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ABSTRACT
Organizations are increasingly providing Communities of Practice with
resources to improve the exchange and flow of knowledge and information.
However, as with any other significant investment, managers are naturally
interested in, and are frequently called upon to justify, the impact that these
communities have on individual performance, overall productivity and the
bottom line.  In this chapter, we present the results of work with thirteen
Communities of Practice, focusing on how managers can collect community
benefits via serious anecdotes and measure the impact that communities
have on time use in knowledge work activities and on individual, community
and organizational benefits.
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INTRODUCTION
From the beginning of the industrial revolution through to the mid-1990s, the

knowledge needed to compete and succeed in business was housed locally—
within the co-located boundaries of the office, the city, the county and within
formal worker groups who interacted daily.  Today, however, in almost every
aspect of business, organizations are pressed to fill the needs and wants of
globally dispersed customers and suppliers, in real time and on-demand.  At the
same time, work teams have not only grown more complex and geographically
distributed, but also their need to tap into the knowledge and expertise of their
co-workers has never been more critical.  To meet both of these challenges,
organizations such as BP/Amoco, IBM, Montgomery-Watson Harza, Shell,
Siemens, Johnson & Johnson, The World Bank, and Bristol-Myers Squibb have
begun to support communities of workers, commonly referred to as Communities
of Practice (CoPs), to increase the sharing of lessons learned, the exchange of
insights and ideas and the transfer of expertise and hand-on experience.

Ethnographies of these communities reveal that sharing and exchange of
knowledge occurs in a variety of ways.  In a study of copy machine technicians,
Orr (1996) reported that much of technicians’ informal discussion took place in
natural social interaction, for example, during meals, coffee breaks, and while
driving to customer sites.  The volume and detailed nature of the conversation
supports the transfer of knowledge from the more experienced to the new
technicians.  Wenger (1998), in his research of a community within an insurance
firm, describes how call centre employees exchange knowledge during group
meetings and by handwritten notes passed among workers.  Lesser and Storck
(2001), in their study of seven CoPs in large, multi-national firms, describe how
CoPs increase social capital and organizational performance in addition to
reporting key value outcomes such as increasing customer response and creating
new business opportunities.  In their respective works, Teigland (2000) and
Liedtka (2000) linked CoPs to an organization’s competitive advantage and
ability to deliver on-time customer performance.  Finally, Fontaine and Millen
(2002) reported that to support the sharing of knowledge in communities,
organizations are increasingly providing the following resources:

• People: to fill certain community roles and manage the community’s activities
• Activities: to bring the community together in meetings and events
• Technology: to facilitate the flow of knowledge and information between

activities
• Content: to manage and share the explicit knowledge that the community

creates



 

 

11 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/understanding-benefits-impact-

communities-practice/25418

Related Content

A Dynamic Ability-Based View of the Organization
Farley Simon Nobreand David S. Walker (2011). International Journal of Knowledge

Management (pp. 86-101).

www.irma-international.org/article/dynamic-ability-based-view-organization/53240

The Process of Converting Consultants' Tacit Knowledge to Organisational

Explicit Knowledge: Case Studies in Management Consulting Firms
Ricky Laupase (2003). Knowledge Management: Current Issues and Challenges  (pp.

212-225).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/process-converting-consultants-tacit-knowledge/25369

(Re)Designing Business Processes Using Markov Theory and Constrained

State, Transition and Actor Role Spaces
Sérgio Guerreiro (2019). International Journal of Knowledge-Based Organizations

(pp. 43-61).

www.irma-international.org/article/redesigning-business-processes-using-markov-theory-and-

constrained-state-transition-and-actor-role-spaces/224039

Anti-Foundational Knowledge Management
Tom Butler (2008). Knowledge Management: Concepts, Methodologies, Tools, and

Applications  (pp. 3143-3152).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/anti-foundational-knowledge-management/25329

Organizational Communication
Dov Te’eni (2008). Knowledge Management: Concepts, Methodologies, Tools, and

Applications  (pp. 3004-3012).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/organizational-communication/25316

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/understanding-benefits-impact-communities-practice/25418
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/understanding-benefits-impact-communities-practice/25418
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/understanding-benefits-impact-communities-practice/25418
http://www.irma-international.org/article/dynamic-ability-based-view-organization/53240
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/process-converting-consultants-tacit-knowledge/25369
http://www.irma-international.org/article/redesigning-business-processes-using-markov-theory-and-constrained-state-transition-and-actor-role-spaces/224039
http://www.irma-international.org/article/redesigning-business-processes-using-markov-theory-and-constrained-state-transition-and-actor-role-spaces/224039
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/anti-foundational-knowledge-management/25329
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/organizational-communication/25316

