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Abstract: Communities of Practice (CoP) are a stiatagset for innovative organisations. However, agans have
problems to manage and facilitate CoPs, and thergwiharvest the benefits of these communitiesHer
organisation. The goal of this research is to supphnagers with a support framework to facilitdie t
development of CoPs, the CoP activities, and theitrifmution to the organisation. A design sciencelgt
is conducted, which comprises of a literature redeto develop a knowledge base and a study ofdase
develop an environment base. Combined these soareegsed to create a support tool, which was then
evaluated by an expert panel.

1 INTRODUCTION Rizzuto (2001) is used as a basis for a generamot
on CoP management and extended with additional
practices from (e.g Wenger and McDermott, 2002;
Brown and Duguid, 1991; Sunassee and Sewry,
2002 and Tremblay, 2004). The extended model is
Jurther used to structure this paper.

Second, interviews and an expert panel were
used to identify and validate additional promising
practices on CoP management. Both the literature
and the lessons learned were then used to develop a
tool that can serve as a support framework for CoPs
in different phases of their lifecycle.

A community of practice (CoP) offers
participants a social platform to develop, shat@es
and elaborate on knowledge in an effective way.
CoPs generate innovative products and services an
therefore contribute to organisational performance.
While CoPs mostly spontaneously emerge,
managers generally feel the urge to support and
encourage the development and activities of CoPs in
order to create an innovative climate in the
organisation. However, management involvement is
likely to suffer from the management paradox; as i
traditional management strategies tend to conflict 1he support framework for managing CoPs
with the core values of a CoP (Wenger and Snyder,pres_ented in this paper offers new insights fohbot
2000). business managers and scientists. For_managers, the

Using design science as a research approach, w@2Per offers a set of guidelines from literaturel an

present a tool to support the management andPractice, which can be used in their daily
facilitation of CoPs. To this end, findings of asea considerations regarding CoP support. For research

study at an international consultancy firm will be the paper offers a framework for the facilitatiomda
presented in combination with a literature study on Management of CoPs that can be used for further
CoP evolvement. _researc.h on the. use of CoP_s t.o improve the

First, the literature study focused on several Cop INnovative = capacity of —organisations. Such a
evolvement models. The model of Gongla and framework can be used to:



2.1 Management of CoPs
1. Gain insight in what management
interventions to use in which context to support For CoPs to be effective participants need to
CoPs have a shared interest, form a community and
2. Develop best practices and techniques toexchange knowledge within the community on a
support CoPs in creating innovative solutions for a regular basis. CoP members thus need to have time
organisation and means to communicate with one another. Since
3. Further develop tools to support the activities shared interest is all that is needed to join a,CoP
of CoPs and to further harvest their value for the CoPs are considered different from traditional team
organisation. work approaches (Bryan et al, 2004) and comprise
different features including variety, identity,
The focus in this study is on issue one. Further significance, autonomy and feedback (Bryan et al,
research is needed to deal with the other issues2004).
moving towards a framework that helps to decide
about the productivity of these CoPs for the We can look at management interventions to
organisation. cultivate and support CoPs in their activities loreé
different levels; Strategic, Tactical and Operationa
In this paper we will focus on the way business

2 COMMUNITIESOF PRACTICE managers have a direct influence on the in- and

output of community processes on the tactical level
The ‘Community of Practice-concept is an by providing, for instance, (financial) rewardsné

approach to generate knowledge by means of sociafind re_soturcef. Theﬂ tactical level Is the t_m(?st
interactions in a human network. In principle, GoP appropriate ¢ Ot | n tuen_ce an Corgamsa |onst
have been used for centuries, but the concept ha anagement  sltyle 0 improve LOFS Support.

t involvement on the three levels must
only recently been labelled (Lave and Wenger, anagement
1991). Within this research the following definitio be aligned with the stages of development of a CoP
is used (Wenger et al, 2002): to correspond with for instance the stage of mutual

trust and openness between members, the level of
energy within the CoP and the maturity of

“Communities of Practice are groups of people .
group peop supporting tools and methods.

who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passio
about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and

expertise in this area through interaction at an 2.2 CoP evolvement within

ongoing basis” organisations
There are four main types of CoPs (Vestal, ~ COPs do not simply emerge; they grow, split up,
2003): grow further, evolve and might eventually die.

There are three evolvement theories: the evolution

1. Innovation community; cross-functional in Model of Gongla and Rizzuto (2001), the life-cycle
nature, works together to figure out new Mmodel of Wenger (1998) and the life-cycle model of

solutions through the knowledge they already McDermott (2000).
have. The research elaborates on the model proposed

He|p|ng Community; focuses on he|p|ng peop'e_ by Gongla and Rizzuto (2001), b.ecause their mOdel
Best-practice community; concerned with IS founded on many case studies and extensively
attaining,  validating and disseminating discusses organisational involvement in the differe

information. stages of development. CoPs evolvement can be

4. Knowledge-stewarding community; focuses on described in five stages (2001):

connecting people and connecting and

the organisation. have something in common and group in order

to gain insights in the benefits of a community.

2. Building stage; the community defines itself
further, creates an identity and etiquette.

3. Engaged stage; all internal processes are now
aligned to a common purpose.
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4. Active stage; communities’ value becomes 2.3 Themanagement paradox in
essential to engaged participants and the support of CoPs
nurturing organisation.

5. Adaptive stage; the community starts to adaptto  Deploying and managing CoPs in the context of
changing environments and deploys new existing business processes is likely to resuthi
communities themselves. management paradox (based on Wenger and Snyder,

2000):
Tarmizi and Vreede (2005) integrate these stages | ) )

with the evolution models of Wenger (1998) and Business managers are able to cultivate cops by

McDermott (2000). Gongla and Rizzuto’s (2001) providing the right support (e.g. financial support

model differs in stage 4 and 5 because they conside "€S0Urces, knowledge), but managers could rather

CoPs’ level of energy and visibility to grow even easily destroy the value .of communities by imposing

further. At the same time this development model 100 much —or applying ~counter productive

envisages the possibility that CoPs could suddenlyManagement efforts. Managers are used to carry out
fall apart after each stage. To gain insights ie th classical r_nanagement strategies which do _not
type of management support to use in what context,S€€M to fit these very personal, _collaboratlve,
it is preferable to use a descriptive model with informal and spontaneous working formats

limited stages. In other words, stages that could (Processes).

either end or continue as being described by Gongla

and Rizzuto (see Figure 1). Moreover, the management paradox describes
the conflicts resulting from management efforts to
1 2 3 4 5 stimulate performance and productivity on the one

hand and the community core values and
spontaneous developing nature on the other hand.
Classical management styles do not seem to fit new
organisational formats, such as CoPs. Consequently,
the organisations’ ability to actively facilitatench
support the development of such communities
remains uncertain (Thompson, 2005).

~
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Level of energy and visibility

3 RESEARCH APPROACH

Time

Wenger’s life-cycle model The goal of this study was to increase our
— — McDermott’s life-cycle model knowledge on the management issue while
Gongla and Rizutto’s Evolution model developing a tool to support CoPs development.

This design science approach proposes design as a
) ) ) ) research strategy to gain knowledge and
Figure 1: A visual representation of the different \;nqerstanding about the object under construction.
evolvement models. Design science can be used to research not just
) _ _ instantiations (prototypes or systems) but also
In this paper the adaptive stage 5 will not be magels (frameworks and representations) and
considered, because Gongla and Rizzuto (2001)methods (algorithms and practices) (Hevner et al,
consider a community in the adaptive stage as partppo4). Design science advocates learning from a
of the existing organisational processes. In fact, knowledge base and an environment base to
CoPs in this stage become totally self-organisimj a establish rigor and relevance in a design effothwi
self-supporting and they might even create chartersthe intention to create new insights and
for new communities (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001). understanding through design, and the evaluation of
Therefore discussing organisational or managementdesign (Hevner et al, 2004).
requirements for this stage is not very usefulther In this study, the object of design is a ‘support
scope case of this paper. tool’, a framework in which techniques to support
CoP development are captured. Such a framework
helps to address the problem of a management
paradox with respect to CoPs. The research
contribution of this paper is therefore to presamt



overview of effective management support community members” (Lesser and Storck, 2001:

interventions, linked to the different development 84).

phases and organisational levels in the CoP’s life  Second, managers should lower the threshold for

cycle. networking by encouraging and supporting face-to-
face events (Tremblay, 2004), common education
and development processes (Gongla and Rizzuto,

4 GUIDELINESFROM THE 2001), corporate universities, libraries, sportargl

LITERATURE diner activities (Wenger, 1998).

Stage 2: Building stage
Various search engines and a snowball method
was used to gather information on guidelines fer th In the building stage, managers should consider
management support of CoPs that form the whether or not they want to support a community. If
knowledge base of this design study. In this sactio they decide to, they can carry out several
the tactical practices identified in the literataee management practices in this stage.
ordered along the five stages of a CoP’s lifecycle.  First, a rather trivial management practice is the
Furthermore we added some generic guidelines forprovision of time to participate in CoPs (Wenger et
CoP management on the strategic and operationahl, 2002). Because community involvement should

level. not be jeopardized by working activities, people
should feel that they have some time available to
4.1 Level 1: Strategic steward a forming community. However, when

business managers provide time, they usually want

From a strategic perspective it is of great to assess the value of a community. Managers
importance that an organisation considers itseli as should use non-traditional methods to measure
community-of-communities symbolized as a pile of value, by for instance, listening to members’ gsri
intertwined communities (Brown and Duguid, Members’ stories clarify the complex relationships
1991). In other words, an organisation should accep among activities, knowledge and performance
that they way people actually work differs (Wenger et al, 2002). The non-traditional methods
fundamentally from the ways this is described iy th should be integrated in existing performance
organisation in manuals, programs, charts and ®ther assessment arrangements. People that contribute to
(Brown and Duguid, 1991). Therefore, knowledge knowledge management initiatives should be
management should be approached from arewarded (Sunassee and Sewry, 2002).
community  perspective  that connects to Second, managers can help to define the scope

corresponding working practices. . and type of the memberships and determine ways in
) ) which to identify, attract, or recruit new members
4.2 L evel 2: Tactical (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001).

In this research we focussed on the tactical level, stage 3: Engaged stage
because the management paradox is likely to

manifest itself predominantly on this level. A In this stage, a community should focus or
selected set of the most important success faaters expand. Success factors are related to the inner
described here. relationships between community members.

Because a community at this stage becomes
important for the nurturing organisation, managers
should set up regular interactions wherein theypkee

First, a manager should engage an “energiser”, a N .
person who actively helps to locate and link track of the activities and outcomes of a community

individuals. An energiser within an organisation (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001). However, a business
should identify existing informal groups and Manager should acknowledge the wvalues of a

uncover cross-departmental challenges or problemscommumty _and could only attempt to redefine
(Wenger et al, 2002). The appointed ‘energiser scope, mission or mode of operation, or support

should have the skills to lower the thresholds for growth (Gongla a.nd Rlzzuto, 2901)' .
networking. “Human intermediaries can be quite Furthermorg, in this stage, it bgcomes Important
valuable in helping connect individuals to other that communities’ effectiveness is measured and

reflected to community participants. It enablesthe

Stage 1: Potential stage



“to learn about themselves and improve internal validating the results of the interviews and
operations” (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001: 851). brainstorming on new practices.

Practices were validated by raising statements
which were ranked by the participants. They could
indicate to what extent the statements hold true in
their daily business and community face-off.
Correspondingly, promising tactical management

ractices were uncovered by utilising the free fatrm

rainstorming techniques covered in the GDR.
Participants could raise new practices anonymously
which were ranked and prioritised by the group
accordingly.

Stage 4. Active stage

A community that arrives at this stage needs
management that really coordinates multiple work
groups and teams (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001).
Business managers should integrate feedbac
mechanisms with organisational processes and
report needs. In this way, the essential self-iegrn
activities of a CoP could be further enhanced
(Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001).

4.3 Level 3: Operational From the case study, we can conclude and

confirm the following guidelines on a tactical l&ve
Appoint ‘Energisers’ (e.g. highly dedicated
and passionate CoP evangelists) in each
department;
Asses individual employees on how they share
their knowledge throughout the company and
provide rewards (e.g. knowledge sharing
award");

= Lower the thresholds to constitute CoPs; make
resources widely and easily available for CoP
support ;
Obligate employees to store ‘lessons learned’
after each project has been finished;
= Utilise ‘intervision’ (exchanging perspectives

and lessons learned about a practice or role) as

a problem solving technique, instruct

managers on how to use it and focus on the

autonomy of the professional;

Empower employees; design an environment

where people are able to steward the

evolvement of the community.

Tools should be flexible and customisable
(Simons, 2000). Tools will be used for both diregtiv
(e.g. chat, phone calls and virtual meetings) and
nondirective (electronic messaging systems, forums
and) collaboration (Gongla and Rizzuto, 2001) and
knowledge organisation (e.g. collaborative tagging)
(Macgregor and McCulloch, 2006). The last
important functionality of tools should be the
support of Social Network Analysis (SNA), which is
valuable for both managers as well as participmts
uncover interpersonal relationships and potential
CoPs (Cross et al, 2004).

5 CASE STUDY

In addition to the knowledge base the .
environment and context in which CoPs evolve was
analyzed. For this purpose a case study was carried
out at a large international IT consultancy firm.

Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted The utmost important tactical management practices,
with four business managers and four COP g5 denoted in the case study are summarised @ tabl

participants on how the consultancy firm manages ;. The table categorises these general practices fro
CoPs in practice. The aim of the semi-structured the different stakeholder perspectives.

interviews was to obtain a rather holistic viewtba

way the IT consultancy firm dealt with CoPs and

engaged.

Moreover an expert panel session was conducted

therefore both managers and CoP participants were!@Ple 1: Summary of the major tactical management

practices from the different stakeholder perspestiv

. .. . CoP participant CoP manager Expert panel
Ina GrO.Up DeCI.SIOH Rop_m (GDR)- A GDR pr()_Y|deS CoP#1 |Provide a new Influence the * Appoint
electronic meeting facilities and yields additional fc;}annel’t; _ gm_ergeln_cetgaP\CoP energizer
. Influence business y involving Co ¢ Assess
benefits over other worksho_p formats, such as et (e e paari) | [
parallel and autonomous brainstorming, automatic community members | . | ower
generated reports and quick results. Two businesgCoF#2 |Evangelise the CoP |Provide room and thresholds

managers, four CoP participants and two CoP

and encourage

create a culture that

» Store lessons

potential members tolencourage employees  |earned

experts participated in the expert panel whichelst s lg'" - gtake '"!E'atlves « Utilise
H . (0] mpower the ommunity ‘intervision’
four hours. The aim of the panel was twofold: ‘emerging leader to_[interaction thiough |, £, ey

free up resources

the ‘emerging leader’

employees




6 ASUPPORT TOOL TO In the second place, managers take the lead by
MANAGE AND FACILITATE COPS making an attempt to link potential community
members before any community has been formed.

The outcome of the literature research and the.One successful CoP at the IT consultancy firm was,

results of the case study practices are bundleal in in fact, planned by a manager. He engaged potential
‘support tool’ for CoP management that is presented members, experienced KM experts and encouraged

along the three levels of organisational involvemen members to form a community. However, the way
In line with the research scope, the tactical lefel _the CoP  subsequently emerged was barely
organisational involvement is specified along the influenced by the manager.

four stages of community evolvement. The ‘tool’
consists of a framework (see figure 2) helps
managers to identify managerial interventions that

support the development and success of the CoP at Managers can influence CO‘P building by,
the different stages of its life cycle. encouraging employees to store ‘lessons learned'.

Storing lessons learned helps to activate the refise

knowledge in later projects. Therefore, by

committing employees to store their lessons learned
reuse of their knowledge is likely to improve the

knowledge level in similar or related projects.

Stage 2: Building stage

6.1 Level 1: Strategic

From a strategic level, the case study discovered
the lack of a uniform approach on CoP management  1ha idea of engaging ‘energisers’ was well
at the IT cpnsultancy firm. Cons_equen.tly,' CoP conceived in the interviews and expert-panel. At th
support heavily depends on the particular individua | congyitancy firm, energisers could overcome
management style of a business manager. One of th%rganisational structures by encouraging

key consequences of the reliance of an individual ¢qjaporation between departments in mini KM task
management style is that some employees feel that, ag.

they have to put great efforts before they get any | aq1y business managers should be instructed
support where others are actively encouraged 10y the KM task force) on how to further encourage
attend various KM development and collaboration ¢op yijding. Managers should utilise intervisian a
programs. An external knowledge management, method to solve problems thoroughly. Briefly,

(KM) task force, which engage KM experts, nervision is a problem solving technique in which
business managers, and various employees of they,icipants discuss about the context of a problem
consultancy firm, has to overcome problems raisedyny not about the solutions. Intervision enhances
by developing such a uniform approach. self-reflection and collective capability developrhe
i and can therefore encourage CoP forming.
6.2 Level 2: Tactical
Stage 3: Engaged stage
The case study resulted in several findings on
how managers at the IT consultancy firm can  |n the engaged stage, both managers and CoP
support CoPs in their different stages of evolveitmen participants have knowledge about how community
The practices uncovered in the interviews and experteffectiveness could be measured. In this stage, a
panel add up to the practices denoted in thelite!.a  knowledge-sharing award could further help to

(section 3). emphasise the importance of knowledge sharing.

Business managers should acknowledge and

Stage 1: Potential stage eventually reward individuals on the extent they
share their knowledge throughout the company.

In order to link potential community members, Second, because community’s value becomes

business managers could assume two differentmore visible, managers should also be assessed on
approaches on CoP management. In the first placehow their team shares its knowledge throughout the
business managers carry out ‘general’ practicescompany. This is of main importance in order to

which support on their own accord emerging CoPs stimulate cross-departmental knowledge sharing.
by making, for instance, ‘account-meetings’ more

accessible so employees get a better understanding
of the company’s main concerns.



Stage 4. Active stage

The management constituted successful CoP2.
reemphasised the practices found in the literature
including the need for management to integrate
feedback mechanisms with organisational processes
and report needs. In order to do so, the particular3.
manager intertwined community outcomes in
strategic decision processes. Members indeed
experienced this as a way to improve self-learning
activities when their community outcomes where
reflected in strategic decisions. Besides the
confirmation of this management practice, no
additional practices were uncovered for this stage.

uncovering lessons learned from former
communities.
Funding and sponsorship; an evolving

community needs (financial) support. Managers
can support in the transition by providing time,
money and freeing up resources.

Awareness and visibility; a community needs
interaction with the environment to grow and
evolve. Therefore, managers can support a
transition by promoting CoPs in and outside the
organisation.

A seamless intertwinement of the management

support tool and transition management is essential

for the first issue in a prospective management

6.3 Level 3: Operational

support framework.

. . Stage 1: Stage 2: Building stage Stage 3: Stage 4:
On an oper_anonal Ievgl, a few promising potgntia] “ 954 E,?gaged stage Act?vegage
practices were discovered. First, employees denote( _|stage L : _
the need for visualising existing (tacit) knowledge % Organisation as a community-of-communities
maps in order to be able to search for knowledge = Engage an external KM task force (new)
instead of information. Therefore, Social Network |3 Reserve a central KM budget (new)
Analysis (SNA) functionalities should be extended [ [TEngage - Provide time “Trytobe - Integrate
with a voting systems. “energiser  Use non-traditional ~ engaged in community
Second, tools should provide opportunities to ! methods to measure - community's  feedback
store and utilise lessons learned in an effectiag. w T vl processes to  loops with
common «Help to plan growth ~ keep on track organisatio
activities  and operation * Measure al processep
6.4 The Support Tool « Stimulate « Obligate employees ~ effectiveness ~ and reports
face-to- store ‘lessons learne ¢ Promote self-
The objective of the study was to gain insight in |5 ¢ (hew) 'I‘;f‘rg‘c',’;?:e A
what management interventions to use and in whichg | Me€""9s *Engage mini task )
his is the fi . . ﬁ * Allow forces over divisiona knovyledge
context t_o support CoPs. This is the first issua in natural  poundaries in order1 SNaring awarc
prospective management support framework that fcommunw. share knowledge (new)
eventually should deal with the productivity of GoP ||, Ji™  between depariment * ASSesS
for the organisation. The outcome of this rese#sch account-  (New) mL:r::\ZZSrs o
a conceptual management support tool for CoP or] | meetings’ 'Makle ma“a?efﬁla”d how thef tearr
primarily the tactical level. Figure 2 provides an more - STROYESS BTN share ther
overview of the practices identified in the litana, ?:g;?s'b'e creation’ (new) knowledge
interviews and expert panel. The practices indicated (new)
with ‘new’ were uncovered in the case study. ) Implement easy portals
The support tool provides management guidance D?|Iecmve and non-directive Fo\laboramon tools
K B Utilise tools that enable sharing tacit knowledge
on a tactical level per evolvement stage. However, 5 Deploy customisable tools & methods
CoP support cannot be limited to the static context S Utilise Social Network Analysis
of stages. The growth of Coftwoughthe stages is & Support self-learning activities by tools and melho
required as well and managing this transition Visualise (tacit) knowledge maps (new)
between the stages is therefore of great importance Develop methods & tools to store ‘lessons leariieiiv)

The case study found three major influence areas to
guide a CoP through the transition of stages:

1. Roles and responsibilities; when communities
evolve the role of the community initiator can
move from a rather directing to a more
facilitating role. Managers can support in the
transition with coaching members and

Figure 2: A support tool for managing CoPs.
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