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ABSTRACT

This chapter is about the question of what creates and sustains viability in
Communities of Practice (CoPs) embedded in an organizational context.
Experience with successful CoPs at Semens AG has shown that even though
most of them differ greatly from each other in many aspects, they all share
five common factors that are necessary for the viability of a CoP. These five
factors are introduced in the following pages. They represent an approach
that can be used to analyse and improve CoPs that do not seem to be viable
and as a guide for CoP members and moderators to maintain viability in
their own CoPs.
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INTRODUCTION

Communities of Practice (CoPs) are one approach to Knowledge Manage-
ment (KM) that has proved to be very successful at Siemens AG. Like many
other international companies, Siemens AG hasaglobally distributed organiza-
tional structureandisembedded inavery dynamicenvironment. Inthiscontext,
CoPs create asignificant benefit for the company, as they connect the different
organizational units and enable the flow of knowledge between them.

Siemens understands a CoP to be a group of experts of different organiza-
tional unitswho are held together by aspecial interestinabusinessrel evant topic.
There are numerous such CoPs at Siemens. They exchange and create
knowledgeon varioustopicslike specific products, markets, software sol utions,
functions or working methods. Some of these CoPs integrate employees from
all over the world, while others focus on employees of a specific business unit
or aregion. The various CoPs differ greatly in their sizes. Some of the CoPs
at Siemens are very small and have only 10 or 15 active members, while others
are large, up to a couple hundred of members.

CoP members meet in large conferences, in smaller personal or virtual
meetings, and they share acommon IT platform. While conferences serve the
exchange of knowledge that is relevant to most of the CoP members, smaller
personal or virtual meetings can be held with only some of the CoP members.
This is a practical solution, especially when members have a need to share
knowledge on more specific topics that apply to only some of them, e.g., the
practical implementation of a software solution in the context of one business
unit. The IT platform with multiple functionalities (e.g., file storage, time
schedules, news channels and discussion forums) enables the exchange of
knowledge on a virtual basis. Most CoPs at Siemens have a moderator who
coordinatesthe activitieswithin the CoP. Thisincludesthe coordination of CoP
meetings(e.g., facilities, agendaswith presentationsor workshopsand thefocus
of themeetings), the coordination of platform activities(e.qg., structuring content
and making sure that requests on the IT platform are answered) and the
management of the members (e.g., inviting and adding new members). In many
cases, the moderator also moderates the meetings. Often the moderator is
supported in the tasks by a core team of active CoP members (Schoen, 2001;
Davenport & Probst, 2002).

Since CoPs can offer agreat benefit for the organi zations, companies want
toutilizethispotential for their own competitiveadvantage. However, theactive
involvement of employeesin CoPs requirestime and resources, and companies
wanttomakesureitiswell invested. CoP memberscan only get long-termvalue
out of the CoPif itisactiveand alive. Inaddition to that, the CoP becomes more
attractive for new members the more active and aliveitis. It istherefore also
of importanceto the company, aswell asto the members, that the CoPisviable.
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