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IntroductionIntroduction

ValueValue

PrinciplesPrinciples

PrinciplesPrinciples

DevelopmentDevelopment
LaunchLaunch

TechnologyTechnology

SponsorshipSponsorship

Support teamSupport team

NineNine
topicstopics

 We reflect on our understanding
• implications for action

 We discuss issues in small groups
• focusing on key topics

 You invite me into your perspective
• bringing up your issues

I invite you into my perspective:
• stories, model, principles, questions11

33

22

44

FourFour
stepssteps

Insights Insights -- questions questions -- personal action steps personal action steps -- organization action stepsorganization action steps

FourFour
outcomesoutcomes
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Support infrastructureSupport infrastructure
�� Communication systemCommunication system

�� Access to dataAccess to data

�� Access to evidence reviewAccess to evidence review

�� Project management supportProject management support

�� CME accreditationCME accreditation

CancerCare OntarioCancerCare OntarioCancerCare Ontario

Communities of practiceCommunities of practice
�� Discipline: ovarian cancerDiscipline: ovarian cancer

• 5 teaching hospitals -> clinics in underserved areas

�� Regional: highRegional: high--volume cancer surgeryvolume cancer surgery
• Practice parameters -> multidisciplinary consultations

�� Issue: laparoscopic guidelinesIssue: laparoscopic guidelines
• Mentoring network -> qualified surgeons
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SponsorshipSponsorship
ConveningConvening

SupportSupport

ExpertiseExpertise
PerspectivePerspective
AdvocacyAdvocacy

N
ational

N
ational

organizations
organizations

OSERSOSERS
SAMHSASAMHSA
Others ...Others ...

IDEAIDEA
Partnership Partnership 
and School and School 

MH CoalitionsMH Coalitions

StatesStates
RegionsRegions

Districts Districts 
SchoolsSchools

CommunitiesCommunities

N
ational research 

N
ational research 
and technical
and technical

assistance
assistance

FamilyFamily--schoolschool--
communitycommunity

Juvenile Juvenile 
JusticeJustice

Language forLanguage for
collaborationcollaboration

Education andEducation and
systems of caresystems of care

MH and MH and 
PBSPBS MH andMH and

welfarewelfare

YouthYouth
leadershipleadership

School MHSchool MH
and disabilitiesand disabilities

MH and workforceMH and workforce
trainingtraining

Evidence andEvidence and
qualityquality
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Quantitative biologists develop a Quantitative biologists develop a 
community of practice after an acquisition.community of practice after an acquisition.
They create a common identity, build trust, They create a common identity, build trust, 
and develop a shared practice. and develop a shared practice. 

They learn to collaborate, avoid repeated They learn to collaborate, avoid repeated 
tests, pool supply purchases, share equipmenttests, pool supply purchases, share equipment----
saving frustration, time and money.saving frustration, time and money.
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CommunityCommunity

DomainDomain

Learning
together
LearningLearning
togethertogether

Key dimensionsKey dimensionsKey dimensions

ParticipationParticipationParticipation

SponsorshipSponsorshipSponsorship

NurturingNurturingNurturing

SupportSupportSupport

PracticePractice

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Iden
tity

Boundaries

Boundaries

Boundaries

Boundaries

Boundaries

Boundaries
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Boundaries

Boundaries
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Meaning
Meaning
Meaning
Meaning
Meaning
Meaning
Meaning
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Communities of practice are the next phase in organ izational design:Communities of practice are the next phase in organ izational desCommunities of practice are the next phase in organ izational des ign:ign:

The functional The functional 
organizationorganization

The teamThe team--basedbased
organizationorganization

The multimembershipThe multimembership
organizationorganization

The marketThe market--orientedoriented
organizationorganization

Communities of practice weave the organization arou nd competencies 
without reverting to functional structures. In ten years they will be as natural 
to our concept of organization as teams have become .

Communities of practice weave the organization arou nd competenciCommunities of practice weave the organization arou nd competenci es es 
without reverting to functional structures. In ten years they wiwithout reverting to functional structures. In ten years they wi ll be as natural ll be as natural 
to our concept of organization as teams have become .to our concept of organization as teams have become .
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knowledge as informationknowledge as informationknowledge as information

�� Knowledge is Knowledge is 
information:information:

�� Put the knowledge of Put the knowledge of 
the organization in a the organization in a 
databasedatabase

�� Useless databases with Useless databases with 
outdated informationoutdated information

�� Difficult to motivate people Difficult to motivate people 
to use a databaseto use a database
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�� Knowledge lives in Knowledge lives in 
communities:communities:

�� The key to managing The key to managing 
knowledge is connecting knowledge is connecting 
practitionerspractitioners

�� Managing knowledge is Managing knowledge is 
the role of practitioners the role of practitioners 

�� Technology is used to Technology is used to 
support the work of support the work of 
communitiescommunities

knowledge as practiceknowledge as practiceknowledge as practice
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Key issues
- How to make knowledge a strategy?
- How to connect communities and organization?
- How to invest in strategic domains?

Key issuesKey issues
-- How to make knowledge a strategy?How to make knowledge a strategy?
-- How to connect communities and organization?How to connect communities and organization?
-- How to invest in strategic domains?How to invest in strategic domains?

A strategic conversation involving the organization  and the A strategic conversation involving the organization  and the 
communities of practicecommunities of practice

knowledge as strategyknowledge as strategyknowledge as strategy
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product or serviceproduct or service

tasktask

single problemsingle problem

personal connectionspersonal connections

expert serviceexpert service

strategic capabilitystrategic capability

department department 

teamteam

task force or committeetask force or committee

social networksocial network

center of excellencecenter of excellence

community of practicecommunity of practice

need               structureneed               structure
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�� Professional communitiesProfessional communities
• Professions or disciplines usually recognized outside
• Fairly stable over one’s career
• Charter: advancing discipline, professional development

�� Technical communitiesTechnical communities
• Specific technologies or processes
• Across business processes
• Charter: evaluating and managing technology

�� IssueIssue --driven communitiesdriven communities
• Ongoing business concerns or issues
• Charter: bringing all perspectives to bear on issue
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DomainsDomains

CommunitiesCommunities

PracticesPractices

StewardshipStewardship

Sharing  Sharing  

LearningLearning

StrategyStrategy

PerformancePerformance

learning as strategylearning as strategylearning as strategy

OrganizationOrganization

IndividualsIndividuals ShortShort --termterm

LongLong --termterm
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OrganizationOrganizationOrganization

Short-termShortShort --termterm Long-termLongLong --termterm

MembersMembersMembers Improve experience
of work

Improve experienceImprove experience
of workof work

Professional 
development
Professional Professional 
developmentdevelopment

Develop 
capabilities

Develop Develop 
capabilitiescapabilities

Solve business 
problems

Solve business Solve business 
problemsproblems

Build
momentum

BuildBuild
momentummomentum

Justify
investment

JustifyJustify
investmentinvestment

ParticipateParticipateParticipate

SupportSupportSupport
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from communities of practicefrom communities of practicefrom communities of practice

…… to members?to members?

…… to organization?to organization?

…… shortshort --term?                                      term?                                      …… longlong --term?term?

++ ++-------- --------
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Value creationValue creation

Organization Organization 

StrategyStrategy

Knowledge 
assets

Business
processes

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

BottomBottom--up up systematicitysystematicity

TopTop--down down systematicitysystematicity

Emergent opportunitiesEmergent opportunities

Realizing strategiesRealizing strategies
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Value creationValue creation

Organization Organization 

Business strategyBusiness strategy

Knowledge 
assets

Business
processes

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practiceCommunitiesCommunities

of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

CommunitiesCommunities
of practiceof practice

Data collectionData collection
ObservationObservation

InterviewInterview

SurveysSurveys
Data collectionData collection

SNASNA
Web statisticsWeb statistics

ObservationObservation
InterviewsInterviews

StoriesStories
SurveysSurveys

OrganizationalOrganizational
metricsmetrics

What would What would 
a healthy communitya healthy community

look like?look like?

What would What would 
we produce?we produce?

What would What would 
we be able to do we be able to do 

different?different?

What effects What effects 
would this have on would this have on 

performance?performance?

1.1.
CommunityCommunity

activitiesactivities

domaindomain
exploration, issuesexploration, issues

legitimacylegitimacy

communitycommunity
events, participationevents, participation

collaborationcollaboration

practicepractice
sharing, sharing, 

documentingdocumenting
problemproblem--solvingsolving

2.2.
KnowledgeKnowledge

capitalcapital

human capitalhuman capital
knowledge, skillsknowledge, skills

inspirationinspiration

social capital social capital 
relationshipsrelationships

reputationreputation
trusttrust

structural capitalstructural capital
documentsdocuments

toolstools
proceduresprocedures

3.3.
RealizedRealized

valuevalue

forfor
••individualsindividuals
••activities activities 
••teams/BUteams/BU
••processesprocesses
••strategystrategy

4.4.
OutcomesOutcomes

performanceperformance
improvementimprovement

e.g.,e.g.,
profitabilityprofitability
customercustomer

satisfactionsatisfaction
market sharemarket share

reputationreputation
retentionretention
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How did this contribute to the goal 
of the organization? Qualitatively? 
Quantitatively?

How did this contribute to your 
personal/professional 
development?

How did this influence your 
practice? What difference did it 
make to your performance? What 
did it enable that would not have 
happened otherwise?

What specific insights did you 
gain? What access to useful 
information or material?

What meaningful activities did you 
participate in?

Community/date ::::Community/dateCommunity/date :::::::: Member/role ::::Member/roleMember/role ::::::::
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We are witnessing a radical shift in the primary 
source of value creation.
We are witnessing a radical shift in the primary We are witnessing a radical shift in the primary 
source of value creation.source of value creation.

The personal in the service of the formalThe personal in the service of the formal The formal in the service of the personalThe formal in the service of the personal
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the heart of learningthe heart of learningthe heart of learning

Communities of 
practice are key 
to the strategy 
of becoming the 
knowledge bank.

Communities of Communities of 
practice are key practice are key 
to the strategy to the strategy 
of becoming the of becoming the 
knowledge bank.knowledge bank.

Communities Communities 
of practiceof practice

BasicBasic
sharingsharing

KnowledgeKnowledge
projectsprojects
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Negotiation of

mutual relevance 

Negotiation ofNegotiation of

mutual relevance mutual relevance 

ProviderProviderProvider

RecipientRecipientRecipient
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Innovation from practice
Communities of practice are a 
forum that lets those with 
experience on the frontline 
bubble up innovation, using 
plain old practice as a source 
of ideas.

Emergent leadership
The communities that succeed 
are the communities that have 
strong emerging leadership.

Self-organizing envelope
Because of the pressure in 
organizations to verticalize anything 
found important, creating an envelope 
for horizontal peer-to-peer communities 
requires serious work .

Active invitation
A community-based 
initiative is an invitation, 
not a roll-out. An 
invitation is not passive; it 
can provide strong 
support, even negotiate 
direction, but it cultivates 
what emerges rather than 
forces something to 
happen.

Learning design
No practice can fully design the learning of another; 
but no practice can fully design its own learning.

Mutual engagement
High expectations are not 
the same thing as control. If 
you micro-manage 
communities, you kill the 
very thing that makes them 
valuable; but if you ignore 
them, you marginalize their 
potential contributions.

© 2007, Etienne Wenger

Institutionalize?Institutionalize?Institutionalize?

Power?Power?Power?

Culture?Culture?Culture?

Measuring?Measuring?Measuring?

Reputation?Reputation?Reputation?

Tasks?Tasks?Tasks?

Reward?Reward?Reward?
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Enablers                           ChallengesEnablers                           Challenges
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A community is a living entity … not unlike a coupleA community is a living entity A community is a living entity …… not unlike a couplenot unlike a couple
It takes hard work and careful nurturingIt takes hard work and careful nurturing

It depends on renewed passionIt depends on renewed passion

It becomes an entity in its own rightIt becomes an entity in its own right

It takes initiativeIt takes initiative

It is voluntaryIt is voluntary

It involves responsibilitiesIt involves responsibilities

It is funIt is fun

privateprivate and publicand public

commoncommon
groundground

ongoingongoing
legacylegacy

recognizedrecognized
stewardshipstewardship

communalcommunal
identityidentity

longlong--termterm
viabilityviability

Transforming

Sustaining

Maturing

Coalescing

Potential
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A community is a living entity … not unlike a coupleA community is a living entity A community is a living entity …… not unlike a couplenot unlike a couple
It takes hard work and careful nurturingIt takes hard work and careful nurturing

It depends on renewed passionIt depends on renewed passion

It becomes an entity in its own rightIt becomes an entity in its own right

It takes initiativeIt takes initiative

It is voluntaryIt is voluntary

It involves responsibilitiesIt involves responsibilities

It is funIt is fun

It is both private and publicIt is both private and public

Transforming

Sustaining

Maturing

Coalescing

Potential

Early factorsEarly factors Sustaining factorsSustaining factors

�� Relevance to peopleRelevance to people ’’s works work
�� Getting helpGetting help
�� Solving immediate problemsSolving immediate problems
�� Finding colleaguesFinding colleagues
�� Establishing an identityEstablishing an identity
�� Gaining legitimacy Gaining legitimacy 
�� Finding sponsorshipFinding sponsorship

�� Developing stewardshipDeveloping stewardship
�� Managing learning goalsManaging learning goals
�� Body of knowledgeBody of knowledge
�� Active core groupActive core group
�� Leadership team with Leadership team with 

distributed nurturing rolesdistributed nurturing roles
�� Influence in organizationInfluence in organization
�� High expectations and High expectations and 

recognitionrecognition
�� Outside connectionsOutside connections
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Transformation

Stewardship

Maturing

Coalescing

Potential

Discover/
Imagine

Incubate/
Produce

Focus/
Expand

Preserve/
Open up

Let go/
Live on

common               long-term          communal                   external               ongoing
ground                  viability               ide ntity        influence                    legacy     
common               longcommon               long --term          communal                   external               term          communal                   external               ongoingongoing
ground                  viability               ide ntity        ground                  viability               ide ntity        influence                    legacy     influence                    legacy     
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Early needsEarly needs

�� PreparePrepare
• Interview members
• Build core group
• Find initial sponsor

�� LaunchLaunch
• Organize a launch process
• Facilitate launch event
• Ensure follow-up

�� BuildBuild
• Build core group
• Organize value-creating events
• Connect people around questions

�� InfrastructureInfrastructure
• Distribute responsibilities
• Assess IT requirements

• Create repositories

Later needsLater needs

�� StrategizeStrategize
• Cultivate strategic stewardship
• Develop a learning agenda
• Organize practice groups and projects

�� GrowGrow
• Manage boundaries
• Help newcomers
• Balance the needs of constituencies

�� AssessAssess
• Keep the pulse of the community
• Publicize success stories
• Make the community aware of its value

�� RenewRenew
• Inject new energy 
• Prepare new leadership
• Looks for opportunities
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Community rolesCommunity roles

�� CoordinatorCoordinator
�� Subgroup leaderSubgroup leader
�� CybrarianCybrarian
�� Technology stewardTechnology steward
�� Assistant Assistant 
�� Help desk attendantHelp desk attendant
�� JournalistJournalist

Member rolesMember roles

�� ConvenerConvener
�� Core group memberCore group member
�� Subject matter expertSubject matter expert
�� BrokerBroker
�� Outpost/scoutOutpost/scout
�� Networker/weaverNetworker/weaver
�� QuestionerQuestioner

ElectedElected

ConsensusConsensus

SelfSelf--selectedselected

VolunteerVolunteer

AppointedAppointed

RotationRotation

EmergentEmergent
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Interaction spacesInteraction spaces
conversationsconversations
relationshipsrelationships

ee--mailmail
phone callsphone calls

Community spacesCommunity spaces
meetingsmeetings

conferencesconferences
teleconferencesteleconferences

websitewebsite
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The power of The power of 
communitycommunity

Enabling emergence

Enabling emergence

C
onnecting people

C
onnecting people
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Inviting participation

Inviting participation
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O
pening identities

O
pening identitiesInspiring new meanings

Inspiring new meanings
Building tru

st

Building tru
st

�� PurposePurpose

�� ActivitiesActivities

�� ChallengesChallenges

�� GratificationsGratifications

�� QualitiesQualities

�� SupportSupport

© 2007, Etienne Wenger

Analysis of leadership roles 
Role  (circle any that applies) Type of member  (circle any that applies) 

Coordination 

Subgroup leadership 

Institutional liaison 

Infrastructure 

Event facilitation 

Networking 

Boundary connections 

Generations – newcomers/alum’s 

Inquiry – learning agenda 

Expertise 

Documentation – repository 

Transactions – help  desk 

Coordinator 

Core member 

Active member  

Peripheral member 

Expert 

Lurker 

Sponsor 

Outsider 

Purpose Typical actions Typical challenges 
Why is this leadership role important? What do/can/should they do? What makes this task difficult? What warning/advice 

would you have? 
   

Gratification Qualification Support 
What are the rewards of the task? Where can it 
lead? How to recognize it? 

Who should do this? What personal qualities and 
skills are required? What kind of legitimacy? 

What kind of support, encouragement, help do these 
keepers require? 
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occasional

transactional

peripheral

active 

coordinator

core group

lurkers

leaders

sponsors

experts

beginners

alumni

outsiders
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Community profiles
as patterns of 
togetherness 

Community profilesCommunity profiles
as patterns of as patterns of 
togetherness togetherness 

Community 
activities

oriented to …

… meetings

… context
… community

cultivation

… access to
expertise

… projects
… open-ended

conversation

… content
publishing

… individual
participation

… relationships

In collaboration with Nancy White and John Smith © 2006 Wenger, White, and Smith
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Information Informal

Formal

WithFrom

Models of 
practice

Project
reviews

Case 
clinics

Document 
sharing

Collections

Learning
projects

Hot topic
discussions

Stories

Formal
practice
transfer

Visits

Invited
speaker

Mutual 
benchmark

External 
benchmark

Broadcast 
inquiry

Reading
group

Problem 
solving

News

Joint
response

Boundary
collaboration

Training
and workshops

Pointers to 
resources

Systematic
scan

Guests

Joint
events

Documenting
practice

Field trips

Exploring
ideas

Each
other

1

2

7 4

3

6

5

Tips

Practice 
fairs

Warranting 

Help
desk

Outside
sources

1. Exchanges
2. Productive inquiries
3. Building shared 

understanding
4. Producing assets
5. Creating standards
6. Formal access to 

knowledge
7. Visits
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FamiliarityFamiliarity
• regular events
• familiar faces

• rituals

ExcitementExcitement
• unusual events

• new people

• new ideas
• relaxed atmosphere

• trust

• in-depth discussions

• long-term commitment • break routine 
• think out of the box

• keep abreast of field

• expand horizon

© 2007, Etienne Wenger

�� DiscoveryDiscovery
• What is the need?
• What is there to build on: network, identity, leadership?

�� Community preparationCommunity preparation
• What is required at the community level: leadership, commitment,

ownership?
• What is required at the organizational level: support, 

infrastructure, sponsorship? 

�� Launch planningLaunch planning
• Who is on the design team?
• What kind of launch: activity, core-group, community?
• What is the agenda?

�� FollowFollow --up anticipationup anticipation
• What is the organization ready to do?
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Platform perspectivePlatform perspectivePlatform perspectivePlatform perspective
���� packagespackagespackagespackages

Activity

Activity

Activity
Activity Activity

Activity Activity

Configuration perspectiveConfiguration perspectiveConfiguration perspectiveConfiguration perspective
���� communitycommunitycommunitycommunity

Feature perspectiveFeature perspectiveFeature perspectiveFeature perspective
���� usabilityusabilityusabilityusability

Tool perspectiveTool perspectiveTool perspectiveTool perspective
���� activityactivityactivityactivity
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addressing inherentaddressing inherent
community tensionscommunity tensions

Group

Individual
Interacting

Publishing

asynchronous synchronous

discussion
boards

teleconference

chat

instant
messaging

member 
directory

wikiblog

telephony/
VoIP

individual
profile page

e-mail

e-mail lists

scratch 
pad

RSS

“new”
indicators

subscription

podcast

content
repository

presence
indicator

buddy list

security

Q&A 
systems

RSS 
aggregator

newsletter

calendar

videoconference

application 
sharing

whiteboard

site index

participation 
statistics

search

subgroups

personalization

community
public page

version
control

document
management

UseNet

content
rating

scheduling

polling

commenting

networking 
tools

tagging

bookmarking

shared
filtering

geomapping

interest
filter

In collaboration with Nancy White and John Smith

twitter
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The inventiveness of 
the technology 
market

The inventiveness of 
serving the community 

perspective

The inventiveness of 
use in the community’s 
practice

Providing 
technology for a 
living community

Understanding and 
meeting latent 
needs

Adopting, rejecting, and 
adapting technology in 
the community

Three 
moments of 
technology 
stewardship
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Fabric of connectivityFabric of connectivity : : 

- Always on

- Virtual presence

Modes of engagementModes of engagement : : 

- Generalized self-expression

- Mass collaboration

- Creative reappropriation

Active mediumActive medium ::
- Social computing

- Semantic web

Reconfigured geographiesReconfigured geographies ::
- Homesteading of the web

- Individualization of orientation

Modulating polaritiesModulating polarities : : 

- Togetherness and separation

- Interacting and publishing

- Individual and group

Dealing with multiplicityDealing with multiplicity : : 

- Competing spaces

- Multimembership

- Thin connections

New communitiesNew communities ::
- Multi-space

- Multi-scale

- Dynamic boundaries

In collaboration with Nancy White and John Smith

A learning agendaA learning agendaA learning agenda

© 2007, Etienne Wenger
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StrategicStrategic MultiMulti --layeredlayered

SponsorsSponsors
ChampionsChampions

ModelsModels

AlignmentAlignment

VoiceVoice ResourcesResources

LegitimacyLegitimacy

AdvocacyAdvocacy ImpactImpact
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NewNew
structuresstructures

ExistingExisting
structuresstructures

AdvisoryAdvisory
councilcouncil

CoordinatorCoordinator
councilcouncil

SupportSupport
teamteam

StrategicStrategic
teamteam

R&DR&D

ITIT

HRHR

PortfolioPortfolio
sponsorssponsors

CommunityCommunity
coordinatorscoordinators

DomainDomain
sponsorssponsors

IndividualIndividual
sponsorssponsors

BUBU
sponsorssponsors

CommunityCommunity
membersmembers

Support teamSupport team
leaderleader

strategic value conversationsstrategic value conversationsstrategic value conversations
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technology

coaching

education

integration 

coordinator
community

Support team

External resourcesInternal resources

running the initiative

advocacy 
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�� Become the voice of communities in complex organiza tionsBecome the voice of communities in complex organiza tions

�� Provide training and coach community leadersProvide training and coach community leaders

�� Support community cultivation logisticsSupport community cultivation logistics
coordinator support, events, technology, etc.coordinator support, events, technology, etc.

�� Support communitySupport community --oriented knowledge management processesoriented knowledge management processes

�� Understand the role of technology in supporting com munities of Understand the role of technology in supporting com munities of 
practicepractice

�� Legitimize the work of communities in terms of stra tegic prioritLegitimize the work of communities in terms of stra tegic priorit iesies

�� Develop a sponsorship structure for a constellation  of Develop a sponsorship structure for a constellation  of 
communitiescommunities

�� Negotiate accountability between line operations an d communitiesNegotiate accountability between line operations an d communities

�� Coordinate assessment, measurement, and reportingCoordinate assessment, measurement, and reporting
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Where to start?

Why focus on communities of practice?

• help with challenges
• access to expertise
• confidence
• fun with colleagues
• meaningful work

• strategic capabilities
• keeping abreast 
• innovation
• retention of talents
• new strategies

• personal development
• reputation
• professional identity
• network
• marketability

• problem solving
• time saving
• knowledge sharing
• synergies across units
• reuse of resources

short-term value long-term value

m
em

be
rs

or
ga

ni
za

tio
n

What are some critical success factors?

• Domain that energizes 
a core group

• Skillful and reputable 
coordinator

• Involvement of experts

• Address details of 
practice

• Right rhythm and mix of 
activities

• Strategic relevance of 
domain

• Visible management 
sponsorship, but without 
micro-management

• Dance of formal and 
informal structures 

• Adequate resources

• Consistent attitude

community organization

What are communities of practice?

Communities of practice are groups of 
people who share a passion for something 
that they know how to do and who interact 
regularly to learn how to do it better.

What elements to develop?

the definition of the area 
of shared inquiry and of 
the key issues

the relationships among 
members and the sense 
of belonging

the body of knowledge, 
methods, stories, cases, 
tools, documents

Domain :

Community :

Practice :

Cultivating communities of practice
a quick start-up guide

by Etienne Wenger

Cultivating communities of practice
a quick start-up guide

by Etienne Wenger

Communities of practice are 
a familiar experience, but 
people need to understand 
how they fit in their work.

• Conduct workshops to 
educate management and 
potential members about 
the approach 

• Help people appreciate 
how communities of 
practice are inherently self-
defined and self-managed

• Establish a language to 
legitimize communities and 
establish their place in the 
organization

A strategic context lets communities find 
a legitimate place in the organization

Communities of practice 
can use some light-handed
guidance and technology 
infrastructure.

Practitioners usually see 
the value of working as a 
community but may feel the 
organization is not aligned 
with their understanding.

The formal organization 
must have processes and 
structure to include these 
communities while honoring 
their root in personal 
passion and engagement.

Starting to cultivate communities 
of practice as early as possible 
creates early examples  that 
allow people to learn by doing.

• Provide some process 
support, coaching, and 
logistic assistance

• Identify needs and define 
adequate infrastructure 
without undue emphasis on 
fancy technology

• Have a few pilot communities 
going as soon as possible

• Find communities to start with by 
identifying areas where there is 
potential and readiness

• Interview some prospective 
members to understand issues, 
start discussing a community, 
and identify potential leaders

• Gather a core group to prepare 
and initiate a launch process

• Help members organize an initial 
series of value-adding activities

• Encourage them to take 
increasing responsibility for 
stewarding their knowledge

• Find sponsors to 
encourage participation

• Value the work of 
communities

• Publicize successes

• Integrate communities in the 
way the organization works

• Identify and remove obvious 
barriers

• Align key structural and 
cultural elements

• Articulate a strategic value proposition
• Identify critical business problems 
• Articulate need to leverage knowledge 

educate

encouragesupport

get going

set strategic context

integrate
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