The Limits of Communities of Practice

Chris Kimble
University of York, UK

Paul Hildreth
K-Now International Ltd., UK

INTRODUCTION

When knowledge management (KM) beganto emerge
inthelate 1980s, it was seen asan innovativesol ution
tothe problemsof managing knowledgeinacompeti-
tiveandincreasingly internationalized businessenvi-
ronment. At that time, the term was often used in
conjunctionwith so-called expert systemsthat dealt
withhard?, structured knowledge (Hildreth, Wright &
Kimble, 1999). During this period, knowledge was
seen assomething that had anindependent existence;
it could becapturedfromanexpert, codifiedinaseries
of rules, and stored in a computer. However, many
authors have argued that, in practice, KM was often
little more than information management systems
rebadged (Wilson, 2002).

Morerecently, there has begun to be recognition
of theimportance of softer, less structured types of
knowledge (Hildreth, Wright & Kimble, 1999). There
has been agrowing awarenessthat knowledgeisnot
found in rules, frames, cases, predicate logic, or
document repositories but that other factorswere at
work. This inevitably raises questions about what
these other factors are and how this new softer form
of knowledge might be managed.

Communities of practice (CoPs) wereidentified
by many as a means by which this softer type of
knowledge could be created, shared, and sustained.
From this, it was a small step to arguing that CoPs
werein fact a new approach to KM that offered the
solution to many of the shortcomings of the earlier,
systemsbased attemptsat KM. However, the concept
of a CoP is built around a very different set of
principlesto those put forward by the proponents of
KM, anditisnot alwaysclear that thisargument will
hold.

Much of what isnow called KM hasdevelopedin
aformal organization setting. Inthissetting, groups
areoften seen simply ascollectionsof peoplewho are

brought together to compl ete aspecifictask; oncethe
task hasbeen completed, thegroup can bedissol ved.
Thesegroupsareoftencreatedinatop downfashion,
and the structure of the group usually reflects the
existing organizational hierarchy. The successful
completion of thetask (or repeated seriesof tasks) is
usually the basis for financial or other reward. In
contrast, CoPstend to be self-perpetuating and self-
directed. The focus of a CoP is not on a narrowly
boundedtask but onaliving and dynamic practice; the
rewardsareintrinsicrather thanfinancial. Authority
and legitimacy are not a function of formal rank or
hierarchy but of an informal statusin the group. In
summary, the members of a CoP have more in
common with atroop of altruistic volunteersthan a
band of paid employees.

Thiscontrast between the nature of CoPsand the
demandsof ahightech, global commercial enterprise
raisestwo important questionsthat wewill returnto
inthe Communitiesof Practice Today section. First,
do CoPs really offer a way to manage the softer
aspects of knowledge? That is to say, can they be
initiated and directed by management, or will the
outcome always be the product of the emergent
propertiesof aself-directed and self-organized group?
Followingonfromthis, thesecond questionis: if they
do offer waysto managethe softer aspects of know!-
edge, will they work intoday’ shightechandincreas-
ingly internationalized virtual world?

BACKGROUND:
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE:
A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

When the term communities of practice was first
used, itwasusedinrelationto situated learning rather
than knowledgemanagement. Thetermwascoinedin
1991 when Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991)
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useditintheir exploration of the activitiesof groups
of non-drinking alcoholics, quartermasters, butchers,
tailorsin Goa, and midwivesin the Yucatan. What
linked these diverse groups was a mode of learning
based onwhat might broadly betermed an apprentice-
ship model, although the concept of CoPs is not
restricted to thisform of learning.

Lave and Wenger (1991) saw the acquisition of
knowledgeasasocial processinwhich peoplepartici-
pated in communal learning at different levels de-
pendingontheir authority inagroup, thatis, whether
they were a newcomer to the group or had been an
active participant for some time. The process by
which anewcomer learns from the rest of the group
wascentral totheir notion of aCoP; they termed this
process L egitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP).
However, LPPismorethan simply learning situated
in a practice; it is learning as an integral part of a
practice that give meaning to theworld: learning as
“generativesocial practiceinthelivedinworld” (Lave
& Wenger, 1991, p. 35).

L PPisboth complex and composite; legitimation,
peripherality, and participation each play a part in
defining the other. Legitimation is concerned with
power and authority relationsinthecommunity butis
not necessarily formalized. Peripherality is not a
physical concept or ameasureof acquired knowledge,
but concerned with the degree of engagement withthe
community. Participationisengagementinanactivity
wherethe participantshaveashared understanding of
what it meansin their lives. Taken separately, each
has no meaning, but taken together, they form the
central thread of a CoP activity.

For Laveand Wenger (1991), thecommunity and
participationinit wereinseparablefromthepractice.
Being amember of aCoPimplied participationinan
activity where participants have a common under-
standing about what was being done, what it means
for their lives, and what it meansfor the community.
Thus, it would appear that CoPswiththeir concentra-
tion on situated learning and shared understanding
might bewell suited to the management of the softer
aspectsof knowledge, but canthisideabeappliedto
thebusinessworld?
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COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE TODAY

Interest in CoPs continued to grow throughout the
1990s, and several attempts were made to redefine
LaveandWenger’ s(1991) original model. Inparticu-
lar, several attempts were madeto redefine CoPsin
a way that was more relevant to the commercial
environment (e.g., Brown & Duguid, 1991, 1996).
Oneof themost widely cited, businessrel ated defini-
tions of aCoP was offered by John Seely Brown and
Estee Solomon Gray intheir 1995 articlecalled“ The
People Are the Company”:

At the simplest level, they are a small group of
people...who’ve worked together over a period of
time. Not ateam not atask force not necessarily an
authorised or identified group...they arepeersinthe
execution of “real work”. What holdsthem together
isacommon sense of purposeand areal need to know
what each other knows.

The main surgein interest in CoPs and business
came in 1998, when Wenger (1998) published the
results of aground breaking ethnographic study of a
claimsprocessing unit of alargeinsurancecompany.
In this study, he argued that CoPs were formed
through mutual engagement in ajoint enterprise and
that these CoPs exploited a shared repertoire of
common resources (e.g., routines, procedures, arti-
facts, vocabulary). His argument was that the CoPs
he studied (1) arose out of the need to accomplish
particular tasksin the organization and (2) provided
learning avenues within, between, and outside that
organization. Thus, hisview of the businesswasnot
of asinglemonolithic community, but aconstellation
of interrelated CoPsthat can even spread beyondthe
borders of the host organi zation.

Theoriginal descriptionof CoPsasisolated groups
based on L PP was now replaced by adifferent view.
According to Wenger (1998), a CoP could now be
defined in terms of three constructs.

What it is About

The focus of the CoP is a particular area of activity
or body of knowledgearound whichit hasorganized
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itself. Thisis ajoint enterprise in as much asit is
based on a common or shared understanding that is
continually renegotiated by its members.

How it Functions

People become members of a CoP through shared
practices, and they are linked to each other through
their involvement in common activities. It is this
mutual engagement that binds the members of a CoP
togetherinasinglesocial entity.

What it Produces

Themembersof aCoP build up ashared repertoire of
communal resources over time. Written files are a
tangible example of this, although less tangible ex-
amples such as procedures, policies, rituals, and idi-
oms may also form part of the repertoire.

Thenext step of linking CoPsto KM and theworld
of business came from the way in which Wenger
describestheunderlying processesthat areat work in
a CoP.

Linking Communities of Practice and
Knowledge Management

Inanearlier paper (Hildreth, Wright & Kimble, 1999),
wearguedthat thevariousdifferent approachesto KM
often viewed knowledge in terms of mutually exclu-
sive opposites. We used the terms hard and soft
knowledgeto describethesetwo oppositesand argued
that too often KM emphasized hard knowledge over
soft. Our intention was not to add to the plethora of
terms already used to describe knowledge but to
attempt to bundletogether arange of viewssothat the
issuescould bediscussed without becomingtootiedto
aparticular, pre-existing viewpoint.

Wedescribed hard knowledge asbeing unambigu-
ousand unequivocal; itissomethingthat canbeclearly
and fully expressed; it can beformalized, structured,
and owned without being used. Hard knowledge is
both abstract and static: it is about the world, but not
in it. In contrast, soft knowledge is implicit and
unstructured. Itisthesort of knowledgethat cannot be
easily articulated, although it can be understood even
if itisnot openly expressed. Itisoften knowledgethat
isassociated with action; it can not be possessed; itis

about what we do and can only be acquired through
experience.

More recently, we argued (Hildreth & Kimble,
2002) that the underlying problem of KM was not
simply that it privileged oneform of knowledgeover
another; it wasthat KM had failed to recognize that
knowledge itself was a duality consisting simulta-
neously of both hard and soft knowledge. Drawing
on the Chinese concepts of Yin and Yang—a per-
spective of balance and continual change—we ar-
gued that hard and soft knowledgewere not mutually
exclusive but mutually dependant; one could not
exist without the other.

Knowledgeisnot madeup of opposites; regarding
knowledge in these terms is a false dichotomy.
Rather than seeing knowledge asopposites, perhaps
weshouldthink of it asconsi sting of two complemen-
tary facets: aduality consisting simultaneously and
inextricably of both [hard and soft] knowledge.

Theuseof thedeviceof aduality isnot new (see,
for example, Orlikowski, 1992); however, viewing
knowledge in this way does allow us to make a
conceptual link between KM and CoPs.

Inhiswork with CoPsat theinsurance company,
Wenger (1998) identified two key processes that
formed a duality: participation and reification. He
described participation as*“the social experience of
livingintheworldintermsof membershipinsocial
communitiesand activeinvolvementinsocial enter-
prises” (p. 55) and reification as “the process of
giving formto our experience by producing objects
that congeal thisexperienceintothingness” (p. 58).

Wenger emphasi zesthat, like L PP, participation
and reification are analytically separable but are
inseparable in reality. Participation is the process
through which peoplebecomeactive participantsin
the practice of a community, and reification gives
concrete form to the community’s experience by
producing artifacts.

With these concepts in place, CoPs can now be
seenasaway to manage knowledge. Intheir day-to-
day work, peopl e can both negotiate meaning through
participation in shared activities and project that
meaning onto theexternal world throughthe produc-
tion of artifacts. Wenger’s(1998) work with CoPs
claimed to show that not only could CoPsexistina
business setting, but that the concept of aCoP could
be applied to the management of knowledgein such
settings.




Since then, several other authors have taken this
idea and sought to identify specific quantifiable
business benefits that can be associated with CoPs
(e.g., Fontaine & Millen, 2004; Lesser & Storck,
2001). However, oneproblem remains: almost all of
the previous work on CoPs has been based on
collocated CoPs. With the increasing globalization
of business and the heavy reliance on information
and communication technology (ICT), the question
of whether CoPs become virtual remains unan-
swered.

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE:
GOING ONE STEP TOO FAR?

Having now examined the background to the use of
CoPsto manage knowledgeinacommercial setting,
wewill now, asindicatedintheintroduction, address
two main questions: Are CoPsreally applicableto a
business environment? Can a CoP ever be truly
virtual? To answer these questions, we will mostly
draw onmaterial fromaseriesof studiesinarecently
published book (Hildreth & Kimble, 2004).

Given that much of thework quoted inthe previ-
ous section seemsto berelated to CoPsin abusiness
setting, thisfirst question might seemrather strange.
However, whilethereislittledoubt that CoPsexistin
industry and even some evidence that CoPs can add
valuetoabusiness, thisisnot thesameasasking: Are
CoPsreally suitablefor useinabusinesssetting? The
aim of thisarticleisto offer acritical view of CoPs,
itisour belief that until now too much emphasishas
been placed upon identifying the real and potential
businessbenefitsof CoPsandtoolittleonidentifying
the potential costs and disadvantages. Thisisnot to
say that we believethat CoPs cannot be of benefit to
abusinessesbut simply that without an understanding
of thelimitationsof CoPs, their truevaluetotheworld
of business and commerce will not be fully under-
stood.

CoPS IN THE BUSINESS
ENVIRONMENT

Intheintroduction of thisarticle, webriefly outlined
thetension between the way in which most business
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organizations view a team or atask group and the
way in which CoPs view themselves. Most formal
organizations view groups as project teams or task
groups. a group of people that can be brought
together and controlled by thelarger organization, a
group that exists solely for the benefit of the organi-
zation. CoPs, on the other hand, are self-directed
and self-motivated entities; the engine that drives a
CoP is the shared interests of its members, which
may not be the same as the interest of the wider
organization.

In their study of communities of practice that
disappear, Gonglaand Rizzuto (2004) provideseveral
interesting exampl esof how thistensionresolvesitsel f
in IBM. They identify four common patterns of
disappearance—CoPs that drift into non-existence,
CoPsthat redefinethemsel ves, CoPsthat mergewith
others, and CoPsthat becomeformal organizational
units. For example, they notethat if an organization
spotlightsaCoP and triesto managetoo much of what
itisand what it does, “the community may remove
itself completely from the organisational radar screen
[themembers] may removeit fromthe organisational
spotlight by pretending to disperse, but in reality
continuing to function outside of the organisations
purview” (p. 299).

If theorganization hasbecomereliant onthework
of the CoP, thiscould beaserious problem. If thisis
thecase, thenfrequently thelast of thelist of reasons
given above for CoPs disappearing will come into
play, and the CoP will be taken over and become a
formal organizational unit, an outcomethat resultsin
thelossof many of the supposed advantagesof aCoP.

Much play isalso made of Wenger’s(1998) view
of abusiness being acollection of interrelated CoPs
that provide avenues for learning both within and
beyond the boundaries of the organization. Again,
whileit isundoubtedly true that CoPs can allow the
sharing of knowledge between different groups, the
capricious nature of CoPs meansthat this particular
outcome cannot be guaranteed. Hislop (2004) exam-
ined three case studies of CoPs in large European
organi zations and concluded that only one was suc-
cessful in sharing knowledge between communities;
the other two failed to do so because of a lack of
shared identity and alack of consensual knowledge.
He argues that because of a strong internal sense of
identity, CoPs can actually lead to less knowledge
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sharing between communities rather than more.
Similarly, Vaast (2004), in her four case studies of
public and private sector organizations in France,
noted in one case the strengthening of the internal
sense of identity within a CoP resulted in agroup of
empl oyeesoutsi dethe CoP becoming marginalized.

The conclusion from these studies seems to be
that CoPs as self-managing and self-directed enti-
ties may be of value to a business organization, but
precisely because they are self-managing and self-
directed, their contribution to the organization will
always be uncertain. In this sense, the role that
CoPs can play in core business activities must
always remain peripheral.

CoPs IN THE VIRTUAL
ENVIRONMENT

I nternet-based networking technologies, which can
provide a convenient single platform for groups or
networks of groups to form within larger organiza-
tions, haveled to aproliferation of variousforms of
virtual groupsand communities. Subsequently, there
hasbeen much discussion about whether thesevirtual
groups are CoPs or some other form of group.

Lueg (2000) draws a distinction between virtual
and distributed CoPsbased onwhat heclaimsaretwo
salient features of a CoP: where the learning takes
placeand wheretheactiontakesplace. He concludes
that CoPsare deeply rootedinthelivedinworld and
that moving CoPs to the virtual world raises some
significant conceptual problems.

Rather than attempting to deal with virtual CoPs,
Brown and Duguid (2000) coined the phrase “Net-
works of Practice” (NoPs) to describe groups of
people who are geographically separate and may
never get to know each other personally but share
similar work or interests. Thus, NoPs share many of
the features of CoPs but are organized at a more
individual level than CoPsand arebased on personal
rather than communal social networks.

In a study of job seeking activity, Granovetter
(1973) introduced the notion of strong and weak
social ties. Intermsof theabovedescription, CoPsare
characterized by strong social tieswhereasNoPsare
characterized by weak social ties. In this network
view of virtual communities, CoPsareseenasprovid-
ingacollocated hubfor thewider network: providing

atightly knit subnetwork that serves as knowledge
generating node for the larger NoP. CoPs can also
act asbridgesor brokers, drawing together different
groups and combining knowledge in new ways.
Finally, they can provide the access points for in-
dividuals to engage with the wider network and to
establishalocal identity withinthelarger organization.

Previous research has shown that the most com-
mon distributed form of aso called virtual CoP hasa
collocated active core (Hildreth, Kimble & Wright,
1998), whichtendsto support the networked view of
distributed working. A more recent example of this
was provided by Lundkvist’s (2004) study of cus-
tomer networks as sources of innovation. This case
study was based on along-term study of the Cisco
Systemsnewsgroup, whichidentified user networks
asperipheral andyet vital sitesof innovation. Inthis
case, thecollocated core of the network wasprovided
by agroup of university technicians.

If wholly virtual, CoPsposesignificant problems.
What of theapplicability of geographically distributed
CoPstothe problemsof knowledge management?In
particular, how might the balance betweenreification
and participation be maintained in virtual working?
Hildreth (2003) describeshow ageographically dis-
tributed CoP managed both hard (reified) and soft
(social) knowledge. In this situation, it might have
been expected that sustai ning participationwould be
moredifficult, andtherefore, reificationwouldplay a
greater role. However, the findings of the case study
showed that this was not necessarily the case.

Whilethegroupwasableto sustainitself using e-
media, it was still dependent on the devel opment of
relationships in the physical environment through
face-to-face meetings. A shared artifact, such as a
planning document, did play an important role in
virtual working, but theimportanceof social relation-
shipsremained paramount. Here the planning docu-
ment stimul ated discussion and problem solving, but
through the process of working onit, it also acted as
afocusfor further participation.

A similar account can be found in Bradshaw,
Powell, and Terrell (2004) that describeshow ateam
of remote workers gradually developed into a CoP.
They describe not only how the group deployed a
variety of technologiesto maintain contact but also
theeffortsthat went into building commitment, own-
ership, engagement, and focus in the group. In this
case, the members of the group were all engaged in



collaborativeresearch. Writing about their work and
presenting papersfor peer review was seen as akey
factor in maintaining cohesion and developing the
community’ s shared understanding of goals, devel-
opment of knowledge, and sense of belonging.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE TRENDS

CoPsbeganlifeasaway of describingthe process of
informal situated learning that took placein certain
types of group. From here, the concept has been
extended first into the formalized, hierarchical, and
task centered world of business and commerce and
later intotherather moreesoteric world of knowledge
management. Theaim of thisarticleisnot to dismiss
thework that hasbeen doneinthisarea. Theauthors
donotwishtoarguethat CoPsdo not exist in business,
that CoPs are of no value to business, or that CoPs
haveno placein knowledgemanagement. Itissimply
that we believethat in much of the current literature
in this area, too much stress is placed upon the
supposed business benefits of CoPsandtoo little on
the problems of CoPsin abusiness setting.

Perhaps the most obvious area where thisis the
case is the singular failure to examine the conse-
guencesof havingsignificant businessactivitiesbuilt
around self-directed, semi-autonomousgroupssuch
asCoPs. Gonglaand Rizzuto’ s(2004) study isalmost
uniqueinexamining thisaspect of CoPs. Webelieve
that too many authorsfocusexclusively onthecreat-
ing and sustaining of CoPswithout sufficient concern
for the other end of thelife cycle. Wewould argue
that without a“warts and all” understanding of the
reason for having and not having CoPs, their full
potential will never berealized. Similarly, thereisa
paucity of studieswhich show CoPseither failingto
deliver benefits(e.g., Hislop, 2004) or evenactingin
away that could be seen as counterproductivetothe
wider businessgoals(e.g., Vaast, 2004). Again, our
point hereis not to try to show that CoPsfail but to
try to gain a more balanced understanding of the
strengths and weaknesses of CoPs as a solution to
businessproblems.

Similarly, there seemsto be an often unquestioned
assumptionthat CoPswill seamlessly translatefrom
the collocated physical world to the geographically
distributed virtual world. Few would arguethat the
shifttothevirtual isnot areal featureof today’ sworld,
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but few seem to have thought through the conse-
guences for CoPs. Instead of inhabiting a world of
fixed roleswith easy accessto collocated resources,
today’ sworkersareincreasingly basedinanindividu-
alistic world of weak ties where resources are fre-
guently obtained through personal networks and
individual relationships. Rather than being embraced
by acollective CoP, workers often find themselves
functioning asisolated individuals and building up
networks, onecontact at atime. Again, paradoxically,
associal networkssuch asNoPsbecomemoreimpor-
tant to organizations, the fundamental unit for many
examplesof virtual working isnot the group but the
individual. Thisis not to say that collective groups
suchasCoPsandteamshave ceased to berelevant but
simply that thedifficulty of building, and maintaining
the strong social ties needed to build a sense of
community in avirtual environment should not be
underestimated.

Inconclusion, wewouldliketo urge both academ-
icsand practitionerswho work in thisareato take a
moment to reflect on the current surge of interestin
CoPs. Thereisanatural tendency among those who
areenthusiasti c and passionate about atopictoignore,
or simply not see, thedownside. Wealso believethat
CoPshavethe potential to make asignificant contri-
bution to certain areas of the commercial world,;
however, we also believe that if CoPs are to reach
their full potential, amore balanced view is needed.
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KEY TERMS Information Management: The management

of all aspects of information in an organization,

Emergent Properties: A systems concept from  generally seen to encompass technical, human, and
which it is proposed that a whole system contains  organizational.

properties which are not seen within any of its

components or subsystems. It givesrisetotheidea

that a system is more than the sum of its parts. ENDNOTE

Expert Systems: Information systems which 1 The terms hard and soft knowledge are dealt
contain and help disseminate expert knowledge. within §2.1



