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Building and sustaining
communities of practice

Communities of practice help experts to
share their knowledge with their peers. But
while successful communities of practice
can deliver real business benefits, they are
surprisingly difficult to build and sustain.

Advice and insights from Henley Knowledge
Management Forum shed valuable light on
how best to build communities of practice
that genuinely deliver long-term value –
both to the organisation and to the
employees who are part of those
communities.



In any organisation, enabling those people who are expert in a particular field to better
communicate with each other makes sound business sense. By helping people to share
insights, experiences and knowledge, the organisation benefits by having the widest possible
breadth of expertise brought to bear on the challenges it faces.

At its best, in fact, what emerges is essentially a
community: a group of people who come together – either
face-to-face or virtually – to share information and to learn
from one another. Held together by a common interest in
a given body of knowledge, and driven by a desire to
share their problems, experiences, insights, templates,
tools and best practices, community members deepen
their collective knowledge by interacting with one another
over time. 

That’s the theory, anyway. In practice, establishing and
sustaining such communities of practice (as they are
called) presents organisations with a number of
challenges. As research carried out by Henley Knowledge
Management Forum has highlighted, it’s all too easy for

organisations to discover that they have invested time and resources into creating communities
of practice that are empty shells – rarely visited, and delivering no real benefit. 

The good news is that it’s possible for communities of practice to avoid this fate. By following a
few simple guidelines, organisations can build and sustain communities in which experts
genuinely want to participate – and which, in turn, deliver on their promise of helping the
organisation to cost-effectively tap into the group expertise residing there. Surprisingly,
perhaps, the real issues faced by communities of practice are not technology-led – although
technology can play a part in bringing people together – but instead revolve around a
community’s mission, its membership and its management.

Drivers and enablers

Some aspects of building an effective community of practice are universal. Focus, for one
thing, is critical. The organisation must clearly articulate what it wants the community to
achieve, and make sure that it isn’t seen as just a ‘talking shop’.

Just as critically, that focus then needs to be aligned to the interests of the people participating
in the organisation’s communities of practice – otherwise they will be reluctant to join,
contribute little and eventually leave. In short, people need to see that participating in a
community of practice offers them clear and discernible benefits.
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“Getting the enthusiastic endorsement of some
key influencers has played a major part in
establishing communities of practice within the
organisation.” 
Tim Milner, knowledge project manager, 
Improvement and Development Agency

Collaboration, insight ... practical value

Co-ordinated by Dr Christine Van Winkelen of Henley Management College, the insights
into building and sustaining communities of practice stemmed from a research
programme in which 16 companies, including Abbey National, BT, Cadbury Schweppes
and QinetiQ, participated. There was also a subsequent in-depth follow-up probing the
workings of communities of practice in two of the companies.
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Support for communities of practice is also important. At a minimum, the organisation needs to
make it very clear that it values the work of these communities, and will provide the necessary
freedoms and systems to enable effective participation to take place.

Technology has a role to play here – through email and virtual meeting places such as online
forums – but so does more personal contact. In part, it’s a question of practicality; for a
geographically-dispersed community, face-to-face communication (or even physical meetings)
can be difficult. But the provision of technology for the community also sends out a more
subtle message: one of organisational endorsement.  

Of course nothing succeeds like success, and positive
reinforcement helps emerging communities of practice to
both find their feet as well as their place within the
organisation. Making it easy for emerging communities to
become visible when they can make a difference to the
organisation’s business objectives is one way of doing this,
as is celebrating quick wins and publicising early success
stories that highlight the contribution that communities of
practice can make.

Fostering resilience is useful, too. As with any other
community, communities of practice will have their high
points and low points – especially when the organisation
itself is under pressure or undergoing change. There will be times when progress is rapid, and
periods when it is not. Likewise, the delivery of benefits will be uneven. In short, expect the
unexpected, and accept that communities of practice are a long-term investment – and not a
short-term fix.
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“Be clear about what you want your
communities of practice to achieve – and
equally clear about how that is aligned with the
interests of the people who will participate.” 
Karen Fryatt, business improvement manager, 
QinetiQ



Different strokes

Despite these universal rules, building effective communities of practice does not entail a one-
size-fits-all approach. The organisation needs to fine-tune its strategy to take into account
aspects of the context in which it operates. Indeed, approaches that are desirable and
acceptable in one organisation might turn out to be undesirable or unacceptable in another.

Organisations with very structured or process-centric environments, for example, tend to find
that it pays to take a hands-on role both in building communities of practice and in measuring
the value that they yield. Organisations heavily driven by innovation and R&D, on the other
hand, benefit from deliberately leaving their communities of practice relatively unstructured –
giving them, in effect, the freedom of flexibility and fluidity. Meanwhile, widely-dispersed
organisations – especially those operating on a global basis – tend to find that technology-
driven approaches, such as online forums and meeting places, help emerging communities to
become effective more quickly.

Communities of practice in the real world

At global defence and security technology firm QinetiQ, the
importance of focus is well understood. “Any organisation wanting
to build a community of practice needs to understand very clearly
what its objectives are,” stresses Karen Fryatt, business
improvement manager within the company’s CIO group. “The
business context needs to be very clear, and the community’s
mission made very explicit.”

It’s also important, adds Tim Milner, knowledge project manager at
the government’s Improvement and Development Agency, to
emphasise that participation isn’t an additional chore. “The

message needs to be that communities of practice aren’t about adding to individuals’
workloads, but instead are a tool to help people deal with their existing workload.”

“Face-to-face contact is very important, especially in the early stages of establishing
communities of practice,” adds Louise Kennard, marketing and customer services knowledge
sharing consultant at the British Council. “If you don’t provide an opportunity for people to
meet occasionally, it can be difficult for a true sense of community to develop.”

“Instead of figuring out better ways of
doing things after the event, communities
of practice are a way of getting them right
first time.” 
Louise Kennard, marketing and customer services
knowledge sharing consultant, British Council
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