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Rationale

• “There is no stable state.  Our 
organizations live in economic, political, 
and technological environments which 
are predictably unstable.”

• “The requirement for organizational 
learning is not an occasional, sporadic 
phenomenon, but is a continuous and 
endemic to our society” (Schon, 1992).



Purpose of Study

- to empirically explore the nature of virtual communities of 
practice (CoP) within the context of a global learning 
program.This study investigates whether and how the use 
of virtual CoP evolves and becomes embedded within 
organisational learning.

- to begin to build substantive theory about stakeholders’ 
perceptions of the adoption of virtual CoP s in sustaining 
organisational learning (OL).



When is an Organization an 
Organization?

An organization is an organization when:

– Making decisions in the name of collectivity
– Delegating to individuals the authority to act 

for the collectivity
– Setting boundaries between the collectivity and 

the rest of the world (Argyris & Schon, 1978)



What is Organizational 
Learning (OL)?





Paradox

Organizations are not merely collections of 
individuals, yet there is no organization 
without such collections.  

OL is not merely individual learning, yet 
organizations learn only through the 
experience and actions of individuals.

OL is not the same thing as individual learning



Organizational Learning

• Learning ≠ Training
• Learning ≠ Development
• Learning ≠ Attendance at 

Sessions
• Learning ≠ Acquisition of New 

or Enhanced Knowledge, 
Skills, Abilities



Characteristics Fostering 
Organizational Learning

• Shared vision
• Informal information exchange
• Peer-to-peer learning
• Legitimate peripheral participation
• Support mechanisms

– Management’s support
– Openness to change
– Appropriate tools, e.g., IT

• Professional group culture
• FTF interaction opportunities



Communities of Practice
CoP is a social structure focused on 
knowledge and enabling the 
management of that knowledge by the 
practitioners themselves .

(Wenger, 2004)



Definition of Communities-of-
Practice

• Communities-of-practice are informal 
personal networks that support 
professional practitioners to develop a 
shared meaning and engage in 
knowledge-building among the 
members (Hara, 2000)



Attributes of Communities-of-
Practice:



Communities of Practice

Organizational benefits of CoPs:
Potential to overcome inherent problems of a slow-
moving hierarchy in a fast-moving economy
Effectiveness in handling unstructured problems 
and sharing knowledge outside of the traditional 
structural boundaries
Provide a means of developing and maintaining 
long-term organizational memory

(Lesser & Storck, 2001)
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Snapshot Comparison

In perspective with other organizational groupings.

Who belongs Purpose Cohesiveness Duration

Formal 
organization

Hierarchical 
reporting

To deliver a 
product or 
service

Organizational 
goals

Until next 
reorganization

Project 
Team

Management 
assigned

To accomplish 
a specific task

Project goals Until project is 
complete

Community 
of Practice

Voluntary, 
invited or self-
selected

Build & 
exchange 
knowledge

Passion, 
identity, 
commitment

As long as 
interest remains

Informal 
network

Friends and 
acquaintances

Collect & pass 
on information

Mutual needs, 
friendship

As long as 
reason 
to connect exists



Communities of Practice

(Lesser & Storck, 2001, pg 3) 



Shared Knowledge
Common Experience

Online 
CommunicationOrganizational 

Learning

Developing A Community of 
Practice



Research Questions

• How can virtual CoPs be utilized in an OL 
program?

• What are the benefits and challenges in using 
virtual CoPs for OL?

• Virtual CoP the entity of all processes of 
communication, collaboration and 
connectedness.



Context

IBM implementing an International Corporate Volunteer 
(ICV) program to foster OL

- Called as Corporate Service Corps (CSC) in 
partnership with a Canadian non-profit organisation-
DOT (Digital Opportunity Trust) - so that the 
employees work on cross-border volunteer projects, 
alone or in teams, for a period of two weeks to one 
year. Employees work with small businesses, 
government agencies, non-profit and charity 
organizations, and associations in varied industries.



Methodology

• An embedded naturalistic case study (Patton, 1980; Yin, 1984) The 
qualitative design for this study draws upon Glaser and Strauss 
(1999), Miles & Huberman (1994), Patton (1980), and Strauss & 
Corbin (1997).

• Qualitative Approach will be taken in this study
– emergent design
– case study 
– grounded theory 



Methodology
• Data collection & Analysis

– Guided by qualitative methods outlined by Glaser and Strauss 
(1999), Miles & Huberman (1994) and Strauss and Corbin (1997). 

– Questionnaire
– Semi-structured interviews with IBMersfrom all levels
– Organizational artefacts (meeting minutes, web sites, program 

materials)
– Field notes



Overview of OL Tools

IBM Learning 
Solutions
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“We don't really do much in social media with 
our NGO implementation partners. We provide 
a virtual CoP for our participants to blog, share 
pictures and post videos. A small area is given 
to each NGO partner to provide an overall 
summary. But otherwise we don't do much 
more than that.”

Preliminary Findings

“The important question to ask is what value would we 
create by doing more in this arena. If we had a clear 
answer to that question we'd invest more in this 
space.” 



Concerns regarding the use of virtual 
CoPs

Privacy

Multi-tasking 

Not focusing on content

Not being sure in terms of the  
factors that makes one feel 
more engaged with the online 
collaboration tools.



Conclusion

Although previous studies confirmed the important 
role that the quality of dialogue plays in the 
cultivation of effective communities of practice this 
study shows that despite the quality of exchanges, 
virtual CoP are not necessarily utilized due to some 
alternative channels of communication.



Thanks for your 
Valuable Contribution!

Ayse Kok
ayse.kok@kellogg.ox.ac.uk
Educational Studies, Kellogg College, University of 
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