management

A Contemporary Model
of an Organisation

From a historical perspective an organisation has
always been subject to numerous perceptions.
Some attention should be paid to three analogies
of an organisation understood as mechanistic,
biological and—recently —socio-cultural systems.

In the mechanistic approach, an organisation
is seen as an instrument that is used while realis-
ing different pre-defined goals. An organisation
is a complex machine that functions on the basis
of some programme. There is no room for fric-
tion and tensions. Structure of any mechanistic
organisation provides for a strict control system
and is hierarchical and inflexible.

An organisation understood as a biological
system is a complex entity that establishes and
maintains ongoing relationships with its environ-
ment (due to the exchange of energy and infor-
mation). A biological organisation is made up of
functionally diversified subsystems that interact
and co-operate with one another and that try to keep
organisational equilibrium. Although the system
described is able to make decisional choices, its
parts are deprived of such ability.

The third - socio-cultural - point of view has
recently gained in importance. It stipulates thatan
organisation is a system that is characterised by
collective thinking, which is confirmed by the fact
that an organisation is a teleological formation of
organisation members. The members in question
define criteria of decisional choices. Members of
a socio-cultural system are inter-connected by
mutual goals and collectively accepted methods
of realising their goals. They share their values
that are deep-rooted in culture. Culture unites all
parts in a consistent entity. Simultaneously, each
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