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 What is a Community of Practice?
Many librarians will be actively involved in a Community of Practice even though they may not have thought about it in these terms before. Do you meet regularly with other librarians to share your knowledge for the benefit of your own professional development and that of your organization? If you can’t meet in person do you communicate regularly using email or a discussion board? Compare these activities with the following definitions of Communities of Practice:

“Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis.” (Wenger et al., 2002)  

“Networks of people who work on similar processes or in similar disciplines, and who come together to develop and share their knowledge in that field for the benefit of both themselves and their organisation(s). They may be created formally or informally, and they can interact online or in person.” (NeLH Knowledge Management glossary, a).

“At the simplest level, they are a small group of people who’ve worked together over a period of time…not a team, not a task force, not necessarily an authorized or identified group…perform the same tasks…or collaborate on a shared task…or work together on a product…. They are peers in the execution of “real work”. What holds them together is a commons sense of purpose and a real need to know what each other knows”. (Brown, 2000)

Do you belong to a group or network which:

· Helps its members to solve everyday work problems?

· Develops and disseminates good practices, guidelines and procedures for its members to use?

· Organizes and manages a body of knowledge from which community members can draw?

These have been described as key characteristics of a Community of Practice (Kelleher and Levene 2001).

Beyond these key characteristics, Communities of Practice may vary considerably. Some may be formed for a very specific purpose and disband once this has been achieved. Others may be long term with members becoming familiar with each others strengths and weaknesses and developing in a way which appreciates others’ contributions and individual styles. Communities of Practice may occur spontaneously, members coming together out of shared interest. This is sometimes termed a “bottom up” process. Other communities may be organizational activities, created and funded with clear roles. This has been described as a “top down” model. (Wenger et al, 2002, p. 199). The members may belong to the same profession or may be from very different backgrounds coming together to work towards a shared goal. The community may be very local, members utilizing a communal area to meet together, or it may be geographically dispersed. When members cannot easily meet together they may use e-mail, telephone, videoconferencing, discussion boards or other electronic means to support their communication. These communities are often referred to as “virtual communities”. Some of them have their own websites and utilize specialist software. For example the National Institute for Mental Health in England (NIMHE) uses software to enables people with an interest in mental health to communicate via email and also allows items of news to be posted for information and discussion. Also on the website is a group facility for people to join up with others to collaborate and share ideas. There are also lists of organisations, resources and events which the community may find of interest. You may have already visited this site following the first briefing but just as a reminder it can be accessed at: http://kc.nimhe.org.uk  

It is important to remember that Communities of Practice are made up of people not technology. The technology is there to support and enable people to share knowledge.  Whether acknowledged as such or not, supported by technology or not, Communities of Practice will exist in some form in all organizations.

 

How might Communities of Practice benefit organizations?
In “Working knowledge: how organizations manage what they know”  (Davenport and  Prusak 2000, p88) the question is posed “How can an organization transfer knowledge effectively?” the reply is “Hire smart people and let them talk to one another”. Communities of Practice have been described as the “killer KM application” (NELH Specialist library Knowledge Management). Some ways in which they might work are:

By encouraging the sharing of tacit knowledge.
You may recall that the first briefing outlined two types of knowledge, explicit and tacit knowledge. It is only through interaction with each other that people will share tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge has been defined as that knowledge or know how that people carry in their heads. (NeLH Knowledge Management glossary, b). Unlike explicit knowledge, which can be easily expressed in words or numbers, and can be shared through discussion or by writing it down and putting it into documents, manuals or database, tacit knowledge is more difficult to articulate or write down and so it tends to be shared between people through discussion, stories and personal interactions. Tacit knowledge includes skills, experiences, insight, intuition and judgment. (Some authors draw a distinction between tacit and implicit knowledge, defining tacit knowledge as that which cannot be written down, and implicit knowledge as that which can be written down but has not been written down yet. In this context, explicit knowledge is defined as that which has already been written down).

By encouraging practitioners to connect across organizational and geographic boundaries.
NIMHE aims to bring together both professionals and service users. It allows people working in different geographic areas but encountering similar challenges to share ideas and solutions. In this way Communities of Practice may become not only sharers of knowledge but creators of new knowledge and may go on to influence strategy in their area of practice.

Some communities operate on a global level. These might be virtual communities or use a combination of strategies. The Gurteen Knowledge Community is a global learning community which uses electronic communication. It also hosts Knowledge Cafés which bring people together to learn from each other. Gurteen Knowledge Cafés are described as mini-workshops where the participants engage in the theme of the evening, and where people can network, share knowledge and learning from each other. More information can be found at: http://gurteen.com
Helping members to solve everyday work problems.
This is often through informal conversations and “story telling”

Developing and disseminating good practices, guidelines and procedures for their members to use.
LIHNN, the Library and Health Information Network Northwest aims to assist in the development of professional links between librarians in the health services. This community is accessed via Aditus: the Northwest knowledge centre which is part of the National Library for Health http://www.aditus.nhs.uk
Organizing and managing a body of knowledge from which community members can draw. (Building and sustaining communities of practice in Kelleher and Levene 2001)
An example of this is the Knowledge Management specialist library on the National electronic Library for health. This contains information to support those working in Knowledge Management and at the request of the scoping group is supported by technology which enables those interested in Knowledge Management in the NHS to post information requests and make comments. At the moment the technology being used is a weblog. As this community develops other software is being explored to support user needs. A recent event allowed people to meet together to discuss issues and explore possible solutions to problems identified by the group. For more information about this community of practice email: TalkingKM@ntwsha.nhs.uk
 What are some of the barriers to establishing Communities of Practice and what may be done to help overcome them?
Location.
This may be geographical location but may also be lack of a place to meet and talk.  One document company decided to provide convenient places where people can get together routinely. Known as “distributed coffee pots”, these environments encourage cross-functional links( Kelleher and Levene, 2001, p.45).  Knowledge managers need to act as catalysts, to help create a favourable environment for knowledge to flow between people (Kelleher and Levene 2001).  

Attitude.
 “Knowledge hoarding is power”; “what’s in it for me?” These attitudes do not encourage the sharing of knowledge. Liebowitz describes the creation of a knowledge sharing environment where “sharing knowledge is power” (Liebowitz, 2000). However the community forum may be used inappropriately. Saint-Onge and Wallace (2003), discuss the issues of confidentiality within communities. An agreed “code of ethics” may be used as part of a strategy to govern discussion content. Communities may find that some members are better gathers of knowledge and need encouragement to share. Others may be much more comfortable sharing with colleagues they know, but be very reluctant to commit themselves in writing in the environment of a virtual community, where it takes time to build up an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect.  Some organisations may seek to impose values on a community rather than understanding and relating to the members values.

Time.
If the value of talk is underestimated and work is only that which can be measured then conversations may be discouraged and knowledge networks may not be formed or may be discontinued.

Recently Etienne Wenger, widely held to be the originator of the Communities of Practice model, addressed a conference held by NHS Education Scotland. He expressed the view that communities need to pursue their own agendas but he stressed they need support and resources from within the organization if they are to thrive, he suggested that the best thing an organization can do is to free up 50% of someone’s time to allow that individual to nurture, guide and support the community. (Managed knowledge networks: working together to bridge the knowing-doing gap, 2005)

Etienne Wenger gives a brief introduction to Communities of Practice on his website http://www.ewenger.com  

 

References:
· Brown JS, Director of Xerox PARC quoted in Liebowitz Jan (2000) Building organizational intelligence: a knowledge management primer CRC Press  p. 7

· Davenport TH., Prusak L (2000) Working knowledge: how organizations manage what they know Harvard Business School press

· Kelleher D, Levene S (2001) Knowledge management: a guide to good practice British Standards Institution

· Liebowitz J (2000) Building organizational intelligence: a knowledge management primer CRC Press

· Managed knowledge networks: working together to bridge the knowing-doing gap. Report of an NHS education conference held at the Dunblane Hilton 4.5.2005

· NeLH Knowledge Management glossary, a at: http://www.nelh.nhs.uk/knowledge_management/glossary/glossary.asp#c  

· NeLH Knowledge Management glossary, b at:  http://www.nelh.nhs.uk/knowledge_management/glossary/glossary.asp#t
· NeLH Specialist library Knowledge Management  at: http://www.nelh.nhs.uk/knowledge_management/
· Saint-Onge H, Wallace D (2003)  Leveraging communities of practice for strategic advantage Butterworth Heineman

· Wenger E, McDermott R, Snyder WM (2002) Cultivating communities of practice: a guide to managing knowledge Harvard Business School Press

(Websites cited visited July 2005)

 

 

