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INTRODUCTION

For knowledge to create value in an organization,
whether tacit or explicit, it must have the ability to
be shared among employees. This intentional (or
in some instances unintentional) flow of knowl-
edge can become the driver for organizational
learning. When examining knowledge sharing,
it is important to consider the context in which
the knowledge is developed, as the community
in which the individual is learning can affect
any knowledge that is created. Organizational
learning is impacted by individuals, groups, and
the organization as a whole, and how these three
levels are linked by social processes (Crossan,
Lane & White, 1999). However, it is very difficult
to create the right social environment to produce
optimum knowledge sharing and learning. Shar-
ing knowledge is an “‘unnatural act’, and therefore
firms must strive to create the right environment

and means to assist employees in overcoming
knowledge flow barriers (Ruppel & Harrington,
2001).

Previous research has identified communi-
ties of practice as a hub for sharing knowledge
within an organization (Brown & Duguid, 1991;
Ellis, 1998; Hildreth & Kimble, 1999). The ability
of a community of practice to create a friendly
environment for individuals with similar inter-
ests and problems to discuss a common subject
matter encourages the transfer and creation of
new knowledge. Practitioners with similar work
experiences tend to be drawn to communities, and
from this a common purpose to share knowledge
and experience arises (Wenger, 1998). Blackler
(1995) argues that the creation and deployment of
knowledge is inseparable from activity, and dif-
ferent contexts manifestin the form of knowledge
boundaries. A community of practice can help
individuals remove this boundary through the
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creation of a common context that links different
experiential knowledge in an environment suited
for knowledge exchange.

BACKGROUND

Communities of practice bring value to individuals
and organizations by allowing for the acquisition
of knowledge that supports practice within a
role or responsibility. Brown and Duguid (1998)
distinguish between two types of knowledge: (1)
“know-what” or topical knowledge, and (2) “know-
how” or knowledge derived from experience and
action. They define “know-how” as the ability
for an individual to take his or her “know-what”
knowledge and put it into practice.

Other perspectives focus on the knowledge-
ability of action (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994).
Here the verb knowing is stressed, rather than the
noun knowledge. The emphasis on the interactive
requirement for individual learning rather than
the passive receipt of knowledge is a perspective
that fits well with communities of practice. The
use of the verb participation, a requirement for
membership within acommunity of practice, also
suggeststhatknowledge is created and shared from
participationin experience and active membership
within a community. An individual’s ability to
know is inseparable from practice and context.

Communities of practice follow the logic that
knowledge cannot be separated by practice, as
whatis learned is highly dependent on the context
where the learning takes place (Hayes & Walsham,
2001). The concept of legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation (LPP) is derived from this notion, as
it postulates that members who are allowed the
opportunity to fully participate in community
activities begin to behave as community members,
or as practitioners. It is through this membership
that knowledge can be shared with the rest of the
community. Learning within a community is
situated, as it occurs through people interacting
in context. The learner’s situated perspective,
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including physical and social context, become an
important aspect in their learning and interaction
with the community (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

In some cases, a familiar context or environ-
ment becomes a crucial factor in a practitioner’s
ability to deal with unfamiliar, unstructured prob-
lems (Tyre & von Hippel, 1997). These members
must have access to the periphery of the practice,
which allows for either observation or participa-
tion in the practice that eventually contributes to
their decision to join the community. The term
periphery is not used in the geographical sense,
but as the degree of involvement an individual
may have with the community. Their participa-
tion must eventually become legitimized (though
not in the formal sense), in order to empower the
participants to participate in learning and personal
development.

Knowledge is situated within these commu-
nities through the situated learning curriculum
that is unique to each community of practice.
Newcomers can access this curriculum to gain the
common knowledge resident in the community as
a first step towards full participation. However,
learning is an improvised practice, and eventu-
ally the participant must go beyond this notion of
structure and curriculum to acquire knowledge.
Therefore, participation inany community where
knowledge exists can be defined as the act of
learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Communities of practice are able to assist an
individual with this knowledge conversionas long
as the participants are situated within the same
community. The transfer of knowledge across
communities becomes more challenging due to
the “sticky” nature of knowledge. As knowledge
is situated within a particular context, the removal
from this context may distort its value or mean-
ing. Various means of overcoming this obstacle
have been proposed. Boland and Tenaski (1995)
propose the use of communication forums that
spanmultiple communities, while both Star (1989)
and Carlile (2002) support the use of boundary
objects.
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