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Chapter 2.4
A Social Informatics Framework
for Sustaining Virtual
Communities of Practice
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INTRODUCTION: NASCENT
PHENOMENON OF VIRTUAL
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Reminiscent of the present-day Web vogue and
the emergence of a myriad of e-enabled busi-
ness models, virtual communities of practice
are fast emerging as the next logical extension of
traditional communities of practice. Virtual com-
munities of practice exemplify the components
of most contemporary communities of practice,
which incorporate elements of physical social
interactions, in combination with distributed
virtual connections. These communities utilize
technology applications to better manage their
routine pursuits. More specifically, information
and communication technologies (ICTs) are being
used to facilitate the operations of a community
of practice by providing tools for managing con-
tent (explicit knowledge) and a means for sharing
expertise (tacit knowledge) through cooperation,
coordination, and collaboration. The enabling

technologies for institutionalizing a virtual com-
munity of practice range from simple user tools
such as e-mail, teleconferencing, and groupware,
to the more complex software applications, includ-
ing group decision support systems (GDSSs) and
corporate portals.

BACKGROUND: DRIVERS
AND BARRIERS FOR VIRTUAL
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Virtual communities proffer an inclusive em-
bodiment of a technology platform that aims to
provide an effective mechanism for enhancing the
capabilities of traditional communities of practice.
There are various benefits to institutionalizing
communities of practice through the utilization
of information and communication technologies.
One of the main advantages of virtual communi-
ties is their ability to use networked technology,
especially the Internet to establish links and form
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relationships across geographical barriers and
time zones (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). Research-
ers and practitioners also recognize aspects of
scalability and flexibility as important features
of virtual communities enabled through Web-
based applications. Squire and Johnson (2000)
note that boundaries for virtual communities are
relatively more “fluid” as compared to traditional
communities, and this allows greater individual
control over involvement in the community and
its respective activities.

Based on the above-mentioned positive at-
tributes of technology, an aspiring organization
might be tempted to believe that an appropriate
choice of information and communication tech-
nologies may be the sole basis for the success of
a virtual community. However, several research-
ers and practitioners contend otherwise. The
limitations of current technology in establishing
communities of practice have been identified by
various researchers (Haythornthwaite, Kazmer,
Robins & Shoemaker, 2000; LeBaron, Pulkkinen,
& Sconllin, 2000). Squire and Johnson (2000)
affirm that among other things, Web-based en-
vironments run the risk of becoming impersonal
without frequent contact between the participants.
Some authors also cite the factors of trust and
safety being major impediments in establishing
apurely virtual community of practice. Although
it is easier to establish trust in face-to-face in-
teractions, communities that have their basis on
the online medium exclusively often preclude
that element (Palloff & Pratt, 1999). Palloff and
Pratt also regard virtual communities to be more
conduciveto introvert members and hence believe
that these communities may create a misbalance
in the type of participation they pleat.

It is with these issues in the backdrop that a
Social Informatics Framework is proposed as a
useful lens for analysis of best practices in insti-
tutionalizing virtual communities of practice. As
elaborated in the sections that follow, the frame-
work allows for an all-encompassing treatise of
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cultural, organizational, and technical facets of
virtual communities of practice.

VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES OF
PRACTICE WITHIN A SOCIAL
INFORMATICS FRAMEWORK

In order to achieve equilibrium between the use
oftechnology and other organizational initiatives
for institutionalizing virtual communities of
practice, this article employs a social informat-
ics framework to explicate a number of business
recommendations. The field of social informatics
yields best to this article’s discussion since, by its
very definition, the field entails an interdisciplin-
ary study of the design, uses, and consequences of
information technologies that takes into account
their interaction with organizational and cultural
contexts (Kling, 1999; Kling, Rosenbaum & Hert,
1998). Over the pervious 25 years, the body of
research in social informatics has focused on
socio-technical premises around the use of vari-
ous technologies including the Internet, intranets,
electronic forums, digital libraries, and electronic
journals (Kling, 1996). As such, social informat-
ics applies to a variety of ICTs, and it is logically
instinctive to utilize relevant concepts from this
discipline to theorize the multifaceted recom-
mendations for establishing virtual communities
of practice within organizations. Moreover, prof-
fering the various recommendations for virtual
communities constitutes a normative orientation
in social informatics, whereby the discussion of
best practices builds upon lessons learned from
institutionalizing traditional communities of
practices in the past. Figure 1 summarizes the
general ideas of the social informatics framework
by hinging virtual communities of practice as a
technical facet within organizational and cultural
viewpoints. In the past, such an orientation has
been used by other socio-technical researchers
(Kling, Crawford, Rosenbaum, Sawyer & Weis-
band, 2000).
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