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1 Introduction 

This dissertation focuses on how organizational change and development can be 
stimulated through employee learning in communities of practice. It is about 
helping polytechnics to become learning organizations - organizations that are 
able to change relatively easily according to signals from the environment, and as 
a result are more competitive – by stimulating teachers’ learning.  

The research presented here is a direct product of my own sense-making process 
as a lecturer in a large polytechnic undergoing complex changes. For that reason I 
am concerned with how, in a radically changing school ecology, teachers can 
learn and adapt their current teaching practices as well as gain new competences 
crucial for working in a changing organization. Organizing communities of prac-
tice is one approach to doing this. In the private sector, communities of practice 
have for some years been recognized as an effective knowledge management 
method for stimulating organizational learning by inspiring learning and innova-
tion among its employees (Fox, 2000; Hakkarainen, Paavlova, & Lipponen, 2004; 
Hinds & Pfeffer, 2003). Communities of practice are organized in the private sec-
tor in order to improve firm competitiveness in the market place through invest-
ment in learning at the individual level (Davenport & Prusak, 1998). 
Communities of practice are defined as “...groups of people who share a common 
set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and deepen their knowledge and ex-
pertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & 
Snyder, 2002).   

Originally developed as a new perspective on how people learn through participa-
tion in social collectives, the concept of communities of practice (CoPs from now 
on) has undergone several major developments since Lave and Wenger (1991) 
first used the term in their study of five learning groups. The most recent devel-
opment points towards the role CoPs can play in organizational development 
(Muthusamy & Palanisamy, 2004; Wenger et al., 2002) by stimulating and facili-
tating organizational learning. 
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Learning is often considered a major contributor to the success or failure of an 
organization (Muthusamy & Palanisamy, 2004). Through learning, organizations 
develop new and possibly rare competences that enables them to gain or sustain 
competitive advantage over rival organizations (Casey, 2005; Lines & Johansen, 
2004). Organizational learning can be defined as a “...process in which informa-
tion, deemed important by the collective, is disseminated by and throughout the 
collective” (Confessor & Kops, 1998, p. 366). Besides a process, organizational 
learning is also seen as a result, such as a change in strategy or new product de-
velopment (Bapuji & Crossan, 2004). In other words, organizational learning is a 
means to an end as well as an end in itself. 

Most of the literature on organizational learning points to the individual as the 
starting point in the learning process (Crossen, Lane, & White, 1999; Lehesvirta, 
2004; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Stahl, 2000). Probably as a result of this, there 
are many examples of organizational development strategies based on improving 
the learning of individuals (Harrison & Kessels, 2004). This focus on individual 
learning is also emphasized in the human resource development literature, where 
the underlying idea is that an improvement of the individual necessarily leads to 
an improvement in organizational capability (Harrison & Kessels, 2004; Watkins 
& Marsick, 1993). An example of this approach in practice would be some type 
of a management training or leadership development program. However, the lit-
erature points out several problems associated with organizational development 
programs focusing solely on the individual.  

One problem has to do with a possible lack of connection between individual 
learning and organizational learning (Huysman & de Wit, 2003). This may have 
to do with the fact that researchers, when studying the subject, have used either an 
individual level learning theory, or an organizational one (Casey, 2005; Lines & 
Johansen, 2004). It could also be connected to the fact that organizational learn-
ing is often seen as an epi-phenomenon of individual learning (Elkjaer, 2001); the 
idea here is that by helping the individual learn you automatically help the orga-
nization to learn as well. However, contrary to what one reads in the prescriptive 
literature, organizational learning has not been inevitably linked to individual 
learning. In fact, much of the literature points to the importance of organizational 
groups such as CoPs in which individuals function, that make this link (Kulkarni, 
Stough, & Haynes, 2000; Mulholland, Zdrahal, Dominique, & Hatala, 2001). 
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Another problem considers training effectiveness. Training programs are tradi-
tionally designed on the basis of a competence gap analysis and focus on the 
knowledge aspect of learning, rather than the practice aspect (Brown & Duguid, 
1991). Research shows that this type of training program usually results in little 
or no transfer from the training environment to the work environment. Rather, it 
ends more typically with employee frustration, not effective organizational devel-
opment (Casey, 2005; Mulholland et al., 2001).  

Problems with organizational development strategies such as those sketched 
above might be mitigated if learning in organizations was approached from a 
community of practice (CoP) perspective. CoPs fit with Boonstra’s (2004) idea of 
organizational development (compared to planned change) as continual change 
and reality construction, where “...organizing, changing and learning are seen as 
interactive processes in which people construct their relations, their activities and 
their meanings...” (p. 3).  

The idea of CoPs is rather recent and the perspective much of the literature takes 
on the topic has undergone several changes. The greatest change is changes from 
describing a process - how an individual learns in a CoP - to prescription - how 
CoPs can be stimulated in order to contribute to organizational capability (Ropes, 
in press). However, the idea that a CoP is a powerful environment for participant 
learning remains unchanged throughout the literature. While learning is often un-
derstood as process based on individual cognition, learning in communities of 
practice is seen as a social collaborative process situated within specific contexts 
(Wenger, 1998).  Also, learning in a CoP is self-directed and linked directly to 
organizational practices, which are two important characteristics for effective 
adult learning environments (Billet, 1999; Johnson & Johnson, 1975; Knowles, 
1978; Terehoff, 2002) and crucial for developing a learning organization 
(Watkins & Marsick, 1993), which is a major aspect of this research.  

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows; first I expand on the context in 
which the research takes place. This is directly linked to the purpose of the re-
search, which is manifested in the problem statement and the research questions. 
Next I give a brief introduction into the methodology I use to answer the research 
questions. I then discuss the practical and scientific relevance of the research it-
self and conclude by describing the actual structure of the dissertation.   
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1.1 Context 

In this section I look at the specific problem from which the research comes from 
and the context in which it takes place. When I first started this research my idea 
was to only look at polytechnic teachers and learning in the context of CoPs. 
However, this was expanded to include other professions as well - specifically 
management consultants - which I could use as a comparison.  

The field of higher professional education in the Netherlands is undergoing com-
plex structural changes at a rapid pace1. For example, mergers between polytech-
nics have reduced their number from more than 400 in 1985 to 56 in 2000 to 41 
in 2007 (Ministry of Education, 2008). The national association for polytechnics 
(called the HBO Raad in Dutch) estimates that the field will level itself at about 
40. Furthermore, polytechnics are starting to merge with research universities in 
an attempt to gain access to new funding as well as develop and reach new mar-
kets.  

Changes in the role higher professional education is expected to play in society 
are also occurring. For example, in one report from the national association of 
polytechnics (HBO Raad), polytechnics are no longer small, local schools con-
cerned with teaching students a vocation, but have changed to regional knowl-
edge centers and knowledge-intensive, service-based businesses. These 
knowledge centers are “...focused on development of up-to-date competences in 
the service of life-long learning, the improvement of education, professionaliza-
tion of employees, and new knowledge development with the private sector” (van 
Bemmel, 2003).  

And while student numbers have been steadily increasing (from 220,000 in 1985 
to 374,000 in 2007 according to the Ministry of Education), budgets have not. In 
fact, government financing has decreased slightly as polytechnics are expected to 
become more efficient, more competitive and generate other types of income. The 

                                                
1 Higher vocational education in the Netherlands is referred to as Hoger Beroeps On-
derwijs (HBO) and take place in polytechnic institutions. In the Netherlands, poly-
technic institutions are called Universities of Applied Sciences. In this dissertation I 
use the term ‘polytechnic’. 
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combined factors of scale enlargement, changing societal role and decreased fi-
nancial certainty are forcing polytechnics to develop new strategies in order to 
remain viable.  

As a member of faculty in a polytechnic in the Netherlands, I work in an envi-
ronment that is rapidly and continually changing.  I briefly outlined a few of these 
changes above but in reality they are much more complex, affecting not only the 
organizational structure of polytechnics but the whole pedagogic framework as 
well. The model given in Figure 1.1 illustrates these changes. During the course 
of my research, I regularly presented this model to colleagues and management at 
my own and other polytechnics as well as at national and international confer-
ences on teaching in higher education.  Most audiences recognize it as describing 
a general trend in higher education. (See, for example, Smeenk, 2007.) 

 
   Figure 1.1. Changes in Dutch higher vocational education (Ropes, 2005) 

The model represents two types of simultaneous change; from A (the current 
situation) to A’ (the desired situation). Shown between A and A’ are the proc-
esses that polytechnics are going through in order to change. The top part of the 
model shows changes in the educational framework. These changes are originally 
pedagogical in nature, which leads to a change in the didactical approach and cur-
ricula (Beishuizen, 2004). In general, the pedagogic approach of polytechnics is 
changing from knowledge-based to competence-based. The didactical approach is 
also changing, from one based on an acquisition metaphor (Sfard, 1998), where 
teachers transfer their knowledge to the students, to a more participative one in 
which knowledge is socially constructed during projects. In other words, the days 
of the teacher standing at the front of a lecture hall relating his or her particular 
expertise and knowledge to a group of busily- scribbling students is giving way to 
the teacher as coach, as mentor and as educational process guide. Students have 
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become more and more responsible for gaining the knowledge they need in order 
to collaboratively solve problems posed in the curricula. Exams are no longer the 
primary instrument a teacher uses to judge a student’s learning. Instead, extensive 
assessments are employed; structured reflections on competences gained during 
the project-based educational experience, as expressed through beroepsauthenthi-
eke producten (which translates as ‘simulated authentic professional products’). 
These changes in the pedagogical framework, as manifested in competence-based 
learning, distance learning, blended learning, e-portfolios, communities of learn-
ers, etc. are forcing a fundamental transformation in how teachers in polytechnics 
are expected to teach (Beishuizen, 2004). 

Finally, changes in the actual curricula are a common phenomenon. Polytechnics 
have traditionally been strongly linked to external (commercial and public sector) 
organizations that have varying degrees of influence on what is to be taught in or-
der to prepare students for the ‘real world’. In fact, most courses at polytechnics 
have some type of external board that verifies curricula content as being pertinent 
to the field and regularly gives advice on curricula development to the school, 
leading to regular changes in curricula. Teaching is in general a complex task that 
takes place in a changing environment (ten Dam, van Hout, Terlow, & Willems, 
2000), but now things have become even more complex and the environment 
even more dynamic. 

The lower part of the model shows another type of change more associated with 
the organization itself. The factors introduced in the beginning of this introduc-
tion – mergers, financial uncertainty and a changing societal role - are leading 
polytechnics to take on more and more organizational traits normally found in the 
commercial sector (Ropes, 2005; Smeenk, 2007) and are trying to be competitive 
by contributing to the knowledge society in ways other than delivering educated 
youngsters to society (HBO Raad, 2003).  

Complex changes are difficult for most organizations and polytechnics are no dif-
ferent. In order to cope, polytechnics are adopting management tools and tech-
niques, new organizational forms and new technologies generally associated with 
the private sector (Smeenk, 2007). In fact, most institutions now employ 
“...greater managerial power, structural reorganization, more emphasis on market-
ing and business generation, moves toward performance-related pay and a ration-
alization and computerization of administrative structures” (Parker and Jary, in 
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Smeenk 2007, p.4). Large-scale mergers and centralization of primary processes 
– such as curricula development – have also taken much control away from the 
individual teacher. These types of change within the organization have serious 
consequences for the teaching profession. Lecturers are now seen more as human 
resources that can be used to meet the goals of the institution, rather than solely as 
teachers working with students in the educational process. In order to generate 
new business, polytechnics regularly offer contract education for the private sec-
tor. Also, applied research centers (lectoraten in Dutch) have been founded in or-
der to link small and medium enterprises with the school through contract 
research. However research, of any kind, has never been a part of the core activi-
ties of polytechnics. These new activities, developed alongside more traditional 
educational practices, are just a few examples of new activities faculty is expected 
to take part in and serve to illustrate changes in the profession. These changes 
combined place strong demands on the teaching staff. New competences, more 
professionalism and stronger links to organizational goals are required of faculty 
members, which in the past has only been responsible for achieving goals more 
typically associated with teaching. 

This research is grounded in a problem arising from complex change in the teach-
ing ecology of polytechnics, namely that multidimensional and complex change 
demands constant learning by faculty. But complex change and the need to learn 
are common to most organizations, only the driving forces behind the need might 
differ. In the Netherlands there is a general tendency towards professionalizing 
organizations in order to improve competitiveness in the private sector and effec-
tiveness in the public sector.  

In my work as a researcher for the Centre for Research in Intellectual Capital I 
came across many organizations experiencing problems similar to those in poly-
technics. Most of these organizations were, like polytechnics, knowledge-
intensive and service-based. Managers in all of these organizations recognized the 
need for organizational development and they saw organizing CoPs as a possibly 
effective way of helping the process. I took advantage of my position and connec-
tions to gain entry into the organizations presented in the case studies.  
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1.2 Goals 

There are two goals to this research. The first is a practical goal that solves a field 
problem associated with organizational development. This field problem arises 
from the complex changes that polytechnic universities are undergoing here in the 
Netherlands. As I discussed above, due to changes in government financing struc-
tures, polytechnics are starting to be managed much more like private sector or-
ganizations in order to gain competitive advantage. Managers of polytechnics are 
being forced to look for new ways of ensuring that faculty members are effec-
tively facilitated in their learning in order to cope with the changes as well as in-
novate. However, as one study showed, teachers in polytechnics experience 
drastically increased workloads and are focusing more and more on the primary 
process of teaching (Miedema & Stam, 2008). This makes workplace learning – 
either formalized or more informal - problematic. Maybe organizing CoPs can 
help.  

The second goal is scientific in nature; I hope to contribute to CoP theory by de-
veloping knowledge and understanding about CoPs as human resource develop-
ment trajectories.  

Practical goal 
The practical goal of this research is to come to a tested set of design principles 
that will help management in polytechnics organize CoPs as human resource de-
velopment trajectories enabling faculty professionalization. This is also called the 
design problem (Andriessen, 2004) because it considers the design and testing of 
a method for organizing CoPs. The design problem considers trying to help poly-
technics to change and develop through employee learning. In order to deal suc-
cessfully with the complex changes facing them, polytechnics will need to follow 
other organizations in their path to becoming learning organizations. Polytech-
nics, like other educational institutions, are now recognizing organizational learn-
ing may play an important role in facilitating change and stimulating innovation 
(Karsten, Voncken, & Voorthuis, 2000) and CoPs as forums for professional 
learning are starting to be formed in polytechnics as one result of this.2  

                                                
2 Consider, for example, the extensive funding by the former Digital University of 
numerous projects surrounding CoPs. 
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Scientific goal 
The second goal of this research concerns developing new knowledge around 
CoPs in order to help solve the design problem. Understanding how CoPs can be 
effectively developed is important because as I discussed above, they have been 
shown to play a role in facilitating organizational development (Bood & Coend-
ers, 2004; Hakkarainen, Paavlova et al., 2004; Laathlean & Lemay, 2002; Saint-
Onge & Wallace, 2003; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002). We know that CoPs 
can and do emerge spontaneously in organizations. We also know that they can 
be ‘artificially’ stimulated in their organization as a way to create, share and store 
organizational knowledge (Eales, 2003). Stimulating CoPs is done through per-
forming certain interventions in order to facilitate the development of the com-
munity and its internal social processes. However, the literature falls short in two 
respects. First, there has not been a solid theoretical grounding of the interven-
tions typically mentioned in CoP literature, nor are the interventions based on 
solid case evidence. Second, there is a lack of empirical work on the effects of 
CoPs on individuals, groups or the organization in which they function. Most im-
pact studies are anecdotal in nature and focus on trying to prove user value. Much 
like other human resource development initiatives, there has been little attempt at 
showing impact through solid empirical research (Spitzer, 2005; G. Wang, Dou, 
& Li, 2002). This research attempts to do this. 

1.3 Research Questions 

The main objective of this research is to help polytechnics to become learning or-
ganizations through stimulating employee learning. CoPs are one way that this 
might be done. This objective, combined with the design problem given above 
leads me to the following main research question:  

How can communities of practice be designed and implemented as forums for 
employee learning in knowledge- intensive, service-based organizations such as 
polytechnics?  

The answer to this question is a combined result of the literature reviews and the 
empirical testing, and comes in the form of a set of tested design principles for 
CoPs. Design principles, or what are sometimes called design propositions “...can 
be seen as offering a general template for the creation of solutions for a particular 
class of field problems” (Denyer, Tranfield, & van Aken, 2008, p. 395).  
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In order to help answer the main research question, I developed several sub-
questions. They also help guide the research. The first one is about grounding the 
design in theory and case-based evidence and is as follows:  

1) What factors are needed to help communities of practice function effectively? 

This question needs to be answered first in order to lay the groundwork for the 
design of a system for organizing CoPs. The answer to this is found in chapter 
two, which might be considered the literature review. The next sub-question con-
cerns the actual design of the system itself, including how it needs to be imple-
mented. This question is: 

2) What does a theoretically effective system for organizing and implementing 
CoPs look like?  

The answer to this question is the system developed in chapter two. I call the sys-
tem the Community of Practice Organizing System, or CoPOS. The next step 
considers how the CoPs organized by implementing the CoPOS can be tested to 
see if they in fact stimulate employee learning beneficial to the organization: 

3) How can CoPs be tested for effectiveness?  

The answer to this question is the research model and set of instruments, which 
can be found in chapter three. The next question is about the final design of the 
CoPOS and is as follows: 

4) What does a tested system for organizing communities of practice look like?  

This question is answered after the end of the empirical chapter (four). At that 
point, the CoPOS will have been implemented and tested in six different organi-
zations.  

The final research question is about the context in which the CoPOS was imple-
mented. This is important to practitioners who are looking for prescriptive advice 
about when CoPs are effective. It is also important to science because it gives in-
sight into factors that affect learning in organizations. This last question is: 

5) What contextual factors contribute to the effectiveness of CoPs?  

The answer to this question can be found in the cross-case analysis at the end of 
chapter four.  
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1.4 Scientific and Societal Relevance 

Community of practice theory is relatively new and underdeveloped. Although 
there is a large amount of practitioner- focused literature on CoPs, there is little 
empirical work. In this sense the research makes a contribution to the general 
corpus of knowledge surrounding CoPs and further develops theory surrounding 
the concept. This research also contributes to the debate surrounding evaluations 
of human resource trajectories by theoretically and empirically linking communi-
ties of practice to organizational learning. 

Furthermore, a review of the literature showed that there is little published about 
CoPs in higher (professional) education. There is some research being done here 
in the Netherlands by groups funded by institutions such as The Digital Univer-
sity, The SURF Foundation and other government- supported foundations, but 
this is still in the formative stage and not well known except within a small circle 
of researchers. There is a growing corpus of work on teacher communities in pri-
mary and secondary schools but most research about communities in higher edu-
cation deals with communities of learners or knowledge building communities 
(such as those used by scientists to further their research), not with communities 
dealing with the profession of teaching.  

The practical relevance of this research lies directly in the answer to the main re-
search question. This is formulated as a set of design rules that can be used in or-
der to guide the design of CoPs in polytechnics. At a more abstract level, this 
research should add to the quality of higher professional education by contribut-
ing to the instruments available for organizational development and HRD con-
sultants. Further practical relevance can be found in the contribution to 
practitioner knowledge surrounding the design and implementation of organiza-
tional interventions, especially in polytechnics. This contribution is an improve-
ment of techniques for the organization of CoPs in both the private and public 
sectors.  

1.5 Research Approach 

The approach I use to answer the research questions is based on what is known as 
design-based research (Andriessen, 2004; A. Brown, 1992; Cobb, Confrey, diS-
essa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003; Collective, 2003; A. Collins, Joseph, & Bie-
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laczuc, 2004; Gorard & Taylor, 2004; Kelly, 2003; McCandliss, Kalchman, & 
Bryant, 2003; Shavelson, Phillips, Towne, & Feuer, 2003). In design-based re-
search, existing theory, case-based evidence and knowledge from practice is used 
in order to come to a solution concept (van Aken, 2004) which can be used as a 
template in order to help solve a field problem. In the case of this research, the 
field problem considers stimulating organizational development through em-
ployee learning. The solution concept will be a set of design principles used for 
organizing CoPs. In a dialectic between theory and practice (Denyer et al., 2008; 
van Burg, Romme, Gilsing, & Reymen, 2008), knowledge is built around the 
context in which generative mechanisms (sometimes known as causal mecha-
nisms) can be facilitated so the desired outcomes are reached (van Aken, 2004). I 
consider that a generative mechanism is “…a cause that affects outcomes in simi-
lar ways across diverse contexts” (Mahoney, 2003, p.4). But, because these 
causes are contingent (Pawson, 2002), knowledge must be developed about the 
conditions under which the mechanisms produce desired results, and just as im-
portantly, when they do not. An example of this from the research is as follows: 
shared understanding is a generative mechanism for group learning. The goal is 
not to try and establish causality between shared understanding and collective 
learning, but to understand the conditions under which shared understanding is 
triggered in order to construct this context so that group learning can occur. In 
terms of social research, I am looking to explain what makes the ‘black box’ 
work during an intervention, not establish the link to an outcome of it.  

The interventions that comprise the design for stimulating CoPs have been gath-
ered from existing cases, especially those done in cooperation with the Digital 
University. Each one is grounded in both theory and case evidence from literature 
as well as case studies done during the research. The complete concept solution (a 
CoP) is tested using a quasi-experimental design (Cook & Campbell, 1979). Once 
the concept solution is tested, the results are studied and any possible improve-
ments to the design are made. Then the cycle starts again. The cyclical process of 
design-based research is illustrated in Figure 1.2 (Andriessen, 2004; Gorard & 
Taylor, 2004). 
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      Figure 1.2. The design-based research process 

Data collection, which is linked to evaluation, is done using mixed methods with 
an emphasis on a quantitative approach. Surveys are used in order to understand 
the learning effects participating in a community has on participants, while inter-
views and open questions on different surveys are employed to gain insight into 
the learning processes of participants and discover possible unforeseen results. 

1.6 Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation has two important aspects to it. The first important aspect is the 
designing of effective CoPs. The second important aspect of the dissertation con-
cerns the implementation of the design and the evaluation of it. In order to do 
this, an evaluative framework was developed and the design tested in a number of 
case studies. 

The research process of this dissertation is based loosely on the model shown in 
Figure 1.2. In this chapter one finds a description of the problem that this research 
concerns and specific questions that will be answered during the course of it. In 
chapter two I develop the design of the CoP. Chapter three is a presentation of the 
evaluative framework and instrumentation. These chapters are a result of a syn-
thesized a literature review that used case-based evidence and knowledge from 
practice. The three questions I wanted to answer were basically the first three re-
search sub-questions as well as a description of what CoPs actually are.  
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Chapter four contains a presentation of results from testing of the system, which 
took place in six different organizations. Each of the implementations is presented 
as a case study and looks at the context in which the CoPs were organized, an 
evaluation of the implementation, a look at the outcomes of the tests and a discus-
sion thereof. The chapter ends with an analysis of the aggregated results and a 
cross-case analysis. In chapter five I present the conclusions to the research. This 
is followed by a discussion of the results and on the entire research process, in 
chapter six. Summaries in English and in Dutch, and appendices follow.  
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2 Designing effective CoPs3 

This chapter is an introduction into the concept of CoPs and develops the theo-
retical framework that guided the design of the system and its implementation.  
First the concept of what CoPs are and an explanation of how they work is intro-
duced. Then a review of the literature is done to look for variables that effect 
leaning processes in CoPs. This was done in order to come to the design of the 
system used for organizing CoPs effectively. I called this system CoPOS, which 
is an acronym for Community of Practice Organizing System. An evaluative 
framework for theoretically gauging effectiveness of the system is presented at 
the end of the chapter.  

2.1 Understanding CoPs 

Originally developed as a new perspective on how people learn through participa-
tion in social collectives, the concept of CoPs has undergone several major devel-
opments since Lave and Wenger (1991) first used the term in their study of five 
learning groups. The most recent development points towards the role CoPs can 
play in organizational development (Muthusamy & Palanisamy, 2004; Wenger et 
al., 2002). The emphasis in the literature changes from describing a process - how 
an individual learns in a CoP - to prescription; how CoPs can be organized and 
facilitated in order to stimulate organizational learning (Schwen & Hara, 2003). 
However, the basic concept remains unchanged: CoPs are self-directed, social 

                                                
3 This chapter is based on:  
Ropes (2007) Grounding Interventions in the Service of Communities of Practice.               

Paper published in the proceedings of the 5th Conference of the International 
Human Resource Network, Tilburg, The Netherlands.  

Ropes (2009) Communities of Practice: Powerful environments for inter-
organizational knowledge alliances? Paper published in the conference pro-
ceedings of the 2nd European Conference on Intellectual Capital, Haarlem, 
The Netherlands. 
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collaborative learning environments focusing on situated practice within a spe-
cific domain and as such are powerful environments for participant learning.  

CoPs are self-directed in that governance is internal and members, not outside 
forces such as management, regulate learning needs. These two aspects make up 
the greatest difference between CoPs and self-directed work teams. As far as 
learning is concerned, in a CoP it is a social collaborative process, not an individ-
ual one. What Wenger (1998) found was that learning is the collaborative nego-
tiation of new concepts or artifacts introduced into the CoP by either the 
individual or the external environment in which the CoP operates. Learning is 
stimulated because the equilibrium in the group’s social and social-cognitive 
structure is disturbed by the introduction of these new concepts, and new learning 
is needed to bring the group back in balance (Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavlova, & 
Lehtinen, 2004). Through an iterative process of reflection and negotiation with 
new ideas and concepts, learning takes place within the social connections of the 
group. This relational-based perspective on learning differs from other individual 
cognitive based learning theories because it considers that the group forms the ac-
tual basis for individual member learning. This social dimension of learning com-
bined with the idea that learning in CoPs is about practice linked to the 
environment in which it exists is what Lave and Wenger (1991) referred to as 
situated learning.  

The different definitions of CoPs all reflect the concept of people learning to-
gether, solving problems and improving their daily practice through social inter-
action. People join CoPs in order to become better practitioners, not just learn 
about practice. Through ongoing participation and sustained interaction with oth-
ers involved in the same domain, members undergo changes in their personal 
identity by becoming more competent in their field (Wenger, 1998). CoPs are 
based on long-term working relationships in a specific domain and similar prac-
tices. They foster group identity, social interdependence, shared understandings 
and strong connections – persistent and sustained institutionalized networks.  

CoPs can vary in their degree of locality. Some are situated within a single busi-
ness unit of an organization, some cross intra-organizational borders, and others 
are inter-organizational and industry wide. One of the case studies presented later 
is an example of this latter type of CoP. 
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A key concept for this research is the idea that CoPs can also be classified as ei-
ther organic or sponsored. An organic CoP is emergent and usually informal in 
nature - informal in the respect that there is no official recognition of the CoP by 
the organization - thus there are no real expected results. These types of CoPs can 
be very innovative but on the other hand in are quite fragile and depend on the en-
thusiasm and dedication of a few core members for their momentum and contin-
ued existence. Organic CoPs are very flexible, changing and evolving as the 
needs of the members change. But, because of their informal status within the or-
ganization, they may not reach their full potential because they receive no facilita-
tion in the way of time, money or recognition from management (Wenger et al., 
2002).  

This research focuses on what are called sponsored communities. Sponsored 
CoPs have full recognition from management and are allotted time, money and 
other facilities. They are considered as an investment and so there are expecta-
tions from management. If management does not feel that there is sufficient re-
turn on the investment, frictions can arise and possibly even lead to the demise of 
the CoP (Thompson, 2005).  

Differences between CoPs and other organizational groups 
Knowing the differences between CoPs and other organizational groups can be 
important for their success (Smith & McKeen, 2003). In one longitudinal study 
Thompson (2005) showed that the fine balance between the formal organization - 
as represented by management and policy makers – and CoPs can be very easily 
disturbed by what the members of the CoP experienced as ‘meddling’. This 
means that they need to be supported differently than other traditional organiza-
tional collectives such as teams. In Table 2.1 differences between traditional 
groups and CoPs are given (Bood & Coenders, 2004; Ropes, 2008). 
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Table 2.1. Differences between CoPs and other organizational groups 

 

At first CoPs may appear to be like other organizational groups such as project 
teams, but this is misleading. The major differences between traditional groups in 
organizations and communities lie in the concepts of self-organization and end-
results (Dekkers et al., 2005).  For example, management constructs teams in or-
der to achieve specific goals formulated in respect to deliverables.  Members of a 
project team are thus expected to take an active role in the team so that the team 
as a whole can produce a pre-specified end result. CoPs on the other hand, are 
made up of voluntary actors who decide their own learning agenda, and deter-
mine what course the CoP takes. Members of a CoP come together because they 
want to learn and share knowledge in order to improve their practice, not because 
of a task assigned by management. Another difference between project groups 
and CoPs lies in the organizational structure. In contrast to a project group, the 
structure of a CoP is not formalized by management, but by the CoP itself – it is 
in fact self-organizing in regards to inter-group hierarchy. In a CoP membership 
is legitimized and hierarchies established through participation and expert knowl-
edge, not by an outside force such as management.  

Networks may have similarities to CoPs, but are fundamentally different in the 
sense that they are usually looser in social structure and have different goals. 
People join networks in order to meet new people in their field, exchange ideas 
and help one another. Also, learning in networks is typically individual in nature 



Designing effective CoPs 

 19 

because each participant decides how and what to share with other members. 
CoPs go beyond a set of relationships: they are about the domain itself and 
through collective learning members develop a shared practice together. This link 
to the domain and practice is why people become members of CoPs.  

Networks are a rich environment for cultivating what is called ‘bridging social 
capital’ which is associated with vertical ties among members of the network 
(Lee & Jones, 2008). These types of ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter, 1973) facilitate 
things such as new alliance formations and information sharing and help build 
reputations by developing interpersonal relationships. On the other hand, CoPs 
build ‘bonding social capital’. Bonding social capital considers close horizontal 
ties among actors with similar backgrounds and principles (Lee & Jones, 2008) 
and facilitates the development of a shared practice. Core members of a CoP 
build bonding capital, while members on the periphery benefit from the bridging 
capital within CoPs (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Learning communities are about just that: learning. The goal of a learning com-
munity is to produce, validate and disseminate knowledge within a particular 
field. Learning communities are organized around intellectual work and building 
theoretical constructs and this is how learning occurs. CoPs are organized around 
practical work focused on improving practice and during the course of this, learn-
ing possibilities occur (Riel & Polin, 2004).  

How CoPs work 
While the specific term ‘community of practice’ is relatively new, the concept is 
not. Wenger, et al. (2002) point out social learning and collaboration have always 
played a role in humankind’s development – from groups of cavemen learning 
from each other how to kindle a fire, to the guilds of Europe, which functioned as 
both a social arena and a training ground for new apprentices. CoPs are all around 
and most of us are members of (at least) one. Most people would, on reflection, 
realize that sometimes they learned during informal discussions with a group of 
peers; people they were friendly with, who worked in the same field and had 
similar tasks and problems. These three aspects of learning form the basis for a 
CoP and are referred to respectively as community, domain and practice. Com-
munity is the social fabric needed for collaborative learning and knowledge shar-
ing; domain is the common ground bringing people together, and practice refers 
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to the tools, body of knowledge and lexicon specific to the group. The elements 
community, domain and practice are what a CoP is based on and how it defines 
itself. Each point is elaborated further below, starting with the idea of domain. 

Domain is what brings the group together; it is what the CoP is about and why it 
exists. Domain “...reflects the context and focus of the joint enterprise that is con-
tinuously negotiated, and concerns the topics of interest, ideas and perspectives 
that a group shares” (Akkerman, Petter, & de Laat, 2008, p.385). 

Practice is the basic body of knowledge that is used by members in order to build 
new knowledge and learn. Practice “...denotes a set of socially defined ways of 
doing things in a specific domain: a set of common approaches and shared stan-
dards that create a basis for action, communication, problem solving, perform-
ance and accountability” (Wenger et al., 2002, p.38). Practice has aspects of both 
tacit and explicit knowledge and can be found in the shared resources such as 
theories, rules, conceptual tools and best practices.  

Community is really about how the CoP works; it considers sustained interactions 
focused on a specific domain and a common practice. Through mutual engage-
ment, interpersonal relations and social capital are developed, making collabora-
tive learning and knowledge exchange possible. Community can be considered as 
what is known as social capital. Social capital theory focuses on how networks of 
relationships can serve as a resource for social action (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 
and considers such things as trust, norms, reputations and networks. Also, social 
capital is understood to make collective action easier by facilitating information 
exchange and learning. 

Social capital has both individual and aggregate components (Walter, Lechner, & 
Kellermanns, 2007). According to Coleman (1988): 

Social capital is defined by its function. It is not a single entity 
but a variety of different entities, with two elements in common: 
they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they fa-
cilitate certain actions of actors – whether persons or corporate 
actors – within the structure. Like other forms of capital, social 
capital is productive, making possible the achievement of certain 
ends that in its absence would not be possible. (p. 98) 
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Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) propose that social capital can be divided into three 
dimensions: structural capital, relational capital and cognitive capital. 

Structural capital considers the systems of networks in which an organization op-
erates and refers to the frequency of contact and connectivity among actors in a 
particular network. This implies that structural capital has dimensions of network 
membership or ties (who you know) as well as patterns of configurations (how 
you are connected). Structural capital is important because it facilitates access to 
knowledge, tools and other important resources to members in the network, re-
gardless of whether or not they participated in the creation. Ratten and Susano 
(2006) suggest that structural social capital can be a result of a built environment. 
While some CoPs may form spontaneously, many are designed especially as fo-
rums for knowledge exchange and development, thus form the network configu-
ration itself.  

Relational social capital compliments structural social capital by providing the 
necessary capability for network members to access group information, knowl-
edge and resources (Lee & Jones, 2008). Much of the literature seems to point to 
trust as the underlying mechanism of relational capital. I follow Nahapiet and 
Ghoshal (1998) by understanding relational capital to have the following four 
overlapping constructs: 

Trust. Trust is perhaps the most important enabler of relational capital (Collins & 
Hitt, 2006). Trust is important for facilitating cooperation and collaboration; high 
levels of trust make for freer and more effective exchange of knowledge and en-
ables creativity (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Some level of trust is essential for 
collaboration to start (Vangen & Huxham, 2003). 

Obligations. Obligations are the commitments, rights, and duties of the collective. 
An obligation is the act or course of action to which a person is morally or legally 
bound and thus relate to ideas of reciprocity (Borgatti & Cross, 2003). The adages 
“there is no such thing as a free lunch” or “one hand washes the other” illustrate 
the idea of obligations.  

Norms. Norms are standards of acceptable conduct that guide and regulate the life 
within a collective. Norms are socially – not individually – defined and held, and 
are crucial for a group to function. For example social norms such as openness to 
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criticism and tolerance of failure are essential for innovative groups (Van den 
Bossche, Gijselaers, & Kirschner, 2006). 

Identification. Identification considers social cohesion – it is the fit between indi-
vidual identity and the larger collective. Social cohesion motivates individuals to 
act out of concern for the group’s well-being, rather than expected rewards 
(Olivera & Straus, 2004). People who identify strongly with the network are also 
more likely to ask for help as well as help others.  

Relational capital is often conceptualized at the level of the individual (Collins & 
Hitt, 2006; Gulati, 1998). Regular interaction between individuals over time can 
form close personal relations. Trust and cooperation between individuals have a 
two-way interaction. In other words, trust facilitates cooperation and continued 
cooperation breeds trust (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Vangen & Huxham, 2003). 
CoPs are based on long –term collaborative relationships that lead to close per-
sonal ties (Wenger et al., 2002) and identification of individuals with the group 
(Wenger, 1998). This also leads to the development of group norms. While norms 
can be implicitly understood, sometimes they are explicitly discussed by mem-
bers of the community (Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2003) and form actual boundary 
objects that help define the community itself.  

A CoP has its own system of informal currency, which governs commitment and 
obligations (Akdere & Roberts, 2008). Community members feel morally obli-
gated to both the collective and other individuals. Obligations and reciprocity are 
usually inherent in a CoP (Laathlean & Lemay, 2002).  

Cognitive social capital is found in shared understandings and meanings, and is 
vital to inter-organizational knowledge exchange and learning (Inkpen & Tsang, 
2005; Ratten & Susano, 2006). Knowledge often has a tacit aspect and can be dif-
ficult to transfer. Cognitive social capital gives CoP members more capacity to 
absorb new knowledge from other members. Borgatti and Cross (2003) found that 
strong ties in closed networks are needed for cognitive social capital to form.  

CoPs inherently build cognitive social capital in several ways. Firstly, they are 
theme-based groups that focus on a specific domain and bring together actors 
who may already have a shared practice as well as a shared language. However, 
shared understanding may not already exist. Coming to a shared understanding 
means first an individual must externalize his thinking by objectifying it into tools 
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that others can appropriate, adjust and refine (Baker, Hansen, Joiner, & Traum, 
1999; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). However, different discourses or thought pat-
terns might impede these processes. In this sense, language forms the basis for in-
teraction and learning in all cooperative environments (Palinscar, 1998). Through 
repeated interaction, a shared discourse is built up, allowing for shared meanings 
to be easier discovered and explored: once again, there seems to be a two-way re-
lationship between shared language and shared meaning. Furthermore, there is a 
two-way relationship between CoPs and social capital; on the one hand social 
capital is a result of the CoP, but on the other hand CoPs purposefully work on 
building it. In fact, without a certain level of social capital, a CoP cannot function. 
Table 2.2 below illustrates how CoPs intentionally develop social capital. 

Table 2.2. Social capital and typical CoP practices 

Dimension of Social Capital Examples of Practices within CoPs 
Structural  Coordinated meetings 

Process facilitation 

Relational Regular (informal) contact  

Explicit avoidance of inter-group hierarchies 

Cognitive Different ways of working together on developing new 
ideas  

Openly sharing experiences in the group 

Focusing on issues from a common learning agenda 

The next section discusses literature that is used to inform the actual design of the 
CoPOS.  

2.2 Designing CoPs and their implementation 

This section describes the process of designing CoPs as human resource devel-
opment (HRD) trajectories, which is the perspective of this study as discussed in 
the introduction. While much of the literature points out that CoPs emerge or-
ganically, I followed a different approach – more similar to Wenger, et al (2002) - 
maintaining that they can be purposefully organized as learning environments de-
veloped for organizational development trajectories.  In this sense, the CoPs I de-
signed are much like human resource development trajectories based on learning 
(de Caluwe & Vermaak, 2002). Wenger (1998) proposes the following paradox; 
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“No community can fully design the learning of another, but at the same time, no 
community can fully design its own learning” (p. 234). My interpretation of this 
is that learning environments such as CoPs need to be facilitated in their learning 
processes, but not their specific design, as would be the case in a more behav-
ioral-type learning environment (Blokhuis, 2006).  

According to the theory discussed above, the factors that influence learning proc-
esses in a CoP -and so should be considered when designing for effectiveness - 
are strong community, situated learning, a focus on practice, clear links to the or-
ganization, self-direction, clear links to organizational learning, varying forms of 
interaction and reflection, and coordination (Akkerman et al., 2008; Thompson, 
2005; Wenger, 1998, 2000; Wenger et al., 2002). These variables are pictured in 
Table 2.3 below.  

Table 2.3. Factors influencing learning processes in CoPs 

Strong community Self direction 

Situated learning Lead to organizational learning 

Focus on practice Varying forms of interaction 

Clear links to organization Individual and group reflection 

Coordinated efforts  

One problem with relying solely on CoP theory for design is that it is underdevel-
oped. Another problem is that there is little empirical work on CoPs (Schwen & 
Hara, 2003). Most evidence of how they actually work, or what factors need to be 
considered when designing them (or even what they actually do) is anecdotal in 
nature. Because of this, other perspectives are needed to ground CoP theory as 
well as enhance the design process. I used the following three perspectives that 
have close similarities to CoP theory for informing the design; 1) human resource 
development theory 2) workplace learning theory and 3) social constructivist 
learning theory. I start the discussion by looking at literature on human resource 
development.  

2.2.1 Human resource development (HRD) 
Human resource development (HRD) literature points out that while there are 
many different interpretations of the concept HRD (Gibb, 2004; Walton, 2003), 
recent literature points towards a trend of moving away from a training based 
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conceptualization of HRD to a learning based one (Doornbos, Bolhuis, & Simons, 
2004; Zahn, 2001). This aspect of learning is closely related to CoPs, in the sense 
that they are learning environments, not training grounds.  

Kuchinke (1999) defined three paradigms that modern HRD utilizes in the design 
of interventions; 1) person-centered, which is aimed at self-realization of the in-
dividual; 2) production-centered, which focuses on attaining organizational goals, 
and lastly; 3)‘principled problem-solving’ which considers individuals need to 
develop, but in social contexts within larger collectives. Principled problem-
solving, Kuchinke argues, is based on the concept of good work, which is ori-
ented to democratic self-direction and responsibility to self and others, and does 
not focus solely on economic returns (1999, p.156). According to Kuchinke, this 
view is closely tied to the concept of a learning organization in the sense that “... 
good work will benefit not only the individual, it can also result in smart workers 
who have the intellectual, moral, and social fortitude and vigor to confront the so-
cial and technical problems of the workplace and arrive at innovative solutions 
that cannot be found in the current system. Employees in this post-formal work-
place are learners and researchers, as well as producers and co-workers” (1999, 
p.156). From a principled problem-solving view, competences are developed 
through experimentation and contextual learning in social settings, and work be-
comes more stimulating, meaningful and productive. This is exactly what Wenger 
(1998) found was happening in the CoPs he at studied at the insurance firm.  

Gibb (2004) considers there to be both realist and constructivist conceptions of 
HRD. A realist conception is based on a social-positivist paradigm and is strictly 
concerned with using HRD in order to achieve definable goals. From a social-
positivist viewpoint, HRD is purely utilitarian, and attention to commonsense 
functionality assumes good HRD programs. A constructivist paradigm on the 
other hand does not discard functionality, but supplements it by adding an aspect 
of imagination and creativity – what Gibb refers to as aesthetics - to the HRD 
process. Although good HRD can be directly linked to functionality, there are 
other factors such as creativity and imagination that also play a role. Gibb (2004) 
argues that a design approach to HRD program development – based on regular, 
cyclical iterations between research, application and assessment - is needed due to 
the high levels of complexity and change in the work environment. A constructiv-
ist approach, in which one facilitates the processes of HRD rather than defines the 
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outcomes, fits with this concept of design quite well.  Furthermore, a constructiv-
ist approach to HRD is important for understanding how to support the individual 
in the pursuit of continuous learning, which is an important issue facing modern 
organizations. Gibb (2004) sees a constructivist HRD conception, and the ensuing 
HRD program designs rooted in such a paradigm, as a rising challenge to the 
dominant social positive based conceptions apparent in many current HRD pro-
grams. According to Gibb (2004): 

Accounts of HRD more clearly and strongly emphasize the prac-
tical, social, and affective contexts of HRD, requiring an under-
standing of people that is grounded not in the lives of solitary 
individuals but in communities of practice. This reflects an un-
derstanding of a changed work and employment environment 
with different material and psychological demands. People seek 
collectively, and value, participation in various kinds of activity 
in work organizations and in life that involve continuous devel-
opment, rather than trading stocks of knowledge acquired inde-
pendently during formal discrete learning events. They see 
themselves as members of and contributing to the existence and 
functioning of communities of practice, rather than being indi-
viduals and accumulating private possessions. (p.67) 

Similar to Kuchinke’s idea of principled problem-solving, Harrison and Kessels 
(2004) maintain a view of HRD as  “... an organizational process (that) comprises 
the skilful planning and facilitation of a variety of formal and informal learning 
and knowledge processes and experiences...in order that organizational and indi-
vidual progress can be enhanced...” (pp. 4-5). Effective corporate education is 
based on situated learning, which is the key to assuring that knowledge workers 
are capable of prospering in a work environment that demands continual im-
provements and innovations (Kessels, 2001). This means that for HRD programs 
to be effective they need to be supported by the learning processes inherent in the 
daily course of operations (Kessels, 2001, p. 501). 

Thus, the literature points out that in changing organizational environments, 
learning- based HRD trajectories are more effective than training-based ones. But 
what are characteristics of HRD programs based on learning, and how and why 
are they effective? These questions are discussed below.   
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Dimensions of effective HRD programs 
Here four aspects of effective HRD programs uncovered in the literature are ex-
panded upon; 1) ‘Androgagy’, or adult learning pedagogy 2) the idea that HRD 
programs need to be based on ongoing processes 3) that a clear link to organiza-
tional goals must be made and 4) that without management support, most HRD 
initiatives fail. I then map out CoP theory onto HRD theory.  

Adult pedagogy 
I understand CoPs to be groups of professionals that come together in order to 
learn and innovate from and with each other in a specific, work related context. 
Approaching community participants’ learning from a pedagogical viewpoint 
based on childhood learners may not be effective because adults learn in different 
ways than children (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2002). Knowles (1978) ar-
gues that adult education should be a field in itself because pedagogy can not ex-
plain the way adults learn, nor the motivation that plays a role in adult learning. 
Knowles’ theory, which he calls ‘Androgagy’ has been a guiding factor in both 
the HRD field and the adult education sector for many years (Terehoff, 2002) and 
can help inform this research as well.  

Androgagy is based on four assumptions that differ from pedagogical assump-
tions; 1) changes in self-concept 2) the role of experience 3) readiness to learn 
and 4) orientation to learning. Knowles (1962,1978) proposes the following key 
characteristics of adult education that reflect the assumptions mentioned above: 

 Adults are capable of self-directed learning and should be guided in this 
process. 

 Adults have an ever-increasing reservoir of experience that is a rich resource 
of learning. 

 People are ready to learn something when it will help them to cope with real-
life tasks or problems. 

 Learners see education as a means to develop increased competence. 
 Adults need to know the reason to learn something. 
 The most potent motivators for adult learning are internal, such as self-

esteem.  
The guiding notions of Androgagy are closely related to a social-constructivist 
perspective on learning in the sense that both perspectives see it as a process in 
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which the individual learns together with others in a self-directed way, develop-
ing the learning environment as they go (Mergel, 1998; Terehoff, 2002). 

Ongoing processes 
In his work on teacher development trajectories, Guskey (2000) comments that 
HRD in education is often seen as a few days of (ineffective) training on a spe-
cific topic that happens off-site. Such a view of HRD, which is common to many 
organizations in varying sectors (Zahn, 2001), does not fit with the concept of 
continuous learning (or life-long learning) which is seen as a crucial factor for  
developing effective organizations (Kessels, 2001). A one-off training seminar 
has merit in situations where a specific skill needs to be learned (such as learning 
how to use a new spreadsheet program) but little impact on the organization as a 
whole because it may not be linked to the daily practice of the participants. Ac-
cording to Guskey (2000) successful professional development “... is not an event 
that is separate from one’s day-to-day professional responsibilities. Rather, pro-
fessional development is an ongoing activity woven into the fabric of every edu-
cator’s professional life. Professional development is an indispensable part of all 
forms of leadership and collegial sharing” (p.14). 

Linked to organizational goals 
In order for management to support HRD programs – a critical success factor for 
any HRD program (and CoPs as well) - there needs to be a clear link to the goals 
of the organization (Guskey, 2000). And while life-long learning is important for 
personal empowerment and affectual development (Commision, 2000), learning 
and innovating in the workplace is typically in the service of the organization as a 
whole (van Woerkom, 2003). Furthermore, from the perspective of Androgagy, 
learners are motivated by the need to solve problems occurring in their daily prac-
tice (Knowles, 1978).  

Supported by management 
Management support is crucial to the success of any HRD initiative, but is not the 
determining factor (Kuchinke, 1999). HRD that employs a learning perspective is 
a holistic and collective process in which every stakeholder plays a role. How-
ever, without management support, there can be practical problems such as lack 
of funding or other operational support. There can also be problems at a higher 
order. For example without a belief in the value of the program as an investment 
in the intellectual capital of the organization, true support cannot happen 
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(Coleman & Earley, 2005) which negatively affects the program. True support 
means that the program is embedded in the organizational system. CoPs must be 
similarly embedded in the organization (Wenger et al., 2002).  

How HRD theory can inform the design of CoPs 
The prescriptive nature of this research, and the specific conceptualization of 
CoPs as being intentionally organized used, is closely related to the HRD per-
spective sketched out above. Following this, effective HRD program design needs 
to consider the seven factors shown in Table 2.4.  

Table 2.4. Important factors for effective HRD trajectories 

Rely on previous knowledge    Self-directed 

Based on ongoing processes    Supported by management 

Situated in nature    Link to organizational goals 

Process orientated  

There are clear links between what both the HRD and CoP literatures discuss as 
effective design. I discuss a few of the more salient points below. 

Firstly, CoPs are based on long term, social-constructivist learning situated in 
professional situations. Secondly, from an Androgagy perspective, participation 
in a CoP is implicitly motivated partially by a desire to learn in order to become 
more competent in one’s field and partially by extrinsic rewards such as status 
given by the CoP itself (Gibb, 2004).  The design of CoPs must take self-direction 
into consideration. In CoPs it is the members themselves, not others such as man-
agers, who are responsible for their learning and the direction it takes. Finally, the 
CoP is links to organizational goals through a process that Wenger (1998) calls 
“alignment”. Alignment is about checking to see if the ‘local’ activities of the 
CoP are aligned enough with other organizational processes in order for them to 
be effective outside of local engagement. Members of the CoP reflect on their 
situation and what their role is in the organization; what the links are, what the 
meaning to the greater collective is or could be, and how to translate knowledge 
between levels. 

2.2.2 Effective workplace learning (WPL) 
Communities of practice function in a professional environment and are as such 
linked to professional practice. A CoP is situated within a larger collective that 
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can be understood as a work-based activity system (Hung & Chen, 2002). One 
example of such a work-based activity system is the workplace. The workplace is 
often presumed to be an inherently powerful environment for learning 
(Nieuwenhuis & van Woerkom, 2007), but some current studies are questioning 
this. For example, studies have shown that WPL is problematic because the 
workplace is based on performance, not learning, and thus has different goals 
(Nijhof, Nieuwenhuis, & Terwei, 2006; Portman, Nijhof, & Nieuwenhuis, 2006). 
In fact, workplace learning may sometimes be seen as a threat to the organization 
and thus not at all desirable (Marsick & Watkins, 1999). However, some organi-
zations understand the need to respond quickly to environmental changes and see 
possibilities in stimulating employee learning, especially for those whose tasks 
change regularly and the problem solving associated with these tasks is non-
routine (Billet, 1999). Vaas (1996, in Onstenk, 1997) developed a model showing 
that when task requirements are high, learning in the workplace is essential. But 
however essential it may be, WPL does not necessarily happen spontaneously. 
According to Reenalda, et al (2006), interventions in the form of new work orga-
nization and processes are needed to enhance WPL because of pressures to per-
form. In this sense studies about WPL can inform CoP design in regards to 
understanding how learning can be facilitated in performance - based environ-
ments.  

Blokhuis (2006), reviewed more than 40 empirical studies on WPL and found 
eight important factors for workplace learning environments that facilitate learn-
ing. Three of these are emphasized in CoP theory: participation, support, and 
communication.  

Participation refers to the ability to take part in the organization’s activities; the 
only variable that is linked to both individual and organizational development 
(van Woerkom 2003). Participation also enhances individual motivation, and 
working together is a dimension of participation.  

Support considers help and encouragement and the ability to learn from mistakes 
in a trustful environment. Coaching and recognition also fall in this category.  

Communication refers to access and availability of information that facilitates and 
forms the interaction of the individual with the environment. Explanations of or-
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ganizational processes, feedback, exchanging experiences and questions about the 
processes are important examples of communication (Blokhuis, 2006, pp.30-33). 

While most theory on WPL looks to the development of competences as the out-
come of the learning process (Blokhuis, 2006; Onstenk, 1997), Nieuwenhuis en 
van Woerkom (2007) argue that the goals of learning in the workplace are two-
fold; productivity, which is focused on efficiency, and innovation. One aspect of 
participation in a CoP is solving daily problems associated with work, e.g. be-
coming more efficient in one’s work processes or doing one’s work better. Inno-
vation, because it operates in a field of tension between the long and short term, is 
problematic for WPL. However, in one study, Nieuwenhuis en Woerkom (2007) 
found that independence, empowerment, feedback and recognition were four fac-
tors that lead to innovative behavior. Innovative behavior is conceptually related 
to double loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1996), and from a WPL perspective, 
depends on the individual’s ability to define and diagnose work related problems 
him or herself (Onstenk 1997, p.188).   

Regarding competence development at the workplace, Nijhof et al, (2006) found 
access and accessibility of information, opportunity to learn and availability of 
support and feedback to be three important factors.  

How Workplace Learning theory can inform the design of CoPs 
Communities of practice are activity - based collectives (Hung & Nichani, 2002) 
typically situated in a larger, work- based organizations. Approaching CoPs in 
this way opens up the possibility to use WPL theory to help inform the design of 
effective CoPs. Table 2.5 below gives the seven factors found in the literature that 
influence learning at the workplace.  

Table 2.5. Factors influencing workplace learning 

Empowerment     Recognition 

Feedback      Independence 

Communication      Support 

Participation  

Some factors such as participation, task autonomy and variation and the possibil-
ity to learn from mistakes are inherent in well-functioning CoPs. Giving feedback 
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and support are also part of participating in a CoP, but the quality of these also 
depends on participant’s interpersonal and group skills.  

The availability of information within the group depends on the willingness of 
participants to share information among each other. However, this can be prob-
lematic due to cognitive and or motivational barriers (Camerer, Loewenstein, & 
Weber, 1988). Cognitive barriers are, among other things, linked to difficulties in 
explicating tacit knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), while motivational bar-
riers are associated with such things as the effort it takes to share knowledge and 
perceived threats to personal advance. However, high levels of social capital 
within CoPs can help overcome these barriers (Brown & Duguid, 2001) by estab-
lishing trust and common understandings. Finally, information from outside the 
CoP is important for its functioning because links to the greater collective are 
crucial for new learning (Wenger, 1998).  

2.2.3 Effective social constructivist learning environments 
The original works on CoPs by Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) as 
well as other, later work (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Breu & Hemingway, 2002; 
Schwen & Hara, 2003; Swan, Scarbrough, & Robertson, 2002) clearly establish 
CoPs as social constructivist learning environments (SCLE). This means that an 
understanding of how effective social cognitive learning environments are con-
structed are important for designing CoP’s.  

According to social constructivist theory, knowledge does not reside in individu-
als, but in the community itself (Hakkarainen, Palonen et al., 2004). In fact, from 
a social learning perspective, a CoP is “an intrinsic condition for the existence of 
knowledge” (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Knowledge is thus built through the interac-
tions of individuals in a social environment. Social constructivism is similar to 
cognitive constructivism in that both theoretical perspectives consider knowledge 
to be actively constructed during a process of discovery, and is understood in 
light of the existing knowledge in a learner’s mind. The main differences between 
social and cognitive constructivism lie in the motivational and collaborative as-
pects of learning. In contrast to individual learning, motivation in a SCLE is both 
intrinsic and extrinsic in nature. Intrinsic rewards are linked to better understand-
ing- for example of a problem or situation - and personal development. Extrinsic 
rewards such as recognition of expertise, praise and authority afforded by the 
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learning community are important to SCLEs because they assure strong links be-
tween individual and group learning, as well as motivate participation. 

Sfard (1998) discusses that two metaphors can be used for understanding learn-
ing. An acquisition metaphor considers that the brain is a sort container the 
learner fills with new knowledge. A participation metaphor can be used to under-
stand learning as an ongoing process occurring during interaction in CoPs. Inter-
action also plays a role in the acquisition metaphor, but only in a limited sense; 
for example the interaction occurring between a teacher and the student. Partici-
pation, on the other hand, means learning by and through becoming a member of 
the community of practice (Portman et al., 2006). However, Sfard (1998) warns 
of dogmatically choosing for one metaphor or the other, because understanding 
learning means using a combination of the two. Illeris (2002) combines the par-
ticipation and acquisition metaphors in a theory of social learning in which 
knowledge is built during processes of interaction and understanding - an internal 
process. Learning is thus a result of both cognitive (internal) and social activities 
surrounding interaction. Illeris (2002, pp.120-121) defined six different dimen-
sions of interaction.   

 Perception is where interaction begins. Perception occurs when the individual 
receives an “unmediated sense impression.” 

 Transmission occurs when another interested person passes on something, or 
influences someone. 

 Experience includes both perception and transmission as well as presupposes 
an activity on the individual learner’s part when he or she acts on the sense 
impression in order to benefit from it. 

 Imitation means a learner tries to do something or act in a similar way as an-
other person, for example an instructor.   

 Activity is goal-directed behavior within a certain context. 
 Participation is the most wide-ranging and broad type of interaction (and is 

linked directly to a CoP in the sense that the individual is functioning in a 
common goal-directed activity and has a specific status).  

Illeris (2002) argues that only through different types of interaction can there be 
what he calls ‘accommodative learning,’ a concept similar to Argrys and Schön’s 
(1996) ‘double-loop learning’. Double- loop learning is about changing the way 
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one actually thinks. One extreme form of accommodative learning, termed ‘trans-
formative learning’ by Illeris, actually changes the learner’s self. Wenger (1998) 
refers to this as ‘re-negotiation of identity’ which is an important aspect of par-
ticipation in a CoP. Transformative learning is demanding on the individual be-
cause it requires a complete restructuring of one’s cognitive and emotional 
streams (Portman et al., 2006). Because of high demands on psychological re-
sources, safe, motivating and trustful learning environments are needed for ac-
commodative learning to occur (Blokhuis 2006).   

The strength of learning environments based on social constructivist theory lies in 
their ability to foster adaptation and flexibility (see Blokhuis, 2006, p.36). This 
can be explained by the fact that in an SCLE there are no predetermined learning 
outcomes. Jonassen (on-line, undated) argues that constructivist-based learning 
environments are less controlled than say, behavioral-based ones, because the 
outcomes of knowledge building are not always predictable. This means that a 
learning environment must foster the learning process, rather than (as in a behav-
ioral approach) control it.  

According to Jonassen, constructivist- based instructional design needs to focus 
on supporting the construction of knowledge. In order to do this, Jonassen ex-
plains that powerful learning environments need to: 

 foster reflective practice; 
 enable context- and content-dependent knowledge construction; 
 support collaborative construction of knowledge through social negotiation, 

not competition among learners for recognition; 
 be based on internal negotiation - a process of articulating mental models, us-

ing those models to explain, predict, and infer, and reflecting on their utility; 
 be based on social negotiation - a process of sharing a reality with others us-

ing the same or similar processes to those used in internal negotiation; 
 be facilitated in the exploration of real world environments and intervention 

of new environments - processes that are regulated by each individual's inten-
tions, needs, and/or expectations; 

 result in mental models and provides meaningful, authentic contexts for 
learning and using the constructed knowledge;  
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 be supported by case-based problems that have been derived from and situ-
ated in the real world, with all of its uncertainty and complexity and based on 
authentic real-life practice; 

 have an understanding of its own thinking process and problem solving 
methods - problems in one context are different from problems in other con-
texts; 

 provide an intellectual toolkit to facilitate an internal negotiation necessary 
for building mental models. 

Johnson and Johnson (1975)  - perhaps the best-known authors on the topic of 
collaborative learning - describe five important characteristics of a learning envi-
ronment that fosters both cognitive and social competences. These are: 

 positive interdependence – group members need to feel linked to one another 
and give commitment; 

 interaction - preferably face-to-face, and shared activities; 
 individual and group accountability – feeling responsible for the group and 

oneself; 
 interpersonal and group skills - leadership, decision-making, trust-building, 

communication, and conflict-management skills; 
 favorable group processing – reflecting on the processes going on within the 

group. 

How Social-Constructivist learning theory can inform the design of interventions 
for CoPs 
The original work on CoPs was based on social constructivism. The five commu-
nities of practice Lave and Wenger (1991) observed were effective learning envi-
ronments that illustrated the factors influencing the SCLE. These factors are 
shown below in Table 2.6. 

Table 2.6. Factors influencing learning in SCLE's 

Shared understandings Interpersonal and group skills 

Common goal orientation Group processing 

Varying types of interaction Group and individual reflection 

Individual and group accountability Real-world problems 
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In his second work, Wenger (1998) expanded the concept of CoPs as a social 
learning environment by defining three aspects belonging to a social learning sys-
tem such as a community of practice entail; engagement, imagination and align-
ment. These notions are linked to what Wenger refers to as “modes of belonging” 
and form the basis for learning. Wenger (1998) uses the three modes of belonging 
as a specific guide to the design of CoPs by explaining that engagement is an out-
come of doing things together such as solving problems, participating in a meet-
ing, or producing new artifacts (different types of interaction); imagination means 
constructing an image of ourselves, of our communities and of our world, in order 
to reflect on our situation and explore our possibilities (reflection on group and 
beyond). Finally, alignment is about checking to see if our local activities are 
aligned enough with other organizational processes in order for them to be effec-
tive outside of our local engagement (Wenger, 2000: pp. 227-228). These modes 
of belonging described by Wenger are very close to the factors important for de-
signing SCLE’s.  

2.2.4 Synthesizing the theories for informing the system design  
At this point characteristics of effective learning environments from three differ-
ent theoretical perspectives have been fleshed out of the literature and mapped on 
to CoP theory. Four major factors seem to be emerging from the theories dis-
cussed above are; those influencing cognitive processes; factors influencing so-
cial processes; factors affecting motivation and finally factors relating to 
coordination. Cognitive factors such as shared understanding and reflective prac-
tice influence processes directly associated with learning. Social factors such as 
interaction and common goal orientation are those that influence the collaborative 
processes. Motivational factors are linked to coping with real-life tasks or prob-
lems, developing competence and self-esteem. Coordinative factors are those that 
relate to the external processes that may affect a CoP, such as management sup-
port, ability for self-direction, communication, and external coordination 
(Akkerman et al., 2008). The model shown in Figure 2.1 illustrates the relation-
ships between factors and learning processes in a CoP and is used to guide the de-
sign of the CoP. 
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     Figure 2.1. Factors influencing learning processes in CoPs 

Understanding what factors influence learning in a CoP are important because 
now interventions can be either developed or found that will stimulate the mecha-
nisms leading to effective learning in the CoP.  

2.3 Organizing CoPs: developing the system 

In this section I develop the actual system for organizing effective CoPs. This 
system is made up of different types of interventions that are linked directly to the 
factors shown in Figure 2.1 pictured above. In order to guide the design process 
Andriessen’s (2004) design cycle model, pictured below in Figure 2.2, is used. 
According to Andriessen, the importance of the design cycle lies in its ability to 
give insight into the complexity of designing and performing organizational in-
terventions in the real world, where both context and process play crucial roles. 
Using Andriessen’s (2004) model also helps to guard the rigor of the final system 
(MacLean, MacIntosh, & Grant, 2002). The final system, in my case the CoPOS, 
is what Andriessen (2004) calls the ‘Design’ and is picture on the right side of the 
model. An explanation of the model and application to this research follows.  
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   Figure 2.2. The design cycle (Andriessen, 2004) 

 
2.3.1 Domain 
The domain section of the design cycle considers two aspects; the class, or type 
of problems that the intervention must solve, as well as the context(s) in which it 
takes place. In this case, the class of problem considers multidimensional change 
that demands constant learning by faculty in polytechnics. The class of contexts 
lies in knowledge-intensive, service-based organizations, of which polytechnics 
institutions are one example.  

2.3.2 Requirements 
The four types of requirements needed to design effective interventions pictured 
in the design cycle model are in increasing order of importance, starting with the 
functional requirements. The limiting conditions, which reflect the specific con-
text in which the intervention takes place, must be taken as immutable and deter-
minant.  
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Functional Requirements 
Functional Requirements are the desired end results and are linked to the problem 
definition, but are flexible and can be adjusted by the designer. In this case, the 
requirement is that the system must generate effective CoPs in which four differ-
ent processes must be stimulated and facilitated, namely cognitive, social, moti-
vational and coordinative.  

1) Cognitive processes. Learning in collaborative environments depends on a cer-
tain degree of shared understanding between the participants. Coming to a shared 
understanding means first an individual must externalize his thinking by objecti-
fying it into tools that others can appropriate, adjust and refine (Baker et al., 
1999; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). However, barriers such as different discourses 
or thought patterns might impede the processes. Palinscar (1998) discusses the 
impact divergent participant backgrounds can have on the functioning of a col-
laborative environment, arguing that language forms the basis for interaction and 
thus learning. Coming first to a shared language, and then to a shared understand-
ing, is both part of the learning process and a result of it. Baker, et al (1999) refer 
to this process as ‘grounding’.  

Furthermore, shared understanding is not just about the specific meaning of 
words. It also implies an understanding of the context in which the words are ut-
tered (Clark and Scheefer, in Baker et al, 1999) as well as some sort of diagnosis 
and feedback. While interventions that lead to mutual understanding need to con-
sider these points, the situated nature of the CoP also must be considered, as well 
as assuring links to previously gained knowledge.  

Another aspect of cognition considers reflection. Reflection is a metacognitive 
concept seen repeatedly in the literature on learning (Boud & Middleton, 2003; 
Hatton & Smith, 1994; Kwakman, 1999) and is considered crucial for (transfor-
mative) learning (Lin, 2001; Lin, Hmelo, Kinzer, & Secules, 1999). Reflection is 
important as it facilitates both alignment and imagination (Wenger,1998). Inter-
ventions that promote regular intervals of group reflection should contribute posi-
tively to both the learning and creative process (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), as 
multiple perspectives and feedback promote both collective and individual under-
standing (Lin et al., 1999).  
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2) Social processes. Concerning social processes, group and interpersonal skills 
play an important role in collaborative learning environments (Kwok & Khalifa, 
1998; Pritchard, Stratford, & Bizo, 2006) and can be developed separately or in-
cluded as one dimension of other interventions. Enhanced group processes can 
help lead to strong community, as can a common goal orientation (Bunderson & 
Sutcliffe, 2003; Button, Mathieu, & Zajac, 1996).  Strong community is also re-
lated to psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), which means members of the 
CoP must experience it as a safe place for experimentation where there is room to 
learn from mistakes. Finally, different types of interaction are important for social 
process as well and so variation of work forms should be built-in to the system.  

3) Motivation. Motivation can be either intrinsic or extrinsic. The requirements 
for this system are that it focuses only on intrinsic motivation for its functioning. 
This means that interventions must be able to convince members of the added 
value of participation; improved competence, new knowledge for solving prob-
lems, raised self-esteem and new contacts.  

4) Coordination. Coordinative processes are about garnering support from man-
agement, assuring self-direction and experimentation and practical coordination. 
In this sense it is linked to structural social capital as discussed above. Meetings 
must be planned and communicated; both management and participants need to 
be convinced of the possibilities of the CoP (communicating the answer to ‘what 
is in it for me?’ is an important coordinative aspect for the realization of the CoP 
that is directly linked to motivation). Through regular meetings relational and 
cognitive social capital is enhanced allowing for easier experimentation within 
the group. Finally, promoting self-direction through specific work forms during 
the meetings is important.  

Limitations 
Limitations are the boundaries set by the designer and consider practical issues 
such as time for design of the intervention and its implementation. The limitations 
for this research consider that practical knowledge developed about organizing 
CoPs in a previous Digital University project must be used as much as possible 
due to the limited time factor of this study.  
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Operational requirements 
Operational requirements consider the ‘ease of use’ by the end user. For this re-
search, there will be several end users. One is the manager who will need to un-
derstand how CoPs can help with organizational development in order to support 
the initiative for organizing CoPs. Another end user is the change-agent, who will 
need to understand what mechanisms within the intervention are triggering the 
desired (or undesired) result, which is an effective CoP. Furthermore, the actual 
trajectory will need to be explicit and uncomplicated (Romme & Damen, 2007). 
One problem with any organizational development initiative lies in the fact that 
“…without a set of (relatively simple) principles and rules to communicate state-
of-the-art knowledge relating to these processes, practitioners and consultants 
may easily take off in the wrong direction. It is the explicit nature of such-in 
themselves obvious-rules that makes them effective and compelling” (Romme 
&Damen, 2007, p.118).  

Limiting conditions 
Limiting Conditions are the environmental demands upon the method and must 
absolutely be met. In other words the context in which the system will be imple-
mented is of major importance. The CoPs will be organized in knowledge-
intensive, service-based organizations that are under continual pressure to inno-
vate. Employees in these organizations are typically faced with complex, non-
routine problems that stimulate the need for continual learning. However, the 
workplace is not necessarily conducive to learning because of the pressures to 
perform. Performance, which is related to short-term goal orientation, is often 
more emphasized than learning, which is a long-term orientation. A short-term 
orientation is reflected in the training-based type of HRD normally done by orga-
nizations (Adey, 2004). Management typically looks towards short-term based 
training because it is unsure of the benefits of long-term trajectories. Trainings 
are also seen as comparatively less expensive than long-term trajectories in terms 
of man-hours invested in them. Because of this, the system must be low-cost in 
terms of time dedicate by participants. Second, a certain amount of flexibility 
must be inherent in the system, due to pressures of the workplace that can some-
times dominate. Finally, appeal to intrinsic motivation must be strong due to the 
limited instruments available to stimulate extrinsic motivation. This is also done 
through the individual parts of the system, which are the interventions. The limi-
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tations associated with each intervention, if any, are discussed in a section that 
follows.  

2.3.3 Design of the system  
In this section the actual design of the system is given. There are two aspects that 
need to be considered; the object design, which is the individual intervention per-
formed as part of the CoP system and the process design, which refers to how it is 
executed.  

Object design (CoPOS) 
In the Digital University project called ProCoP, thirteen interventions were de-
veloped as tools for the specific purpose of organizing CoPs in HBO’s (Dekkers 
et al., 2005). Some interventions were developed during the ProCoP project, 
while other, existing ones were found in literature reviews done during the pro-
ject. Both types were put into what was called the ‘Toolbox’. Each of the thirteen 
interventions was tested in the field at least once, and was consequently adjusted 
if needed. While these interventions suited the purpose of the project adequately, 
the theoretical grounding of them was weak, and the testing not especially sys-
tematic or rigorous. I used the framework developed in the previous section to 
find the underlying mechanisms in each of the ProCoP interventions, and to see 
how each the interventions theoretically work. Then I choose five interventions 
that would lead to effective CoPs based on the premise that the four factors or 
processes of the model shown in Figure 2.1 must be considered. One intervention, 
the first about motivating management and participants, was not part of the Pro-
CoP intervention toolbox so needed to be developed. In the following text below, 
the interventions are introduced that formed the original system for organizing 
CoPs, in the order that they took place in the first iteration.  

Intervention one; presenting the business case to the management and partici-
pants 
This intervention is about convincing management and potential CoP members of 
the added value of CoP because both must see the relevance of a CoP for their 
specific situation. According to the model, if management does not see the bene-
fits of CoPs, then no matter what the costs are, they will probably not support the 
effort (Blunt, 2003; Wenger et al., 2002). The same holds true for participants.  
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This intervention, which was not part of the Toolbox, is made up of two separate 
PowerPoint presentations, one for management and one for potential members. 
The two presentations are nearly identical and include explanations of; 

 how a community of practice works. 

 the costs of participating in a CoP. 

 the benefits of participating in a CoP, both to the individual and the orga-
nization. 

 examples of interventions that could take place during the meetings. 

Along with a PowerPoint presentation, participants receive a short written expla-
nation of CoPs in an invitation letter or email.  

Intervention two; CoP Kick-off meeting  
The purpose of this intervention is to influence social and cognitive processes in 
the group, as well as to stress that the CoP is a place where the members decide 
for themselves what they want to learn within the domain. The intervention can 
be broken down into smaller parts, based on activities. The meeting starts by a 
general explanation of why everyone was invited and the domain of the possible 
CoP, followed by individual introductions and a group discussion about what it 
means to be a part of a CoP. The second part of the intervention starts the devel-
opment of a common learning agenda for the community.  

Developing the learning agenda is probably the most crucial of the interventions 
in that it serves as it serves as a basis for the whole learning and collaborative 
process within the CoP. The learning agenda focuses and defines the domain of 
the group as well as make the goals of the group more concrete and operational. It 
helps to create a shared understanding about what the group wants to learn in re-
gards to the domain.  According to Bood and Coenders (2004), both individuals 
and groups that have a learning agenda are much more aware and focused on their 
personal development. They comment that a learning agenda “...stimulates an ac-
tive learning orientation and serves to focus attention to long-term personal de-
velopment” (p. 95).  

Another crucial aspect of the learning agenda is linked to the important factor of 
self-direction because it represents what is important to the members of the CoP 
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first and the greater organization second. Other mechanisms triggered during this 
intervention are coming to a shared understanding and developing a common goal 
orientation, which are also crucial to CoPs’ functioning.  

The intervention proceeds as follows: first, participants are asked to speak to an-
other about what problems or concerns they have in their daily practice and what 
they would like to improve or change. These are written down and then taxono-
mized with the entire group. During this activity, two processes important for 
knowledge building are set in motion, namely explication of implicit knowledge 
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Stahl, 2000) and grounding, which refers to how 
through language, shared meaning is gained (Baker et al., 1999). Next, the group 
decides upon what items take priority and ultimately form the CoP’s learning 
agenda. The first item on the agenda serves as the basis for the following meet-
ings.  

Intervention three; storytelling  
This workshop focuses on creating a shared understanding as well as reflection. 
Storytelling in organizations has been shown to be an effective way for individu-
als to reflect on their own practice while at the same time giving insight into that 
practice so that others can understand it better (Swap, Leonard, Shields, & 
Abrams, 2001). Boyce (1996) argues that storytelling is an important tool for or-
ganizational renewal and participation, while Boje (2001) sees storytelling as a 
way to construct organizational reality. In her critical review of storytelling litera-
ture, Boyce (1996) found research indicating that storytelling is a valuable in-
strument for; expressing the organizational experience of members; problem-
solving and action research; confirming shared experiences and meanings; orient-
ing and socializing new organizational members and co-creating vision and strat-
egy. Abma (2003) found that an important aspect of a storytelling intervention is 
that a problem common to the group is presented in a different context, enabling 
others to reflect on their own practice.  

Intervention four; workshop on using deBono’s Six Thinking Hats 
The Six Thinking Hats system has been used in organizations for improving 
group process (Belfer, 2001), promoting creativity (Foulds, 1997), defining group 
roles (Jensen, Feland, Bowe, & Self, 2000;Wang, 1999) and helping individuals 
to find a role in the group suitable to both the individual himself group, which is a 
major problem for new entrants (Schein, 1988 in Wang, 1999). Ego defense, a 
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problem common to group discussions, is also lessened due to the role-playing 
aspect of the system (de Bono, 1985). The artificial and “…deliberate action of 
wearing the six hats creates useful contexts to be free to think in the mode of feel-
ings and emotions (red hat), critical thinking (black and yellow hat), creative 
thinking (green hat), objective thinking (white hat), thinking about the process it-
self and to coordinate the other modes (blue hat)” (Carl, 1996, p. 7). 

The Six Thinking Hats are used here specifically as an instrument for improving 
group process by artificially determining and regulating the dynamics of the 
group conversation in a way that allows a topic to be discussed in a broad, delib-
erate manner rather than by traditional argumentation styles, which typically have 
a narrow focus (de Bono, 1999). After a short introduction to the different hats, 
and an explanation of how they are used, a problem from the learning agenda is 
discussed using the Hats.  

Intervention five; presenting a case from the praxis (of either an outside expert, 
or from a participant) 
This intervention focuses on linking the local practice of the CoP participants to 
broader (global) practices (Wenger, 1998). A CoP is a forum where practitioners 
can overcome the gap between research and practice by understanding the links 
between their everyday work and new developments in the field (Wesley & 
Buysse, 2001). Furthermore, reflection on the implications of social, political and 
cultural forces on one’s actions – and vice-versa - is one of three types of ‘reflec-
tion-on-action’ (Schön, 1983) that should take place as part of professional devel-
opment (Hatton & Smith, 1994).   

Intervention six; evaluating the CoP  
This intervention developed during the DU ProCoP (but largely based on Bood 
and Coenders, 2004) project employs a tool that has two purposes. One is to help 
members reflect on different aspects of a CoP; its right to exist and the place it 
has in the practice of the members and the organization; the social capital that 
binds the community; the identity of the community in the larger, global sphere; 
operational considerations such as basic facilitation (time, space, etc.); the results 
of the community – seen in new knowledge for the practice and the field in gen-
eral and finally the currency of the learning agenda. Members are stimulated to 
consider all of these aspects from both a singe-loop perspective; are we doing 
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things right? and a double-loop one; are we doing the right things? (Argyris & 
Schön, 1996). This is also an evaluation of the processes involved as the ques-
tions are directly linked to implementation of the CoPOS. 

The intervention also serves to give me insight into the implementation of the 
CoPOS so I can improve it or gain information on it for later evaluation and the 
cross case analysis.  

The following table based on Bood and Coenders (2004) shows an outline of the 
points of evaluation. 

Table 2.7. Evaluation framework for the CoP 

Point of evaluation  
 

Description 

1. Embeddedness of the 
CoP in the organization 

A CoP is part of a larger collective and should contribute to this. 

2. Social Capital People and relationships are the crucial to effective learning proc-
esses. 

3. Identity The degree to which the CoP is seen by outsiders as a whole.  

4. Management support 
and facilitation 

Basic facilitation such as time and space, but also in process.  

 

5. Domain  The theme that the CoP has. 

6. Learning agenda The currency of the questions arising. 

Process design 
The system is based on an implementation period of about one year, although the 
actual length is determined by the participants themselves. Meetings should take 
place every other month and last about three hours, but specific details are dis-
cussed with each group.  

Previous to the first meeting, participants receive an explanation of the concept of 
CoPs, including an explanation of the benefits and costs of participating in one. 
For those groups participating in my research, an explanation of the implications 
of this was also given. Specific coordination considers arranging meeting times 
and places, taking notes during the meeting, communicating with management 
and CoP members and possible development of a website. These are discussed 
with the management. Below are other process considerations linked to each of 
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the meetings. The most important limitation is time; the interventions may need 
to be adjusted accordingly. 

Meeting One (Intervention: CoP Kickoff) 
The first meeting is about getting to know one another (if this is not already the 
case) and what it means to take part in a CoP. A short discussion about whether 
or not everyone is willing to invest in the CoP can be started, but the material sent 
out before this meeting should have been the first ‘filter’. Getting acquainted is 
also about finding common learning goals. This is done using a simple interven-
tion. Participants are asked to write down three questions they would like to dis-
cuss in the CoP. Then each participant discusses these with the person sitting next 
to him or her. Then he or she rewrites the questions on a post-it note. These are 
placed on a flip-over and then taxonomized by the whole group. A discussion is 
then started to see which ones will be worked on first and if there is any further 
input needed. This list is called the learning agenda. The facilitator, or someone 
appointed by him/her, makes sure the learning agenda is transcribed and sent to 
all participants immediately following the meeting and again as part of the an-
nouncement for the next one.  

Meeting Two (Intervention: storytelling) 
Before this meeting starts, participants have received the notes from the last one. 
Also included in the invitation to this meeting is an introduction to the interven-
tion that will take place. This meeting uses storytelling, especially Socratic Ques-
tioning (Carey & Mullen, 1994) as the way of working. (See the ProCoP guide – 
available on request by author - for details of the actual intervention.) Notes on 
the meeting are sent to the participants immediately following the meeting as well 
as in the invitation for the next one. 

Meeting Three (Intervention: Six Thinking Hats) 
Meeting three is a continuation of the last one. Using the common learning 
agenda as their guide, participants write down the important points from their 
story and tell this to the others, pointing out several specific problems that he/she 
is having. At the end, the facilitator sums up what has been learned and discusses 
this with the group. Several problems are chosen to be discussed in the workshop 
that immediately follows, which is the intervention using de Bono’s Six Thinking 
Hats.  
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In preparation for the next meeting, participants are asked whom they could invite 
to talk to the CoP in relation to the group’s learning agenda, or volunteer them-
selves. 

Notes on the meeting are sent to the participants immediately following the meet-
ing as well as in the invitation for the next one. 

Meeting Four (Intervention: praxis) 
At this meeting one or more experts present a case from their praxis. Experts can 
be from within or without the CoP. Each participant is asked to consider how the 
case could be applicable (or not) to their own praxis. Notes on the meeting are 
sent to the participants immediately following the meeting as well as in the invita-
tion for the next one.  

Meeting Five (Intervention: group reflection) 
This meeting focuses on group reflection guided by the intervention on evaluation 
of CoPs. This is the last meeting and the question of continuation also should be 
discussed using the evaluation as a guide.  

2.4 Evaluation 

The next step after developing the object and realization designs is a theoretical 
evaluation. The guiding question is ‘have all the important factors been accounted 
for?’ In order to facilitate the evaluation process, the matrix shown below in 
Table 2.8 was used. This evaluation is based the model informing the design; the 
desired outcomes of the interventions are the factors that influence learning in a 
CoP. 
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Table 2.8. Interventions and their outcomes 

Desired out-
comes/Intervention 
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                                                                     Cognitive factors 

Reflection  x   x x   

Shared understandings  x x x  x   

Use of prior knowledge   x x    x 

Situated in nature  x x x x    

Focus on practice  x x x x    

                                                                         Social factors 

Improved group process   x x  x   

Varying types of interac-
tion 

 x x x x x   

Strong community       x  

Common goal orientation  x  x  x   

Participation  x x x x x   

Group reflection    x x x   

Improved interpersonal 
skills  x x x   

  

Improved group skills  x  x  x   

                                                                      Motivational factors 

Coping with real-life prob-
lems       

x x 

Raising self-esteem       x x 

Improved competence       x x 

                                                                       Coordinative factors 

Management support x       x 
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Desired out-
comes/Intervention 
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Self-direction  x  x  x  x 

Experimentation  x x x  x   

Link to organizational 
goals 

x    x x   

Coordination        x 

Communication        x 

What can be concluded from the above matrix is that the interventions theoreti-
cally address most aspects of the design requirements. In fact, most interventions 
should result in a broad range of overlapping outcomes. Some factors are not spe-
cifically addressed, but are inherent in a CoP as part of a two-way relationship. 
For example strong community is built by sustained engagement. Raising self-
esteem is a theoretical result of being part a CoP member. The same is true for 
improved competence and coping with real-life problems.  

In the next chapter the research methodology and instrumentation for testing the 
system is presented.  
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3 Design and instrumentation4 

The previous chapter presented the theoretical design of a system for organizing 
effective CoPs. This I call the CoPOS (Community of Practice Organizing Sys-
tem). In this chapter the research model used to test the design is developed. The 
model on which the system is based shows that in order for CoPs to be effectively 
organized, cognitive, social, motivational and coordinative factors need to be 
considered. According to the theoretical evaluation, the design satisfies these re-
quirements. The next step in the research is to test to see if the system actually 
works. This is done by testing the outcomes of the system in regards to individual 
and group learning outcomes.  

This study is about how CoPs can be organized in order to stimulate organiza-
tional learning (OL). In order to judge the effectiveness of the system in doing 
this, a number of variables are defined and tested for. The discussion begins with 
a look at OL and how it is conceptualized in regards to CoPs, the point being to 
make a clear link between learning outcomes and OL. Then other outcomes of 
CoPs are discussed and finally the methodology and instrumentation are dis-
cussed. 

3.1 OL and Knowledge Building: the role of CoPs 

Original OL theorists maintained that for OL to have occurred, there must be an 
improvement or change in one or more aspects of organizational performance. 
However, more recent literature looks at organizational learning from a process 
viewpoint. For example, Fiol and Lyles (1985) define OL as “...the process of 
improving actions through better knowledge and understanding.” Argyris and 

                                                
4 This chapter is based on: 
 Ropes (In press) ‘Measuring the Impact of Communities of Practice.’ International 

Journal of Learning and Intellectual Capital. 
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Schön (1996) consider OL to have occurred when a problematic situation is expe-
rienced by organizational members and attempts to solve it on the organization’s 
behalf is made.  Mulholland, et al (2001) describe OL as an interactive process 
between workers who “…among other things, share stories, offer advice, adapt to 
new tools, and copy the behavior of respected colleagues” (p. 337). Huber (1991) 
on the other hand, argues that not all learning leads to a change in behavior, but 
that sometimes there is merely a change in the cognitive map or understanding of 
the individual, which increases the range of an entity’s potential behavior and 
thus the potential effectiveness. According to Huber (1991), OL occurs if “… any 
of its units acquires knowledge that it recognizes as potentially useful to the orga-
nization. A corollary assumption is that an organization learns something even if 
not all of its components learns that something” (p.89). Berends, Boersma, and 
Weggeman (2003) add that OL processes must also have an element of new 
knowledge transfer for them to be effective.  

Another important notion of OL is that a corporate body of knowledge exists and 
if attempts are purposefully made to add to it, then one can say that OL has oc-
curred (Confessor & Kops, 1998). This is what organizational knowledge build-
ing is about: intentionally trying to add to the organizational body of knowledge 
in order to attempt to improve its effectiveness. This might occur at the individual 
or group level, for example within CoPs. 

Most of the literature considers OL to be a cyclical, iterative process linking indi-
vidual, group and organizational levels (Bapuji & Crossan, 2004; Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995; Stahl, 2000). CoPs play a dual role in OL from a cyclical per-
spective; first, they can be a source of new learning on their own. Secondly, be-
fore new knowledge is integrated into the organization, it must first be validated 
by a collective – such as a CoP - before it can become part of the corporate body 
of knowledge (Stahl, 2000). Thus, OL and the role of CoPs therein can be con-
ceptualized in two general ways. First, OL can be linked to learning processes of 
groups or individuals (Driver, 2002), such as what happens in CoPs. Secondly, 
CoPs produce and verify new knowledge that leads to a change in the corporate 
body of knowledge. The conceptual research model shown in Figure 3.1 illus-
trates the link between CoPs and OL.  
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            Figure 3.1. Conceptual research model 

3.2 CoPs and learning: perspectives, processes and outcomes 

In this section I elaborate on how learning forms the link between CoPs and OL 
by reviewing four of the most cited works on CoPs (Cox, 2005), starting with 
Lave and Wenger (1991).  

Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger first used the term “Community of Practice” in 
their book entitled Situated Learning: legitimate peripheral participation, in 
which they studied the learning behaviors of five natural groups (Lave & Wenger, 
1991). What they observed was that people learn in a social context through on-
going interaction. They found that learning was not a dyadic function between 
teacher and pupil far removed from practice, but rather an experience, or process, 
wherein many different actors play a role and where knowledge is situated in a 
specific context. The resulting theory, which portrayed novices as learning while 
participating in a community of practice, they called Legitimate Peripheral Par-
ticipation (LLP). LLP considers that learning is situated in practice and takes 
place in a mixed social configuration of experts, less experienced practitioners 
and novices. Through observation and social interaction, new members of the 
community of practice learn and progress toward expert level. In Lave and Wen-
ger’s book, the CoP is understood to be the environment in which one learned; 
there was no explicit goal related to the CoP itself (such as innovation or knowl-
edge building). The result of participating in a CoP was that one became an ex-
pert in the domain of the CoP by becoming more competent in it. Since Lave and 
Wenger’s original work, there has been three other major pieces that have influ-
enced the theory and practice surrounding CoPs. The first one is a study of copy 
machine repair technicians done by Brown and Deguid (1991); the second is a 
phenomenological study of an emergent CoP done by Wenger in 1998 and the 
third is a prescriptive book on organizing CoPs in the service of OL, written by 
Wenger, McDermott and Snyder in 2002.  
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3.2.1 Brown & Duguid (1991) 
In their study on organizational learning and CoPs, Brown and Duguid looked at 
how a group of copy-machine technicians learn while working together. Using a 
social-cognitive theoretical perspective, the authors describe how the technicians 
solve complex problems together by avoiding the use of the organization’s ‘ca-
nonical’ knowledge and relying on their community of practice. Through shared 
stories about their practice, the technicians are able to expand and develop new 
knowledge about the machines they repair – knowledge that is missing from the 
service manuals distributed by the main organization. In this way, learning, work, 
innovation and performance are intertwined in the daily activities of the techni-
cians. Shared understandings about their work are developed through participa-
tion in the CoP. New knowledge - embedded in practices, procedures and insights 
- is saved, distributed and used by the whole community of technicians them-
selves. Participation in the CoP increased the technician’s capabilities as well as 
contributed to the effectiveness of the organization. In a later work, Brown and 
Duguid (2001) argue that individual learning and collective knowledge building 
are in fact indications that organizational learning has taken place. 

The description of CoPs Brown and Duguid give differs from the original concep-
tion of CoPs in the sense that Lave and Wenger described a learning environment 
where novice participants became more competent in the context of a socially 
constructed group, through participating either actively or passively in the activity 
system. Brown and Duguid describe CoPs as learning environments made up of 
more or less equals who build knowledge together in a social situation. Knowl-
edge building is different from traditional ideas of learning in two ways; first it is 
a social collaborative process and second it focuses on explicitly improving ideas 
or situations (Scardmalia & Bereiter, 2006).  

Furthermore, Lave and Wenger’s original work focused mostly on how individu-
als learned. While social-cognitive learning theory such as Brown and Duguid de-
scribe includes individual learning, the group, or CoP, is the focus because it 
forms the direct environment for learning. Group learning is “… an ongoing 
process of reflection and action, characterized by asking questions, seeking feed-
back, experimenting, reflecting on results, and discussing errors” (Edmondson, 
1999, p.353).  Learning processes in a CoP are no different than in other groups, 
but the goal for a CoP as a group is to build knowledge around a specific domain; 
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learning takes place while doing this. CoPs situated in an organizational context 
thus build knowledge in the service of the organization and the outcomes of this 
learning are new knowledge products (Brooks, 1994) or what Wenger (1998) 
called ‘boundary objects’. These can take the form of research reports, memos, et 
cetera and form connections between the CoP and the wider organization. Bound-
ary objects may lead to innovations such as a solution to an organizational prob-
lem, the development of a new product or a new process design. Thus, according 
to Brown and Duguid, an outcome of group learning in a CoP is innovation. 

Innovation can be divided into two main categories, namely incremental innova-
tions and radical innovations (Stam, 2007). For example, the solution to an orga-
nizational problem falls in the category of an incremental innovation, while the 
development of a complete new product or process is a radical innovation. In a 
cyclical perspective of OL, the CoP verifies the importance of the innovation in 
regards to the greater collective and subsequently passed on to other parts of the 
organization where it becomes part of the corporate or organizational store of 
knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Stahl, 2000).  

In summary, Brown and Duguid found that CoPs are knowledge-building envi-
ronments that play an important role in facilitating problem solving, building and 
verifying new knowledge and contribute to organizational learning by increasing 
individual effectiveness and innovating.  

3.2.2 Wenger (1998) 
Wenger (1998) studied a group of claims processors in a large insurance firm for 
a year long. This research helped him to further develop the idea that CoPs link 
individual learning, social practice and organizational learning. What Wenger 
found was that the group of claims processors was going through several different 
and simultaneous processes. Newcomers were being introduced and participating 
in the CoP on a regular basis, and much of their learning on the job could be as-
cribed to participation in it. In this sense the CoP functioned as a strong, social-
cognitive learning environment for novices, much like the one described in the 
work of Lave and Wenger (1991). In the narrative of the claims processors, one 
reads that the CoP of which they were part of was important because it helped 
them to form a professional identity, to give meaning to their work and to allow 
for reflection on their practice.  
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What Wenger (1998) found was that learning is the collaborative negotiation of 
new concepts or artifacts introduced into the CoP by either the individual or the 
external environment in which the CoP operates. Learning is stimulated because 
the equilibrium in the group’s social and social-cognitive structure is disturbed by 
the introduction of these new concepts, and new learning is needed to bring the 
group back in balance (Hakkarainen, Palonen et al., 2004). Through an iterative 
process of reflection and negotiation with new ideas and concepts, learning takes 
place within the social connections of the group. This relational-based perspective 
on learning differs from other individual cognitive based learning theories be-
cause it considers that the group forms the actual basis for individual member 
learning. Especially important is that learning is a process that results in new arti-
facts in the form of stories, new processes and new knowledge, which through the 
practice of the participants, becomes part of the organizational routine, or corpo-
rate body of knowledge, and thus OL has occurred.  

3.2.3 Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) 
In their book, “Cultivating Communities of Practice” (Wenger et al., 2002), the 
authors take a managerialistic perspective on CoPs. Their approach to CoPs is 
prescriptive rather than descriptive in nature – they discuss CoPs as being effec-
tive instruments for organizational learning. On the positive side, their approach 
helps broaden the understanding of what CoPs can lead to in an organizational 
framework: for the first time in the literature, CoPs are purposely organized as fo-
rums for knowledge building in the service of organization learning. On a more 
negative side, CoPs – once a naturally occurring learning environment where in-
dividuals became competent through increased degrees of peripheral participation 
– are now used in the service of management to solve organizational problems. 
The emphasis in Wenger, et is thus no longer focused on (social-cognitive) learn-
ing mostly benefiting the individual members of the CoP, but on the returns for 
the organization as a whole. And while both value to organizations and commu-
nity members is part of the discussion, the connection to cultivating CoPs as an 
instrument for increasing organizational capabilities is emphasized. See for ex-
ample, the first chapter entitled “Communities of Practice and Their Value to Or-
ganizations.”  

The following conclusions can be made from the literature discussed above; 1) 
individuals gain domain competence through participation in a CoP 2) groups 
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functioning as a CoP produce new knowledge as a result of their learning, and 3) 
increasing individual capability and producing new knowledge leads to organiza-
tional learning. These notions form the basis for the conceptual research model 
shown in Figure 3.2 below. An important point is that learning can be conceptual-
ized as both a process and an outcome. The research model proposed here focuses 
on outcomes in order to evaluate and measure effects of the system.  

 
   Figure 3.2. Conceptual model for testing the system 

In the next section this conceptual model for testing is expanded upon.  Other 
outcomes of learning in CoPs, which can be specifically linked to OL are dis-
cussed, starting with individual learning.  

3.2.4 Beyond Competence: reflection as learning 
The perspective on individual learning used in this study is that it is a dynamic 
process that takes place in a social setting and is focused on activities associated 
with the domain of the community of practice in which the individual partici-
pates. Learning in professional CoPs is situated in the context of the workplace 
and reflects the activities of a broader organizational structure. In Lave and Wen-
ger’s (1991) model, an individual becomes more competent through interacting 
with actors and artifacts within the activity system focused on a specific domain. 
Learning in this way means that the longer one is a member of the CoP, the more 
one’s behavior is situated in the activities of the social system, and the more ex-
pert one becomes in practicing the activities associated with that specific domain. 
This result of learning is illustrated in the model above, namely improved domain 
competence. However, some types of learning that occur in CoPs are not related 
to any specific domain and consider the ability to reflect (Illeris, 2002).  
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Reflection, especially critical reflection, plays an important role in learning proc-
esses and is crucial for what is known as accommodative learning to take place. 
This type of learning transcends context. Accommodative learning “...is more 
than the accumulation of facts. It is learning that makes a difference – in the indi-
vidual’s behavior, in the course of action he chooses in the future, in his attitudes 
and personality” (Rogers, 1961, p. 280 in Illeris, p.35). It is also the form of 
learning that advances the individual’s development the most (Illeris, 2002, p. 
37). Argyris and Schön (1996) refer to accommodative learning as ‘double-loop 
learning’, which they maintain can be directly linked to organizational learning 
because it serves both individual and organizational goals. Thus, one learning 
outcome of participation in a CoP that can be linked to organizational learning is 
an ability to critically reflect in a way that leads to accommodative learning 
(Illeris, 2002). Also, reflection in a work environment - especially critical reflec-
tion - may lead to action, an important component for organizational learning and 
change (Gray, 2007). Furthermore, working and learning in a reflective way is 
valuable to organizations in itself by contributing to organizational capability and 
employee self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  

In her research on learning at the workplace, Van Woerkom (2003) defined a spe-
cific reflective behavior that she found to increase the learning capabilities of the 
organization. This behavior she called Critically Reflective Work Behavior 
(CRWB) and is based on the concept of experiential learning at the workplace. 
Experiential learning at the workplace is nearly identical with learning in a CoP 
(Illeris, 2002; van Woerkom, 2003). CRWB especially considers the importance 
of reflection for fostering accommodative learning. Van Woerkom uses Argyris 
and Schön’s (1996) notion of double loop learning to help conceptualize CRWB, 
which she defines as “...a set of connected activities, carried out individually or in 
interaction with others, aimed at optimalizing individual or collective practices, or 
critically analyzing and trying to change organizational or individual values” 
(p.85). This definition fits well with Wenger’s (2000) idea of what it means to be 
part of a social learning system like a CoP. According to Wenger (2000, pp. 227-
228), belonging to a CoP has three aspects: 1) engagement, which is an outcome 
of doing things together, for example solving problems, participating in a meeting 
or producing new artifacts; 2) imagination, which means constructing an image of 
ourselves, of our communities, and of our world, in order to reflect on our situa-
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tion and explore our possibilities and; 3) alignment, which is checking to see if 
our local activities are aligned enough with other organizational processes in or-
der for them to be effective outside of our local engagement.  

Van Woerkom (2003) considers CRWB to be both a process of learning in a so-
cial system like a CoP, as well an outcome of participating in CoPs, and as such 
can be observed. This means that learning in a CoP should result in improved 
domain competence as well as increased levels of CRWB for the individual. The 
next section expands the research model further by looking at outcomes of learn-
ing in CoPs at a group level. 

3.2.5 Improved group potential as a learning outcome  
The idea that learning in the workplace should lead to economic improvements is 
an important one for prescriptive research such as this. It also means that CoPs 
situated in an organization should be effective environments for participant and 
group learning in general. I propose that CoPs specifically stimulate effective 
learning environments by promoting both a positive learning climate and a learn-
ing-goal orientation.  

Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2003) found that learning climates affect group goal 
orientation, one variable of effective group learning. They first distinguish be-
tween a learning goal orientation, where emphasis is placed on gaining compe-
tence, and a performance goal orientation, which emphasizes proving 
competence. According to the authors, a group that has a learning goal orientation 
shows more adaptive behaviors than a group with a performance goal orientation.  
Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2003) also found that a learning goal orientation, as a 
variable of group learning climate, was a predictor variable for process and prod-
uct innovations. They state that “...a team learning orientation reflects a shared 
perception of team goals related to learning and competence development; goals 
that guide the extent, scope and magnitude of learning behaviors within a team” 
(p. 553). Although the original conception of CoPs as an emergent collective ap-
pears to be somewhat distant from the concept of a team, there are close similari-
ties in the way they learn. More importantly, a CoP is a learning environment 
rather than a performing one, and functions as a space for improvisation and ex-
perimentation, where behaviors are constantly being adapted (Brown & Duguid, 
2000, 2001; Swan et al., 2002).  



Organizing Professional Communities of Practice 

 60 

Thus a positive group-learning climate together with a high level of team learning 
orientation should be two outcomes directly related to group learning in a CoP.  

3.3 Hypotheses  

The theoretical models developed in this chapter and chapter two are part of the 
empirical cycle of fundamental research. The purpose of the empirical cycle is to 
develop and test a theory. The theoretical model showing effective CoPs, the de-
sign of the CoPOS and the theoretical outcomes of CoPs provide the elements for 
the following hypotheses that are tested in this study: 

H1: Participants of CoPs organized using the system will contribute to organiza-
tional learning by having improved domain competence and higher levels of criti-
cally reflective work behavior.  

H2: CoPs organized using the system will exhibit high levels of Team Learning 
Orientation and Group Learning Climate. 

H3: CoPs organized using the system will contribute to organizational learning by 
developing new knowledge products in the form of innovations.  

The following research model shown in Figure 3.3 reflects the hypotheses. 

 
   Figure 3.3. Expanded model for testing the CoPOS 
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The next section looks at the actual research design, which employs a combina-
tion of quantitative and qualitative approaches.  

3.4 Research design 

In order to test the model a quasi-experimental design based on what Cook and 
Campbell (1979) refer to as an “Untreated Control Group Design with Pretest and 
Posttest” was used. In situations where external variables cannot be extensively 
checked, or natural, existing groups are used, this is one of the more effective 
methods (Cook, 1983). According to Cook and Campbell (1979) “... this is per-
haps the most frequently used design in social science research and is fortunately 
often interpretable” (p.103). The specific type of quasi-experiment used in this 
study falls under the category of quasi-experiments called “non-equivalent con- 
trol groups”. The experimental design is pictured in Figure 3.4 below.  

 
   Figure 3.4. The general quasi-experimental design of this research 

In order to assuage any confusion, I need to point out two things. First, there were 
not comparison groups in each of the iterations. In three cases this was not possi-
ble. Secondly, and more importantly, the control groups are more what Wilkinson 
(1999) would call ‘contrast groups’ or ‘comparison groups’. This is because of 
the problems with non-random assigning of groups where groups are naturally 
occurring. In each of the cases, comparison groups were people who had attended 
no more than one of the CoP meetings. Meticulous record keeping allowed these 
respondents to be culled out from the larger whole. However, because of the way 
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the iterations transpired, it was not really feasible to approach respondents for any 
other measure except CRWB. In two cases where members of existing teams took 
part in the experiment, these were asked to complete the group learning climate 
and team learning orientation items using the team as their frame of reference, 
while members of the CoP were, of course, instructed to use the CoP as theirs.  

3.5 Instrumentation 

The dependent variables in this research are the learning outcomes of individuals 
and the CoP, or group. Individual learning outcomes were measured in regards to 
domain competence and changes in levels of CRWB. Three different instruments 
were used to measure individual learning outcomes because of the different do-
mains of the CoP participants. Group learning outcomes were measured by; 1) 
number of innovations 2) group learning climate and 3) group learning orienta-
tion. The instrumentation is discussed in more detail below. 

3.5.1 Individual learning outcomes 
Individual learning outcomes were measured using three instruments either de-
signed especially or adjusted for the specific group being studied. The instru-
ments looking at domain competences were developed to show explicit links 
between changes in the level of competence and participation in the CoP. 

Individual learning outcomes for teachers 
In order to gauge improvements in domain competence for teachers, an instru-
ment was developed based on a list of competences that make up a self-
evaluation survey for teachers in higher professional education. The survey is a 
product of the Citogroep and ICLON, two well-known Dutch institutes special-
ized in the field of teacher education and faculty development. In total there are 
18 competences divided into the five groups. These and the individual compe-
tences are shown in Table 3.1 below. 

Table 3.1. List of teacher competences 

Competence group Specific competence 

Teaching preparation 1. Preparing course curricula 

 2. Didactical preparation 

 3. Facilitating individual learning 



Design and instrumentation 

 63 

Competence group Specific competence 

 4. Preparing learning activities linked to practice 

 5. Effective use of ICT 

Teaching 6. Giving explanations 

 7. Guiding class discussions 

 8. Guiding learning processes 

 9. Organizing learning environments 

 10. Creating a positive learning climate 

 11. Stimulating a positive attitude among students towards       
learning.  

Testing and evaluation 12. Developing exams 

  13. Using testing instruments 

 14. Evaluation and adjustment of curricula 

Functioning in organization 
 

15. Working within the rules and regulations of the univer-
sity 

 16. Preparing for and taking part in (department) meetings 

Professional development 17. Individual professional development linked to teaching 
skills 

 18. Professional development in groups 

Respondents are asked to rate their level of competence on a scale of 1 to 10 at 
the start of the first CoP meeting and after the fifth one. The same survey asks if 
the respondent can make a connection between specific interventions in the CoP 
and the change in competence. An example of this change is also asked for.  

There are also several open questions on the survey asking about motivation for 
participation, comments on possible improvements and innovations resulting 
from participation. 

I administered the survey at the end of the fifth CoP meeting. The survey was ex-
plained in regards to the competences as well. If questions arose about an item, I 
answered it. Follow up interviews were also held in order to clarify some of the 
open questions.  
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Management consultants 
In order to see any improvements in domain competences for the management 
consultant CoPs, an instrument was developed based on an official document 
drawn up by the Dutch Order of Organizational Advisers (OOA) which gives a 
detailed description of the competences attended to in professional development 
trajectories for organizational consultants (van Katwijk, Kranenburg, deLange, & 
Slijderink, 2002). There are seven competence groups defined and a total of 23 
competences. These are shown in Table 3.2.  

Table 3.2. List of management consultant competences 

Competence group        Specific competence 

General  1. Specializing 

 2. Organizing and managing 

 3. Changing 

 4. Professional development 

 5. Advising clients 

Acquiring contracts and starting process 6. Acquiring fitting work 

 7. Understanding the market and profiling 
the organization 

 8. Performing an intake interview 

 9. Performing introductory research 

 10. Building client relationships 

Estimating and contracting 11. Developing estimates and agreements 

 12. Developing contracts 

 13. Agreeing upon rolls and responsibilities 

Researching and conceptualizing 14. Orientating in the contract organization 

 15. Determining research methods and tech-
niques 

Developing solutions, solving problems 16. Developing and evaluating alternative 
solutions 

 17. Giving advice 
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Competence group        Specific competence 

 18. Choosing and employing change strate-
gies 

 19. Research change readiness 

Implementing 20. Intervening in the organization 

 21. Facilitating groups 

Completing and evaluating 22. Evaluating 

 23. Reflecting 

This survey is set up the same as the one for teachers, and is implemented the 
same as well. Open questions also concern the same topics as for teachers.  

CRWB 
In order to measure CRWB, an instrument developed by van Woerkom (2003) 
was used. This instrument is a six-point Likert scale (1=completely disagree, 
6=completely agree) of 52 items that have a mean alpha score of .76. Items are 
divided into the seven dimensions of CRWB. The items and alpha’s for each 
variable are shown below in Table 3.3.  

Table 3.3. Variables of CRWB and items 

Variables CRWB and items  
                                       Reflection (α = .68) 

1. I reflect on the way I do my work. 

2. I think about my communication with colleagues. 

3. I find it difficult to pinpoint what I have learned in the last year. (-) 

4. I ponder on what I find important in my work. 

5. I compare my organization with similar ones. 

6. I compare my performance with how I performed a year ago. 

7. I think about what I have not done well in the past year. 

8. I compare my performance with that of my colleagues. 

                               Critical opinion-sharing (α = .83) 

1. I come up with ideas how things could be organized differently here. 

2. I make suggestions to my supervisor about a different working method. 
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3. I give my opinion about developments at work. 

4. I call this organization’s policy into question. 

5. I put critical questions to my supervisor about the working of this organization. 

6. I make suggestions to my colleagues about a different working method. 

                              Career awareness (α = .80) 

1. I am consciously occupied with my career.  

2. I think it is important to have a job in which I can develop. 

3. I think about what sort of work I will be doing in five years’ time. 

4. I am continually occupied with my career development. 

5. I discuss with my colleagues our criteria for performing well 

                            Challenging groupthink (α = .75) 

1. When everyone at work is in agreement with each other, I remain critical. 

2. When I do not agree with the way a colleague does his work, I keep quiet. (-) 

3. I do not easily express criticism of my colleagues or supervisor. (-) 

4. When I do not agree the way a colleague works, I say so. 

5. When I am the only one to disagree with the rest, I just keep quiet. (-) 

6. When I do not agree with something at work, I find it hard to say so. (-) 

                            Learning from mistakes (α = .71) 

1. If I do not know what I really should know, I try to hide the fact. (-) 

2. I do not mind making mistakes. 

3. If I have not done something well, I prefer to keep quiet about it. 

4. If people at work see that I am doing something wrong, I have the feeling I have lost face.(-) 

5. If I make a mistake, I find it hard to forgive myself. 

6. If I have not done something well, I try to forget about it as soon as possible. 

7. I get embarrassed if I make a mistake. (-) 

                            Sharing knowledge (α = .57) 

1. I think I have the right to keep my knowledge to myself. (-) 

2. It has advantages not to share your knowledge with others. (-) 

3. I enjoy helping colleagues. 

4. I find it annoying when other people take advantage of my knowledge. (-) 
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5. I enjoy sharing knowledge with other people. 

                            Experimentation (α =.75) 

1. I like to work according to tried and tested ideas or methods. (-) 

2. I feel comfortable when my work goes according to a fixed routine. (-) 

3. I do not like to deviate from the prescribed working method. (-) 

4. I like to try things out, even if it sometimes leads nowhere. 

5. I experiment with other working methods. 

6. I try out new working methods. 

                           Asking for feedback (α = .83) 

1. I discuss with colleagues how I have developed. 

2. I discuss future developments at work with colleagues. 

3. If I think I have not done my work well, then I discuss this with colleagues. 

4. If I think I have done my work badly then I discuss this with my supervisor. 

5. I ask my supervisor for feedback. 

6.  I ask my colleagues for feedback. 

7. I ask my customers (internal and external) what they think of my services or products. 

8. I discuss with my colleagues what I find important in my work. 

9. I invite colleagues to assess my work critically. 

 

The CRWB questionnaire was administered at the start of the first meeting of 
each group and after the end of the fifth one. For control groups a similar time 
frame was maintained.  

3.5.2 Group learning outcomes 
Group learning outcomes were split into two categories; new knowledge products 
in the form of innovations and group learning climate/team learning orientation. 
In order to find innovations or other knowledge products, I looked at community 
artifacts such as minutes of meetings, documents pertaining to solving problems, 
developing new processes or other types of communication that document and 
disseminate new knowledge to the CoP or to the wider organization.  
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Two existing scales were used to measure Group Learning Climate (GLC) and 
Team Learning Orientation (TLO). The Team Learning Orientation scale shown 
in Table 3.4 was developed by Bunderson and Sutcliffe (2003) and consists of 
self-assessment of five items on a seven-point Likert scale  (1=never, 7=always) 
in reply to the question “to what extent does your team do the following?” Cron-
bach’s alpha for this scale is .95.  

Table 3.4. Team learning orientation items 

Team Learning Orientation (α = .95) 

1. Like to work on things that require a lot of skill and ability?  

2. See learning and developing skills as very important?  

3. To what extent is your team willing to take risks on new ideas in order to find out what 
works?  

4. Look for new opportunities to develop new skills and knowledge?  

5. Like challenging and difficult assignments that teach new things?  

Edmonson (1999) developed the two scales shown in Table 3.5 as a subset of 
GLC; one that measures team efficacy, which consists of three items (Cronbach 
alpha of .63) and one that measures team psychological safety, which has seven 
items (Cronbach alpha of .82). Respondents are asked to indicate to what extent 
their team does the following. Both scales use a seven-point Likert scale 
(1=completely disagree, 7=completely agree). 

Table 3.5. Group learning climate variables and items 

Group Learning Climate variables and items 

Team Efficacy (α = .63) 

1. Achieving this team’s goal is well within its reach.  

2. This team can achieve its tasks without us having to put in too much time or effort. 

3. With focus and effort, this team can do anything we set out to accomplish.  

Team Psychological Safety (α = .82) 

4. If you make a mistake on this team, it is often held against you.  

5. Members of this team are able to bring up problems and tough issues.  

6. People on this team sometimes reject others for being different.  

7. It is safe to take a risk on this team.  
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Group Learning Climate variables and items 

8. It is difficult to ask other members of this team for help.  

9. No one on this team would deliberately act in a way that undermines my efforts. 

10.  11. Working with members of this team, my unique skills and talents are valued and  

              utilized.  

  

3.5.3 Other  
Along with the scales discussed above, control questions were asked regarding 
age, sex, educational background, length of service in the organization, outside 
schooling and other formal and informal workplace learning activities.  

All scales except that for the consultant competences were double –back trans-
lated into the native language of the participants. The ‘BoKs’, or list of compe-
tences for management consultants, was originally written in Dutch. Because the 
groups of advisors taking part in the study were all Dutch, there was no need for 
translation. 

3.6 Evaluation of process 

The instruments presented above were used in order to gauge the effects of the 
system on the participants through an outcome-oriented perspective. However, in 
order to have an understanding of the processes that contributed to the outcomes, 
there needs to be an evaluation of the implementation. I other words, I need to 
understand whether or not the CoPOS was implemented well.  

3.6.1 Evaluative survey 
In order to evaluate the CoP’s functioning in the first iteration, I used the frame-
work given in the last chapter under the intervention ‘Evaluating the CoP’ (see 
Table 2.7. Evaluation framework for the CoP). But after the first iteration I found 
that this tool was not sufficient because it took too much time and did not give me 
any real insight into whether or not specific mechanisms had been triggered. For 
this reason I developed a quantitative survey based largely on the factors shown 
in Figure 2.1 as well as on critical success factors for CoPs (Ropes, 2009; Saint-
Onge & Wallace, 2003; Smith & McKeen, 2003; Wenger et al., 2002). I also used 
some items from an existing evaluation form from CIBIT (a Dutch knowledge 
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management consultancy) that fit with the model. Besides serving as a tool for 
group reflection, the survey helps to understand three things; 1) the level of per-
ceived importance, or to what extent participants feel the particular factors of ef-
fective CoPs are significant to their CoP’s functioning (measured on a six-point 
Likert scale, 1=unimportant, 6=extremely important), 2) the level of satisfaction 
experienced by participants in regards to these factors measured on a six-point 
Likert scale (1=extremely dissatisfied, 6=extremely satisfied), and 3) the mean 
difference between perceived importance and satisfaction scores. This last aspect 
serves to indicate what points need to be improved upon in the implementation of 
the CoPOS as well as give an indication of effectiveness used later in the cross-
case analysis. There were also open questions on the survey. One was “would you 
consider this CoP a success or a failure and why?” and “what would you do to 
improve the CoP?” 

I was not able to distribute the survey until the third iteration, but did use the fac-
tors shown in Table 3.6 as a framework for evaluating one of the case study 
CoPs.  

Table 3.6. Items used on evaluative survey 

Evaluative survey factors and item 
                                             Coordinative factors (α=.76) 
Contact moments Management support 
Coordination Long-range focus 
Sufficient time available  
                                                 Social factors (α=.76) 
Personal relationships High level of enthusiasm 
Group cohesion Perceived value 
Information-sharing culture Motivation for participation 
Openness for creativity  
                                                 Cognitive factors (α=.82) 
Interactivity Focus on new issues 
Different types of activity Individual and group reflection 
Focus on relevant topics Clear domain 
Links to (daily) practice  
                                               Motivational factors (α=.84) 
New knowledge for solving problems New product/ process/system development 
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Evaluative survey factors and item 
New knowledge for innovation New (knowledge) alliances 
Improved professional competences  

I discuss the survey in more detail in the third case study, where it was first im-
plemented.  

3.6.2 Interviews 
I interviewed each of the CoP members after the fifth meeting. I did this in order 
to check the validity of other data. The questions I asked were also designed to 
further evaluate the implementation of the CoPOS, to allow CoP participants a 
chance to give feedback on the processes they were experiencing and to uncover 
any new information not detected by the quantitative surveys in regards to learn-
ing, and collaborating. The questions asked on the survey and during the inter-
views are shown in Table 3.7. Open questions/interview questions 

Table 3.7. Open questions/interview questions 

Open questions 
1. Why did you participate in the CoP? 

2. Would you participate in another CoP? Yes/no (circle one) 

3. If yes, why? If no, why not? 

4. Would you consider this CoP a success? Yes/no (circle one) 

5. If yes, what made this CoP successful?  

6. If no, what would have made it a success?  

7.Were there any innovations as a result of your participation in the CoP? (Think about new 
curricula, new teaching units, articles, concepts, etc.) Yes/no (circle one) 

8. If you answered yes to question 7, what was produced? 

9. Is the innovation mentioned above used in other parts of the organization? Yes/no (circle 
one); How is it used?  

(Space for) other comments. 

 

3.6.3 Observation 
This research was interventionist in the sense that I was present at literally each of 
the CoP meetings (I was the facilitator in all the cases) and where applicable, also 
present at the meetings of the organizers too. During all the meetings I took copi-
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ous notes on what I observed as well as my role in the process. My research notes 
I used later to help give further understanding as too what was going within the 
group. Data is also triangulated in this way too.  

3.7 Reliability and validity: Plausible rival explanations and the de-
sign of this research  

In 1963, Don Campbell and fellow social scientist Julian Stanley started using the 
term plausible rival explanations when looking at the validity and reliability of re-
search results (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). Basically they argued that any re-
search, regardless of the methodology used, should be open to criticism; criticism 
that can be formulated as believable alternative conclusions taken from the same 
data (Campbell & Stanley, 1963; Cook, 1983). This means that the researcher 
should actively look for, and be aware of, all potential alternative explanations for 
an effect, and then find those that are the most plausible (Perrin, 2000).  I used the 
concept of plausible rival explanations for designing the research (Yin, 2000) as 
well as a strategy for analyzing the data (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2003).  

Yin (2000) discusses two main types of plausible rival explanations, namely 
“craft rivals” and “real-life rivals”. Craft rivals deal specifically with methodo-
logical issues, such as concerns about internal validity, problems with biased data 
collection, and other notions that the design of the research itself should attempt 
to eliminate, or mitigate (Verma & Mallick, 1999). In this sense they are related 
closely to the validity of the data. Real-life rivals on the other hand, take into ac-
count forces that may or may not be controllable – they are a reflection of the 
complexity of natural, real-life social situations in which quasi-experiments take 
place. Both craft and real-life rivals are important to the research design and so 
are discussed in some detail below.  

3.7.1 Craft Rivals 
Craft rivals are rival explanations associated with the design of the research and 
include; the Null Hypothesis, threats to validity and researcher bias. Each of these 
is discussed along with how the research design deals with them .   

The Null hypothesis 
A null hypothesis basically states that chance may also explain the effect of the 
intervention. However, through the use of comparison groups, the threat of this 
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rival explanation is mitigated to some extent (Cook & Campbell, 1979). Also the 
domain competence surveys attempt to make clear links between the interven-
tions and the outcomes.  

Threats to validity 
Validity has both internal and external dimensions. Internal validity is the basic 
minimum without which any experiment is uninterpretable. Internal validity is re-
lated to the question: ‘Did in fact the experimental treatments make a difference 
in this specific experimental instance?’ External validity is about applying results 
to other situations or contexts and asks the question: ‘To what populations, setting 
treatment variables, and measurement variables can this effect be generalized?’ 
(Campbell & Stanley, 1963, p.5) In general, quasi-experiments are relatively 
more susceptible to both types of threats than other research designs.  

The research design is implicitly ‘safe’ from all but four of the eight internal 
threats to validity (Campbell & Stanley, 1963; Cook & Campbell, 1979). These 
are listed below with an explanation of how they have been dealt with.  

History. The effect might be due to another event that happened between the pre-
test and posttest. For example, participants underwent other trainings or profes-
sionalization interventions. Control questions on the survey relating to other 
formal and informal learning help to point out if this threat is actually present.  

Maturation. Participants become smarter, wiser, more experienced, etc. between 
pretest and posttest. For example, teachers become more professional by virtue of 
working in a professional environment. The scales measuring changes in domain 
competence explicitly search for links between the intervention and the outcome, 
thus lessening this threat. 

Instrumentation. Changes in measuring instrument between pretest and posttest. 
For example, the instrument for measuring professionalization is changed due to 
circumstances, or a researcher other than myself administers the test. This was not 
the case; instruments remained the same and I administered all of the tests per-
sonally, instructing respondents and answering any questions posed at the time. 

Interaction of Selection and Maturation, History and Instrumentation. Validity 
threats interact with selection to produce spurious results. This threat is mitigated 
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because similar groups operating within similar contexts participated in the CoPs. 
In some cases a control group was also used.  

Threats to external validity 
External validity, or generalizability, concerns the notion that research artifacts 
can transcend contexts and scale. While assuring for internal validity is consid-
ered to be primal to research design, in applied research such as this, gener-
alizability is of lesser importance (Cook, 2000). This is because a specific 
problem is trying to be solved in a specific context. Due to the situated nature of 
design-based research generalization – in particular across populations – may be 
seen as being rather problematic.  

However, certain generalizations are made from data collected at different points 
in the intervention. Bannan (2003) looks to the stages in the evaluation of an in-
tervention that can lead to generalizability. While the first stage in the model she 
proposes looks at local level impact, the “...goal of the second stage is to look at 
issues of ecological validity and successful dissemination and adoption in a 
broader context and to a broader audience” (p.23). Generalizability is for this re-
search is not especially problematic because the scales that are generalized to are 
modest. 

Another consideration is the type of research done here and the artifacts produced 
by it. From a DBR perspective, research results can be generalized by understand-
ing the generative mechanisms that are triggered by the intervention (Pawson & 
Tilley, 1997). As I discussed earlier, generative mechanisms help explain events 
but not predict; they serve to explain the link between two variables when under-
stood in light of the context in which they were triggered (Elster, 1998; Gambetta, 
1998; Sayer, 1984). Understanding contextual differences between settings – cru-
cial to transfer of DBR artifacts - are expected to be understood by professionals 
working in the field who have had formal training in it (Kessels, 1995). In the 
case of this research then, conclusions can be generalized by those working in the 
specific field of human resource development or training.  

Researcher Bias 
Subjectivity in interventionist research is a substantial threat to the quality of the 
research artifacts. However, researchers working from other perspectives propose 
the idea that subjectivity is not a negative trait of qualitative research, but just that 



Design and instrumentation 

 75 

it needs to be addressed in the research design itself. Although DBR methodolo-
gies may be inherently subjective, the methods built into this research design that 
minimalize researcher bias are; triangulation of multiple data sources 
(Baumgartner, 2003); explicit clarifications of personal values and ethics (Husen, 
1999; Susman & Evered, 1978); reporting in a way that systematically supports 
the phenomenon being researched (Cobb et al., 2003) and the underpinnings of 
the research – for example, theory about how the intervention is supposed to work 
(Yin, 2000) – are clearly explicated throughout this dissertation and especially in 
the case study descriptions. 

3.7.2 Real life rivals 
Because of the ‘messy reality’ in which this research (and DBR in general) takes 
place, the possibility of real-life plausible rival explanations is large and may 
greatly influence the results. I have attempted to rule out most of the threats to my 
research, but this was not always possible; in this sense I leave the final judgment 
of whether my knowledge claims are warranted or not to those researchers and 
practitioners that make up the community in which I work.  

I frame this next part of the discussion using Table 3.8, which comes directly 
from Yin (2000). Although I look at each rival explanation individually in the 
light of my research design, it was not necessary to consider all these rivals when 
reporting on the data, simply because not all of them are plausible. However, 
“...the more powerful investigations entertain several plausible rivals within the 
same study, not just a single rival.” (Yin, 2000, p. 258) Common sense should be 
a constant guide. 
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Table 3.8. Real-life rivals 

 

Rivals Related to the Targeted Intervention 

1. Direct (practice or policy) Rival (“The Butler Did It”). This rival can be com-
pared to the Hawthorne Effect. Brown (1992) is not especially  concerned with 
the Hawthorne Effect affecting the validity of her findings. This is because the 
improvements are so specific they can be attributed to the intervention in a causal 
relationship. In my case two of the four data collection instruments were designed 
specifically to eliminate this threat.   

2. Commingled (Practice or Policy) Rival (“It Wasn’t Only Me”). Although this 
rival is not easily ruled out, again my instruments are designed to minimalize the 
threat by asking respondents what other formal or informal training they had had 
during the iteration. 

Rivals related to Implementation 

 3. Implementation Rival (“Did We Do it Right?”). Beta testing of the CoPOS - or 
implementation by a second party in a test situation (Stam, 2007) - was attempted 
in the second case but failed. However, the implementation of the system is 
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probably simple enough for any professional facilitator to do it. Also, an evalua-
tion form is used to check this.  

 Rivals Related to Theory 

4. Rival Theory (“It’s Elementary, My Dear Watson”). According to Yin (2000), 
“Using rival theories calls for bringing different conceptual perspectives to the 
same set of facts.” (p. 255) In order to minimalize the threat of this rival, I outline 
some of the alternative theories that may plausibly explain the results of the ex-
periments as well as the processes in the case studies. For example, in a CoP 
where low levels of social capital were present, then rational choice theory might 
better explain why a CoP was a success anyway.  

Rivals Related to External Conditions  

5. Super Rival (“It’s Bigger Than Both of Us”).  This considers that there may be 
a larger systemic process going on that influences the results and may even be the 
real reason for the outcome. Once again, this will require insight into the whole 
system, or organization in my case, in order to rule this threat out. I will try and 
mitigate this threat by providing rich descriptions of the contexts in which the re-
search takes place. For example, one CoP that was failing to organize gained new 
momentum when management was threatened with a pressing accreditation from 
the greater polytechnic system, and decided to facilitate the CoP more inten-
sively. 

6. Societal Rival (“The Times They Are A-Changin’). Yin brings this concept up 
in order to highlight the threats society-wide changes could have on the outcomes 
of an intervention. For my work, there may be a shift in the cultural attitude of the 
Netherlands towards teaching, or perhaps a change in the funding of higher edu-
cation. For example, entrepreneurship (the theme of one CoP I helped organize) is 
seen as a chance for regional development and general lifestyle improvement in 
developing countries. Maybe this caused a more pressing need to learn about it. It 
certainly affected management support of the CoP. 

The following chapter is a report on the empirical testing of the system.  
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4 Empirically testing the CoPOS 

In this chapter I present the results of the empirical tests of the CoPOS. I also ana-
lyze these results in order to answer research sub-questions four and five: ‘What 
does a tested system for organizing CoPs look like’ and ‘What contextual factors 
contribute to the effectiveness of the CoPs?’ respectively.  

The system was tested in a total of six organizations in order to judge its effec-
tiveness. In my role as a researcher for the Centre for Research in Intellectual 
Capital I came across many organizations that were looking to change and de-
velop. From the broad range of possibilities I was afforded, I chose cases based 
on the context of application originally focused on, namely knowledge-intensive, 
service-based organizations with employees whose practices were similar. This 
translated in practice to management consultancies and (polytechnic) institutions 
of higher education.  

Each of the case studies has the following structure; 1) description of the organi-
zation, the problem at hand and a description of CoP member backgrounds 2) a 
description of the implementation of the system 3) a report on pre-and post inter-
vention learning outcomes 4) discussion of results and 5) reflections on the case 
and an explanation of improvements to the CoPOS system, if any.  

Please note that the names of the participating organizations have been changed. 

4.1 Educational Advisors, Inc. (EAI CoP) 

This was the first iteration in the empirical testing of the CoPOS and might be 
considered as a sort of pilot test. A valuable lesson from this iteration was a con-
firmation that doing research in the real world is complex and demands much 
flexibility from the researcher as well as the participants of the research. During 
the course of the research members of the CoP were continually reflecting on the 
processes they were experiencing and giving me ‘real-time’ feedback on their role 
and on mine. I found that although I had considerable experience in facilitating 
CoPs, the added dimension of researcher made my role more complex. I was 
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sometimes unsure when it was appropriate to intervene and when not, so as 
minimalize my effects as a researcher on the group.  

4.1.1 Context 
This first empirical test of the system took place in a medium sized consultancy 
firm of about 160 employees called Educational Advisors, Inc. (EAI). Consult-
ants in the firm work in different divisions following the Dutch school system; 
primary education, secondary education, vocational and adult education, and 
higher vocational education. The members of the CoP for this test were part of 
the vocational educational division, which at the time had 8 employees, all full-
time senior advisors. The system was applied from September 2007 until June 
2008. There were a total of five meetings. Figure 4.1 shows the design of the 
quasi-experiment.  

 
Figure 4.1. Design and instruments of the quasi-experiment. 

The problem that the team leader had at the time was that team members were not 
innovating in the sense that new products were not being developed that would 
contribute to EAI’s competitive advantage. While there were regular team meet-
ings, these were used for more administrative purposes and not for new consult-
ant learning or product innovation. Informal learning at the workplace in 
consultancies is in fact problematic due to the individualistic nature of the profes-
sion (Lilja & Poulfelt, 2001). The structure of the EAI itself in regards to lack of 
any collaboration - enhancing knowledge management systems was also prob-
lematic. 

After initially meeting with the unit manager and discussing the possibilities for 
organizing a CoP within the unit, it was decided to present the idea to the whole 
unit (which is the first intervention in the CoPOS). After the presentation team 
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members reacted positively to the proposal and the first official meeting of the 
EAI CoP was planned. CoP meetings were to be held every other month at the 
main office and would last for three hours each. One basic agreement was made, 
namely that the CoP meetings were not to be used for other purposes such as dis-
cussing daily business topics; that was reserved for the monthly unit meetings. 

4.1.2 CoP member backgrounds 
In this first iteration there was no comparison group. The variables describing 
members of the CoP seen below are given in order to give more insight into par-
ticipants’ backgrounds. Member background data comes from the second (post-
intervention) measurement. I instructed respondents not to include the time spent 
in the CoP from their estimates on formal or informal schooling. As mentioned 
above, all members were senior consultants. Four women and three men were 
members of CoP. Although the group had an average age of 46, all but one most 
were in their mid-fifties. Only one consultant had less than 10 years experience in 
the field and most had been working at EAI between 6 and 10 years. All members 
worked at least four days per week. 

The members of this CoP all had master’s degrees and spent on average about 40 
hours per year on formal schooling. Members estimated that on average they 
spent 40 hours per year on informal schooling (Eraut, 2000), such as reading pro-
fessional literature, taking part in discussion groups and other non-structured ac-
tivities related to work. These things considered, it seems that learning plays an 
important role in their practice.  

Motivation for participation 
Members were able to express their motivations for participation through open 
questions on the domain competence survey as well as through follow-up inter-
views. One question asked why members participated in the CoP and another 
asked they would be willing to continue and why or why not.  

Reasons given for participation showed three repetitive themes (Ryan & Bernard, 
2003); a needed break from the hectic daily work, a chance to systematically ex-
change and develop knowledge and, as one member wrote “In the lonely practice 
of the advisor it was a chance to create something together with colleagues.” As 
one can read later, the underlying purpose behind member participation was to 
improve the capability of the organization, not just individual practice.  
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4.1.3 Implementation of the CoPOS 
The CoPOS was implemented according to the plan developed in the last chapter. 
In Table 4.1 are specific comments related to each intervention. None of the con-
sultants were given extra time for participation in the CoP by the organization so 
needed to fit meetings in on their own time. Even so, most members came pre-
pared to every meeting.  

Table 4.1. Implementation notes for the CoPOS 

Intervention Implementation notes 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

All documents were sent to po-
tential members beforehand. One 
hour of a regular team meeting 
was used to introduce the con-
cept of a CoP and for the re-
searcher to become acquainted 
with the members, who were en-
thusiastic and willing to experi-
ment with different types of 
interaction. 

 

Members expressed curi-
osity about how much 
time it would take, what 
would be the added value 
of participation in the 
experiment.  

Community kick-off Developing a common learning 
agenda was a complicated proc-
ess.  

There were an enormous amount 
of questions produced for the 
learning agenda (more than 50) - 
a general comment was what to 
do with all of them and how to 
choose one as the main topic. 
Eventually it was decided that 
each member would develop his 
or her own topic further.  

Members comments 
were “what is the com-
mon goal of this CoP?” 
and “what is it that we 
really want to do here?” 
After discussing personal 
learning goals in relation 
to the group, a sugges-
tion was made that what-
ever it is that is done in 
the CoP, it must have a 
direct link to practice and 
the organization and 
preferably lead to new 
marketable products. 

Storytelling workshop The complete workshop was 
done but took too long consider-
ing the time constraints. Some 
consultants were familiar with 
this method.  

Little was covered in re-
gards to the actual topics 
of the learning agenda. 
This might be because of 
the complexity of the in-
tervention was too high.  
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Intervention Implementation notes 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

 

Six Thinking Hats workshop This was also familiar to most of 
the consultants. It was done in a 
shortened version and was expe-
rienced as enjoyable.  

The idea of a matrix with 
new interventions was 
discussed and worked 
further out.  

Case from praxis This happened informally and 
randomly– members shared their 
expertise and experiences regu-
larly.  

No one main case was 
presented, but at each 
meeting everyone pre-
sented a short description 
of what they had done in 
regards to the learning 
agenda, integrating other 
knowledge and experi-
ence. 

Evaluating the CoP In regards to the framework 
used, the EAI CoP was not em-
bedded nor facilitated at all by 
the organization, but social capi-
tal was regarded as high. New 
learning and knowledge products 
were seen as very pertinent for 
individuals and the organization.
  

The consultants would 
evaluate aspects of the 
CoP at each meeting. At 
first it was about the in-
ternal social processes 
but it later changed to the 
meaning the CoP had for 
them and the organiza-
tion. The conclusion was 
made that the CoP was 
not embedded in the or-
ganization enough. There 
was also discussion of 
developing a set of rules 
for membership, but this 
was not pursued.  

 

General reflections on the implementation of the CoPOS 
In general the implementation went only partially as planned. My idea was that 
members would want to focus more on the processes in the group. On the one 
hand the importance of process was recognized, but it was not seen as being cru-
cial. Members expressed their desire to emphasize content.  

While I was accepted as an expert facilitator, and was turned to regularly for 
guidance in regards to the process, I was not part of the CoP. However, my expe-
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rience in education allowed me to sometimes comment on matters of content, if 
asked.  

Was the implementation a success?  
In order to answer this question, I looked at the experiences of the members as 
given during the evaluative session. The points raised in Table 4.2 gives an indi-
cation of success in regards to how the process was experienced by members. 
Later I look at success in regards to outcomes.  

Table 4.2. Evaluation results from intervention four 

Point of evaluation  
 

Description Member response 

1. Embeddedness of the 
CoP in the organization 

A CoP is part of a larger collec-
tive and should contribute to 
this. 

Embeddedness in the organiza-
tion was experienced as low to 
none, but somewhat more in 
members’ practice. 

2. Social Capital People and relationships are the 
crucial to effective learning 
processes. 

Fair level, but a discussion arose 
about setting guidelines for par-
ticipation: How much can we 
expect form each other?  

3. Identity The degree to which the CoP is 
seen by outsiders as a whole.  

Too early for this.  

4. Management support 
and facilitation 

Basic facilitation such as time 
and space, but also in process.  

 

No support from management. 
Questions of role of facilitator 
and focus on process; to what 
extent should this be done? 
Some members thought there 
was too much emphasis on 
process, while others didn’t.  

5. Domain  The theme that the CoP has. Seen as highly relevant for 
members and organization. 

6. Learning agenda The currency of the questions 
arising. 

Took a long time to define the 
central question, but once done 
allowed for good focus and rele-
vancy.  

 

From the qualitative data I found that five of the seven members who filled in the 
survey considered the CoP to be a success. Some of the reasons given were; “it 
allowed us to slow the time down and look closer and in more detail at issues” 
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and “we could look at problems from three different angles- content, process and 
methodology. More insightful perhaps were reasons that the CoP was experi-
enced as unsuccessful, illustrated by statements about lack of organizational sup-
port, no clear agreements about developing a specific product, not enough 
personal or group investment. This was also reflected in some comments on how 
the CoP might be improved, such as ‘more embedding in work’, ‘better plan-
ning’.  

One interesting result is that all respondents (n=7) – even those two who said the 
CoP was not a success - stated they would be willing to join again. Reasons dif-
fered however, ranging from the idea that collaborative learning and continuous 
professionalization are important aspects of consultants’ practice; to (again) 
comments on the CoP being a relaxed environment where going deeper into daily 
problems is possible.  

This first evaluation of the CoP following the intervention was not precise enough 
– it didn’t give me any insight into specific aspects of the implementation. In or-
der to see if the implementation went according to plan, a more intricate instru-
ment was developed (see section 4.3) that would help members to reflect on the 
topics highlighted in the intervention as well as give me insight into the effective-
ness of the implementation process. I noticed that I needed to do both things at 
the same time because of the members’ comments about process taking up too 
much of a role. There were also comments about being subjected to too many 
tests and interviews. A more precise evaluation also helps to rule out an important 
plausible rival explanation regarding implementation (“Did we do it right?”). 

4.1.4 Evaluating the effects of the system  
In this section the outcomes of the first test are presented based on the experimen-
tal design shown in Figure 4.1 and begins with individual learning outcomes.  

Individual learning outcomes 
Individual learning outcomes were measured by looking at self-reported changes 
in the levels of CRWB and domain competences. Changes in CRWB and under-
lying dimensions for CoP members are shown in Table 4.3.   
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Table 4.3. Change in level of CRWB for EAI CoP members (n=6) 

Variable CRWB and its 
dimensions  

Pre-intervention 
score 

Post-intervention 
score Difference 

 M SD M SD M SD 

  CRWB    

Total 4.51 .413 4.60 .267 0.09 -0.146 

  Dimensions    

Reflection 4.85 .390 4.81 .401 -0.04 0.011 

Critical opinion sharing+ ---- ---- 4.92 .494 N/A N/A 

Asking for feedback 4.28 .879 4.56 .524 0.28 -0.355 

Challenging groupthink 4.00 .527 4.33 .494 0.33 -0.033 

Learning from mistakes 3.92 1.025 4.09 .874 0.17 -0.151 

Sharing knowledge* 5.40 .704 5.66 .206 0.26 -0.498 

Experimentation 4.88 .688 4.38 .479 -0.50** -0.209 

Career awareness 5.08 1.103 5.12 .847 0.04 -0.256 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
+ These items were left off the survey due to a technical problem. 
* Not included in the total CRWB 
**Significant at .05 
 

Total CRWB 
In order to find any effects of participation on member’s levels of self-reported 
CRWB I used a single-tailed dependent t-test. I used a single-tailed test because 
the hypothesis was that there would be an increase in CRWB. I also used a 90% 
confidence interval because of the small sample size.   

In general, there was a very slight increase in member scores of CRWB between 
the pre-test (M = 4.51, SE = .168) and the post-test (M = 4.60, SE =.109). This 
difference was not significant t=-.455; df=5; p>.05. The effect size was negligible 
d=0.18. 

Dimensions of CRWB 
Strangely enough – the result goes against expectations raised in the theory -  par-
ticipation in the CoP led to a small but significant negative change in the dimen-
sion of experimentation. There was also a large effect (d=1.0).  



Empirically testing the CoPOS 

 87 

There was a medium effect on the dimension knowledge sharing (d=0.5) and 
some small effect on asking for feedback (d=0.4), challenging groupthink (d=0.4) 
and learning from mistakes (d=0.4). 

What is interesting is the slight increase in consensus for many of the items as 
seen in the decrease of standard deviations in the post measurement. This shows a 
greater consensus in response. For example the standard deviation for total 
CRWB decreased from .413 to .267. The change for sharing knowledge was the 
greatest (from .704 to .206). Other dimensions, namely learning from mistakes, 
experimentation and career awareness also show a decrease, although somewhat 
smaller.  

Domain competences 
Changes in domain competences were measured according to the items shown in 
Figure 3.2 from chapter three. The survey was administered about one month af-
ter the last meeting. I was present at the time and personally instructed CoP 
members on how to fill in the survey.  

Nearly all of the items on the survey were left blank by most of the respondents 
and as a result there were too many missing values to make any meaningful statis-
tical analysis. However, by simply just looking at the scores that were completed, 
I could tell was that there was no reported increase in the members’ domain com-
petences.  

Part of the survey looking at competence change also asked members to try and 
link any change to specific interventions performed. Here as well were too many 
missing values to perform any meaningful statistical analysis. Studying the data 
however, showed me that the intervention ‘reflection’ was pointed out as being 
important to the processes. Later, I learned that to the members, reflection was 
not seen as the intervention itself, but rather an integral part of the whole process. 
This is why it was indicated so often as it was.  

None of the members gave examples that illustrated any concrete changes in 
competence.  
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Group learning outcomes- Team learning orientation (TLO) and Group learning 
climate (GLC) 
Group learning outcomes consider TLO, GLC and new knowledge products in 
the form of innovations. Table 4.4 illustrates changes in GLC and TLO. It was 
possible to measure a change in these two because the EAI CoP had already been 
functioning as a team. Members were instructed to use the team as their reference 
for the first measurement and the CoP as reference for the second measurement.  

Table 4.4. Changes in TLO and GLC for the EAI CoP (n=6) 

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

 
M SD M SD M SD 

                    TLO   
TotalA  5.30 .668 5.29 .485 -0.01 -0.183 

                    GLC   

TotalB 4.79 .451 4.70 .314 -0.09 -0.137 

                Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 5.00 .942 4.38 .534 -0.62 -0.408 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 4.59 .498 5.02 .382 0.43* -0.116 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 
* Significant at .05 

The paired sample t-tests (one-tailed, 90% confidence interval) showed that the 
slight negative change in TLO was not significant t=-1.101; df=5; p>.05. There 
was a small effect d=0.4. 

The change in Total GLC was not significant either t=.417; df=5; p>.05; how-
ever, it did represent a small sized effect d =0.2. 

The negative change in team efficacy was not significant (although there was a 
medium effect d=0.6), but the difference in mean scores for team psychological 
safety was significant t=-2.596; df=5; p<.05. There was also a large effect d=1.0. 
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Group learning outcomes- new knowledge products 
By the end of the fifth meeting the group had developed a conceptual matrix with 
different interventions that could be used by their team, as well as others in the 
organization, for lessening school drop-outs. The matrix was designed in such a 
way as to profile the services of the group as well as give insight into knowledge 
and service gaps. While this was not introduced into the organization, the plan at 
the time was to do so. Another knowledge product was an article about a topic 
discussed in the CoP that was published on the company website.  

I asked members if they thought these products would have been produced re-
gardless of the CoP, and all of them responded negatively – the CoP allowed for 
this type of new product development, while other team meetings did not.  

4.1.5 Discussion  
The following table presents the findings per variable. This is followed by a dis-
cussion of the results for each variable starting with individual-level outcomes.  

Table 4.5. Summary of test outcomes per variable 

Variable Summary of outcomes 
CRWB No significant change except for the dimension ‘experimentation’. 

Some medium effects.  

Domain 

Competences 

No statistical analysis possible due to missing values. There was no 
significant change in domain competence that could be linked to par-
ticular interventions performed during the experiment  

GLC No significant change for total GLO, but a significant change - and a 
large effect - on psychological safety.  

TLO No significant change, small effect.  

Innovation According to the members, this was an incremental innovation. The 
model for designing new interventions for reducing drop-out figures in 
middle vocational education is based on existing types of services. 
Members reported that this would have been brought to fruition if the 
CoP was continued.  

Part of the aim of this study was to see if individual members of a CoP are af-
fected through participation in the CoP in certain ways related to learning. An-
other aspect looked at effects on the group. At an individual level a hypothesis 
was made stating that participants in a CoP organized using the CoPOS would 
show increases in CRWB and domain competences. While the CoP was orga-
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nized using the CoPOS, there were no significant changes between the pre and 
post-measurements for the dependent variables. Thus, the first two research hy-
potheses are rejected: participation in a CoP organized using the CoPOS does not 
lead to significant increases in CRWB or improvements in domain competences. I 
discuss this claim further below. 

Why might I have observed what I did? Plausible rival explanations.  
The theory behind plausible rival explanations is that any observed effects need to 
be scrutinized and understood in light of other believable justifications.  In my 
case, there were no observable effects due to participation in the CoP: Why might 
this be? I start by looking at craft rivals which are threats concerning the data 
gathered.  

Firstly I do not believe craft rivals form any plausible threat to the results in re-
gards to CRWB. The internal validity of the instrument is high. There might be a 
problem with the domain competence survey however. Although the internal va-
lidity of the instrument seems high, the usefulness of the survey is questionable. 
Members commented that they had a difficult time in reflecting on what exactly 
was learned during participation in the CoP. It was even more difficult for re-
spondents to make links between individual interventions and a change in a spe-
cific competence. One respondent commented, “I am not able to place a figure on 
my development. I have started using the Six Thinking Hats in my practice, and 
other types of interaction we used, but can one measure a whole year experience 
in a whole or half point? I don’t think so.”  

None of the respondents gave a concrete example showing change in competence. 
The problems with the survey might be due to problems people have with reflect-
ing on learning (Chivers, 2003). Later, during follow-up interviews, I learned that 
this problem with reflection on learning was one reason that members filled in the 
survey only partially, or not at all. Now I turn the discussion towards ‘real life ri-
vals’, keeping the same question of  ‘why did members not report improvements 
in their domain competences?’  

The most obvious rival explanation is an alternative theory. Maybe the lack of 
observed competence development in this case might be related to the type of 
learning environment the CoP was. This particular CoP was an environment in 
which double-loop learning was emphasized. Learning environments focusing on 
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double-loop learning may not be conducive to competence development, which is 
more about realistic efficacy and single-loop learning (van Woerkom, 2003). This 
type of single-loop, competence based environments was in fact the original con-
ception of CoPs. However, the EAI CoP was about discovery and exploration, 
which is more double-loop learning orientated. There is also a link between the 
type of learning environment and CRWB. 

According to van Woerkom (2003), CRWB is dependent on an interaction be-
tween an individual and the organizational environment and is difficult to change. 
She found that although development of CRWB is a complicated and complex 
process, self-efficacy and participation are predictor variables of CRWB. At first 
glance this would seem to make the results of the experiment even more surpris-
ing for two reasons. Firstly the CoP was designed to change the individual’s rela-
tionship with the organization. But maybe this was not the case because changing 
this relationship is difficult and especially in such a short period of time. Sec-
ondly, self- efficacy is theoretically one outcome of participation in a CoP. How-
ever, competence and self-efficacy are closely interdependent. So if the CoP did 
not lead to improved competence (as shown in the domain competence survey 
and in interviews), self-efficacy might not be affected.  

Communities of practice are one way of stimulating organizational participation, 
and so participating in one should theoretically lead to an increase in CRWB. But 
one of the problems members experienced with the CoP was its lack of em-
beddedness in the organization. This might mean that while the CoP may have 
been conducive to participation of a type that leads to CRWB (Veen, Alblas, & 
Geersin, 1991), it was not seen by members as participation in the organization as 
a whole.  

Lastly, the factor of time might have played a role. Perhaps the CoP needed to be 
together longer and interact more often for any significant effects to have oc-
curred. There is very little empirical work done on the factor of time in CoP de-
velopment. However, in a study of 15 CoPs, Dixon (2006) found that it took 
several years for any visible outcomes to be realized. Other practitioner-based lit-
erature points to the stages of CoP development given by Wenger, McDermott, 
and Snyder (2002), but none associate a time frame with it nor link any specific 
outcomes to different stages. This is definitely a point for future research.  
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The second hypothesis concerned group-level outcomes: CoPs organized using 
the CoPOS will exhibit high levels of Team Learning Orientation and Group 
Learning Climate. This hypothesis is partially rejected on the basis of my find-
ings. I observed that post-intervention TLO was marginally above average (M= 
5.29 on a seven-point scale) which was slightly less than for pre-intervention 
(M=5.46). GLC was about average at the second measurement (M=4.70 on a 
seven-point scale).  

While the changes between the pre and post intervention tests are not significant, 
members were instructed to use their existing team as their reference for complet-
ing the pre-intervention survey, and to use the CoP as reference for the second 
measurement. The second measure for TLO was high and may thus point to the 
fact that CoPs organized using the CoPOS do in fact show high levels of it. One 
rival explanation for this however, might be that the team was also meeting regu-
larly in a different context, including team training events and it was not possible 
for the members to differentiate between the two when filling in the survey.  

The negative (though not significant) change in GLC is probably linked to the de-
crease in team efficacy. One explanation for this might be that the way of work-
ing in a CoP in the beginning is sometimes very demanding cognitively. Difficult 
issues are addressed and may lead to feelings of inadequacy in the group. The 
complexity of this group’s problem, which was clear in the learning agenda, and 
the amount of time discussing what was exactly the problem, certainly backs this 
up. The data for the second measure was less dispersed, showing that members 
were probably effected by this in the same way.  

Team psychological safety was relatively high (M=5.02) and did increase signifi-
cantly, which means members felt they were able to discuss complex problems 
without fear of being embarrassed or affronted. This is a positive development. I 
also noticed this in the group-members were very open and corrected each other 
sometimes, or added something, but always in what seemed to me a professional 
manner.  

The third hypothesis was also related to group-level outcomes: CoPs organized 
using the CoPOS will contribute to organizational learning by developing radical 
or incremental innovations. This hypothesis is not rejected on the basis of the 
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findings. The group produced an incremental innovation that would not have been 
made if the CoP was not organized.  

So what is the added value, if any, of this CoP? My research model tries to show 
links between the individual and organizational learning. This cannot be made on 
the basis of the findings from this experiment. However, the evidence points to-
wards new knowledge products being developed, which is a link to organizational 
learning. Thus, I can conclude that the added value of the CoP in this case study 
lies in the group-level outcomes rather than individual ones.  

4.1.6 Reflections on the case and improvements to CoPOS 
The EAI CoP began with the purpose of learning in the service of the organiza-
tion. It was quickly discovered that member learning needed to be focused on the 
production of a new knowledge that could be used in the consultants’ practice. 
This is not to say that the CoP had a short-term goal, but rather a concrete one – 
in this case a new set of interventions for reducing drop-out levels in secondary 
vocational education. This leads me to believe that there needs to be a clearer fo-
cus on a concrete product (or service, or solution to a problem) and that knowl-
edge building and exchange take place around the development of that product or 
problem solution, which is in accord with the theory. The main consequence for 
the system is that when developing the learning agenda, emphasis needs to be 
placed on this aspect. In order to do this, questions for the learning agenda should 
be required to be in a “how” formulation. This forces participants to think in a 
more problem and action-oriented manner.  

One major problem in the system that needed to be dealt during the iteration con-
cerns the length of the different individual interventions. The group was not pre-
pared to work for more than a short time on improving group process - even 
though I had stressed its importance -but was intent on focusing on content. This 
resulted in decreasing the length of the individual interventions to no more than 
30 minutes, excluding the kick-off - which was seen by members as being about 
the content.  

Another point for attention concerns the CoP evaluation intervention; it was too 
long and not concrete enough for the group – they had been reflecting on each of 
the dimensions during the whole period. It did not bring them, or my, anything 
extra that could be useful in regards to improvement. After discussing the CoPOS 
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trajectory with the group, I came to the conclusion that I needed a shorter and 
more concrete evaluation of the implementation as well. This resulted later in the 
development of an evaluation form reflecting dimensions of a theoretically well-
designed CoP.  

The domain competence survey is problematic, but removing this from the in-
strumentation at this point would not have made sense because of the small num-
bers involved in this particular test; at the time I thought that maybe other CoP 
participants in later iterations will be able to use it.  

This CoP disbanded after the end of the experiment. During follow-up interviews 
each of the members expressed interest in restarting the CoP, but the unit man-
ager did not initiate this process.  

4.2 The Social Communication Knowledge Team (SKT) 

This case exemplifies how CoPs fail to organize. An initial requirement for any 
level of effectiveness for CoPs is of course participation, and this is an important 
aspect of any system trying to organize CoPs. Lack of participation, or failure to 
organize, is a common occurrence among CoPs and happens for different reasons 
(Probst & Borzillo, 2008). This case is valuable because it gives insight into some 
of the problems faced when trying to organize CoPs. And in design-based re-
search, understanding failure is probably more important than understanding suc-
cesses (Andriessen, 2004).  

4.2.1 Context 
This testing of the CoPOS took place at the Faculty of Economics of a large poly-
technic located in the eastern part of the Netherlands over the course of 18 
months. For purposes of discussion I will refer to it as Hogeschool Eastern Neth-
erlands, or HEN. As with other polytechnics (see chapter one), the HEN is under 
pressure to change.  

Faculty management had decided two years previously to my first consultation to 
organize what they called ‘knowledge teams’ (KTs). KTs were groups of teachers 
that would work together, focusing around specific topics deemed important (by 
management) for expanding organizational knowledge and capability. In total 16 
knowledge teams were organized, each having a theme linked to existing research 
groups (kenniskringen in Dutch). Each faculty member was expected to take part 



Empirically testing the CoPOS 

 95 

in at least one KT. The aims of the KTs were to develop new knowledge through 
participant research in order to publish, develop advanced degree programs and 
promote general faculty development.  

According to the dean of faculty the problem with the KTs was that teacher par-
ticipation was too low to be considered effective, and that overall results were 
poor. At an initial meeting with the dean and several leaders of different KTs, the 
general consensus was that while the idea of KTs seemed a good one, declining 
interest and participation in quarterly meetings was very low and resulting impact 
on the faculty minimal. Knowledge team leaders were becoming discouraged and 
were questioning the effectiveness of the system. Four of the KTs had been 
stopped. After presenting the business case for CoPs to the dean of faculty and 
several KT leaders, it was agreed to explain the experiment to several different 
teams and poll for participation. Of the three groups approached, only the SKT 
agreed to take part in the experiment.  

 
   Figure 4.2. Design and instrumentation of this quasi-experiment 

Again, there is no comparison group in this iteration. In fact, there is no interven-
tion or post-measurement. This is because after working closely with the KT 
leaders for more than 18 months, the KT I had been working with disbanded. As 
mentioned before, the point of this case is to try and understand why.  

4.2.2 CoP member backgrounds 
All KT members were teachers in the Faculty of Economics. Of the KTs ap-
proached, only the SKT agreed to take part in the experiment. According to in-
formal conversations I had later with several members and leaders of the 
declining KTs, members found the experiment too intrusive and were also wary 
of an outsider doing research.  
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The SKT had met six times previous to the presentation of the business case. Ac-
cording to the SKT leaders, at the first few meetings all 26 members were pre-
sent. At the meeting I was present at about 15 were there, which was according to 
team leaders an average turnout. After presenting the business case, all members 
present agreed to complete the CRWB survey. However, the group wanted to dis-
cuss participation in the experiment amongst themselves, without my presence. 
After several weeks I was contacted by the KT leader and told that the group had 
agreed to participate in the experiment and that I was welcome to do the kick-off 
intervention at the next general meeting. 

Faculty participation in the KTs was seen by management as an important way to 
improve organizational capability and develop new knowledge, which led to pol-
icy measures officially allotting teachers time for participation. In fact, it was ex-
pected that faculty took part. Each person had the opportunity to choose which of 
the KTs he or she would join.  

In the KT I worked with there were 10 men and 9 women. The average age in the 
group was 42 years (SD=9.185).  The median for working in the field was be-
tween three and five years; the same for years in service. However, some (n=4) 
members had been in the field for between 11 and 20 years. Most members 
(n=15) had master’s degrees (three had a bachelor from a polytechnic and one 
member a PhD). The majority worked nearly full-time. Hours spent on formal 
schooling ranged widely; from less than 10 (n=3) to more than 51 (n=4) (the me-
dian was between 21 and 30 hours). On average KT members attended two to 
three workshops per year. Time spent on informal schooling also ranged widely 
from 0-10 (n=1) to more than 51 (n=6) The median was between 41 and 50 hours 
per year.  

4.2.3 Implementation of the CoPOS 
This was originally meant to be the beta test (Stam, 2007) of the CoPOS. My in-
tention was to have the KT leaders implement the CoPOS according to the plan 
developed in chapter three, with some coaching from my side. However, this was 
not at all the case.  In the following table are specific comments related to the im-
plementation of each intervention.  
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Table 4.6. Implementation notes for the CoPOS 

Intervention Implementation notes 

 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

All documents were sent to po-
tential members beforehand. One 
hour of a regular KT  meeting 
was used to introduce the con-
cept of a CoP.   

The MT wanted to ex-
periment with improving 
the KTs functioning and 
hopefully results. Teach-
ers expressed skepticism.  

Community kick-off The KT leaders executed this in-
tervention. I was present, but did 
not give any advice as the inter-
vention was performed accord-
ing to the protocol. The SKT 
members knew each other so 
there was no need for the social 
aspect of the intervention. De-
veloping the learning agenda 
was done according to adjusted 
protocol (formulating questions 
in a ‘how’ statement), but by the 
two team leaders after instruc-
tion and coaching from me. The 
results were three groupings of 
topics, which were further dis-
cussed. Items within the group-
ing were then prioritized and the 
KT leaders offered to organize 
the next meeting around the first 
topic on the agenda. 

One surprise arising 
from this intervention 
was that while manage-
ment and the SKT lead-
ers were focusing on 
doing research and new 
knowledge development, 
members wanted to learn 
and develop practical so-
lutions to everyday prob-
lems; sometimes related 
to the subject of the 
SKT, but also about gen-
eral didactics in a chang-
ing system. There was 
also a general consensus 
about the question of 
what will happen to the 
points raised in the learn-
ing agenda. “ We do this 
type of exercise often, 
but it never leads to any-
thing. What happens to 
our suggestions and 
questions?” 

Storytelling workshop Did not take place. The next 3 
meetings of the SKT were can-
celled due to member cancella-
tions.  

 

Six Thinking Hats workshop Did not take place.  

Case from praxis Did not take place  
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Intervention Implementation notes 

 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

Evaluating the CoP This was done informally with 
three members and the two lead-
ers of the SKT and led to its dis-
solution.   

 

Through the evaluation it 
became clear that a link 
between daily teaching 
activities and the KT was 
made too late in the 
sense that members were 
too discouraged and de-
clining numbers snow-
balled until nobody 
came.  

 

General reflections on the implementation of the CoPOS 
Repeated cancellations inhibited the system from being completely tested. Even 
though meetings were planned one full year in advance during lecture-free peri-
ods, many members cancelled because of other pressing business - meetings with 
students was a common reason given in later interviews.  

Developing and taxonomizing the learning agenda with the group was done by 
the KT leaders instead of me, and went according to the protocol. This showed 
me that executing the intervention is not overly complicated for an experienced 
teacher. The KT leaders then choose question most represented and decided to 
prepare the next meeting using the question as the focus. However, there was no 
next meeting due to cancellations.  

4.2.4 Understanding the context of the SKT   
In this section, where normally the outcomes of the test are presented, I look at 
SKT member starting levels of CRWB and GLC/TLO in order to see if there are 
any differences between this group and other CoPs organized in this study, which 
might explain the CoP’s failure. Table 4.7 shows the starting CRWB scores for 
participants.  
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Table 4.7. Starting level of CRWB for SKT members (n=19) 

Variable CRWB and its 
dimensions 

Pre-intervention  
scores 

 M SD 

     CRWB 

Total 4.22 .495 

 Dimensions 

Reflection 4.65 .718 

Critical opinion sharing* --- --- 

Asking for feedback 4.20 .806 

Challenging groupthink 4.06 .692 

Learning from mistakes 3.86 .683 

Sharing knowledge** 4.85 .791 

Experimentation 3.91 .839 

Career awareness 4.39 .976 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
* These items were left off the survey due to a technical problem which was corrected for the 
remainder of the research.  
** Not included in the total CRWB 

A one-way ANOVA tests showed self-reported levels of CRWB for SKT mem-
bers do not differ significantly from the other CoP participants in other case stud-
ies in total level of CRWB, or any of the individual dimensions. Except for 
critical opinion sharing and challenging groupthink, there seems to be consider-
able variation in respondents’ reported levels of total CRWB and the underlying 
dimensions.  

Group learning outcomes- Team learning orientation (TLO) and Group learning 
climate (GLC) 
Table 4.8 on the following page illustrates starting levels of TLO and GLC. It was 
possible to measure these because as mentioned previously, the SKT had already 
been in existence when the pre-intervention test was done.  
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Table 4.8. Pre-intervention levels of TLO and GLC for the SKT (n=17) 

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

  M SD  M SD M SD 

   TLO   

TotalA  4.92 1.081 N/A N/A N/A N/A 

                      GLC   

TotalB 4.35 .831 N/A N/A N/A N/A 

                Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 4.33 1.154 N/A N/A N/A 

 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 

4.37 .698 N/A N/A N/A 

N/A 

 

N/A 

 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 

Levels of TLO and GLC are not especially low or high and do not differ signifi-
cantly from other groups. However, there is a large variation in reported scores 
for GLC.  

4.2.5 Discussion 
As one can see in Table 4.7 starting levels of CRWB for members are about aver-
age and not much different than for other groups. However, the CoPOS could not 
be tested because of the dissolution of the SKT. The discussion here is used to 
look at how this happened rather than discuss effects on learning. At the last 
meeting of the SKT there were three members, two team leaders and myself pre-
sent. Using an evaluation framework based on the model in chapter two5 (see 

                                                

5  This model formed the basis for a quantitative evaluative survey that was at the 
time being developed as an addition to the CoPOS.  
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Figure 3.1 on page 22) we discussed why the SKT was failing and came up with 
the following.  

Coordinative factors. Of these factors, only self-direction was missing. The 
themes had been decided upon by the dean and each KT had a chairman who de-
cided the specific topics to be worked on as well as the agenda. This was not in 
discussion with the group members.  

Cognitive factors. There was no focus on practice. In fact, the KTs were orga-
nized as applied research groups. But, there is a declining number of faculty 
members who have a master’s degree and so are not familiar with doing research, 
leading to possibly further disconnection.  

Motivational factors. The KT did not help with real-life tasks and problems, did 
not raise self-esteem, and probably only marginally added to improved domain 
competence as it was not focused on teaching. New knowledge gains in the field 
may have been present but was not indicated. 

Social factors. There was no common goal orientation, no feeling of community 
and little attention to group process or varying types of interaction. One member 
taking part in the discussion mentioned that, “I don’t speak with these colleagues 
(fellow SKT members) except during a KT meeting.” On the other hand, team 
psychological safety scored somewhat above average (M=4.37 on a seven- point 
scale). This scale has aspects of social capital as well (Edmondson, 1999). 

4.2.6 Reflections on the case and improvements to the CoPOS 
I was involved with the deans of faculty and the organizers of this KT for nearly 
two years. We met regularly to try and understand what was happening in the 
group and what factors contributed to the lack of participation in the KTs- and not 
just this one, but all 16 had problems. We spoke about timing, but the KT meet-
ings were scheduled when there were no lectures. We talked about pressures of 
teaching, but at this polytechnic participation in the KT was part of professionali-
zation time, which was more than adequate for participation. We also spoke about 
the fact that participation was even linked to personal development plans and the 
HRM cycle of quality control, but this was just not a powerful enough incentive. 

All KTs gained their right to exist from the formal organization. The SKT, as all 
other KTs that the HEN started, was embedded by management in the formal or-
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ganizational structure of the polytechnic. The organization saw the necessity for 
faculty development and emphasized this. Yet the topics were not emergent nor 
the goals linked to practice, which meant that that there was no place in faculty 
members’ daily work for the KT. This was clear from the learning agenda, which 
reflected an interest in topics much different than those developed by the KT 
leaders in conjunction with management. This probably lead to declining partici-
pation and comments such as, “I am already too busy trying to get my regular 
work done” or “the meetings are interesting but what is the relevance of research 
to my teaching?” Results that were not linked to practice were also seen as secon-
dary to the pressures of daily teaching, which SKT members and leaders experi-
enced as high, or least used this to explain their lack of participation.  

Another point concerning embeddedness is raised by the members’ comments 
about what will happen to the questions and suggestions developed during the de-
veloping of the learning agenda. There seemed to be some skepticism that the or-
ganization would take their work in the KT seriously and that it could actually 
lead to any changes.  

One important lesson learned from this iteration was that the link between (daily) 
practice and the CoP must be immediately emphasized and focused on continu-
ally in order to stimulate motivation. Long-term goals do not seem to be very im-
portant, nor formal agreements between the organization and participation – 
motivation to attend should therefore be focused on member usability. However, 
on the other hand it seems important that the work done in the CoP can eventually 
be embedded in the greater collective.  

What was curious to me in this case was that there seemed to be a high level of 
energy after the learning agenda development intervention. I thought, and the 
SKT leaders mentioned this to me as well, that enthusiasm and participation in 
the team would be rekindled because of this exercise – it was, after all, a sign that 
the team would have self-direction and links to practice. I asked myself why was 
this not the case. Again, I use the plausible rival explanation framework to try and 
understand what was going on, namely larger systemic rivals, or what are called 
‘Super Rivals.’ 

In the introduction I discussed the problems teachers in polytechnics are going 
through have a direct relation to the complex changes of the environment in 
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which they work. These changes, as I discussed earlier, are multidimensional and 
ongoing. One plausible reason for the learning agenda intervention not working 
might be related to the fact that the HEN teachers had been subject to continual 
change forced mainly from above. After one meeting that was called off due to 
members cancellations, the two KT leaders and I had a two hour discussion about 
what was happening in the organization that would hinder the success of the KTs. 
We came to many of the same conclusions raised above, namely that teachers feel 
disconnected from their practice. Changes in the faculty came from above and 
were not linked to learning and development, but rather planned change through 
control (Boonstra, 2004). Furthermore, teachers were cynical about the effective-
ness of the changes as well as the professionalism of the management in their 
ability to manage the processes. I look further into these ideas later in the cross-
case analysis given at the end of this chapter. 

(An interesting development to this case study is that several months after the of-
ficial dissolution of the SKT, two new CoPs were started by previous SKT mem-
bers around different, but similar themes, chosen by themselves.)  

4.3 The Learning Network (LN CoP)  

This case study illustrates how the system was applied to an existing network 
with an existing group of organizers who were not especially keen to allow ‘their 
system’ to be entirely changed. This demanded considerable flexibility on my 
part, especially in regards to the individual interventions. More on this comes 
later.   

This case also serves to illustrate a type of group that in reality is probably more 
like a network than what I earlier defined as a CoP; for example in a network so-
cial ties are looser and specific goals not defined. On the other hand, the evalua-
tive survey completed by members showed these aspects as being problematic- 
several members wanted to make the network more of a CoP. This was also the 
reason I was asked by the organizers of the network to apply the CoPOS. 

4.3.1 Context 
The Dutch government is taking a diminishing role in designing new labor laws 
for specific industries, transferring this responsibility to intermediary organiza-
tions that represent one sector within the industry. In the case of the LN, the 
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Dutch government defined its policy in such a way that each sector is responsible 
for developing a concrete set of workplace labor regulations that apply only to 
that specific sector. The localized policy that results is developed into actual regu-
lations in a so-called a ‘labor catalog’, which is required to be available to all em-
ployees at any given time. For example, in the building industry, regulations 
concerning how much weight an individual can carry are explicitly given in the 
catalog. This translation of general government policy into concrete rules and 
regulations for a specific situation is extremely complex. In order to help the 
process the Dutch government, represented by a national labor advisory board, 
organized several meetings where information was given to representatives of the 
intermediary organizations. It was during these meetings that the organizing 
members of the LN discussed starting a CoP focused on dealing with the new la-
bor laws. It was decided to use an existing platform, which had already had had 
several meetings. I was called in as an expert in facilitating CoPs as the organiz-
ing would be slightly different because of the government sponsoring.  

The LN is an informal, inter-organizational CoP where members share knowl-
edge and experiences and improve professional competences in the field of labor 
relations. The LN has had six meetings in total and will continue to meet at least 
five times per year for the coming year. Meetings last about three hours followed 
by an informal lunch. Between meetings there is some communication between 
the organizing team and the rest of the LN members. This is usually no more than 
the minutes from the previous meeting and an invitation to the next, which always 
includes an agenda for the upcoming meeting. The agenda is always decided 
upon by the organizing team and is based on a list of common learning goals that 
was developed by the entire LN during the kick-off intervention of the CoPOS. 

In total there are more than 50 members representing 30 organizations. There is a 
core group of about 20 members, including the organizing team, who attend regu-
larly. The design of this quasi-experiment is shown below in Figure 4.3.  
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  Figure 4.3. Design and instrumentation of this quasi-experiment 

CoP members were those who attended at least four of the five meetings. The 
comparison group was made up of occasional participants in the LN who were 
present at no more than two of the five meetings. 

4.3.2 CoP member backgrounds 
Member background data comes from the second (post-intervention) measure-
ment. I instructed respondents not to include the time spent in the CoP when con-
sidering their estimates on formal or informal schooling. This CoP was comprised 
of an almost equal amount of men and women. However, the core group from 
which the observations were taken, was made up of seven men and three women 
whose mean age was about 49 years (SD=9.75). One member worked in the field 
for between three and five years, three members had been working in their field 
for between 11 and 20 years and the others for more than 21 years. On average 
they had worked for their current employer for between 6-10 years. 

One half of the members had a master’s degree, the other a bachelor from a poly-
technic (or a comparable degree). The majority worked at least four days per 
week.  

Hours spent on formal schooling ranged widely; from less than 10 (n=1) to more 
than 51 (n=1) but the median fell between 21 and 30 hours. On average LN CoP 
members attended two to three workshops. Time spent on informal schooling also 
ranged widely from 0-10 (n=1) to more than 51 (n=2); the median was between 
11 and 30 hours per year.  
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Motivations for participation 
From interviews and comments on the different surveys I found that the dominant 
reason for participation was in order to gain new knowledge in the field, specifi-
cally related to the labor catalog. This fits with the fact that exchange and acquisi-
tion of new knowledge was given as reasons for success of the CoP. I had thought 
that the possibility of finding new (knowledge) alliances or business partners 
might also be a motivation for participation, but other research done in the group 
ruled this out (Ropes, 2009). This was strange considering the commercial nature 
of the group and that improving network size and quality were given as important 
reasons for membership. 

4.3.3 Implementation of the CoPOS 
The CoPOS was implemented from January 2008 - where the idea for a CoP was 
presented to the organizers - to September 2009, which was when the results of 
the evaluative survey were presented. It was implemented with changes as given 
in sections 4.1 and 4.2 above. In the following table are specific comments related 
to each intervention.  

Table 4.9. Implementation notes for the CoPOS 

Intervention Implementation notes 

 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

The business case was first pre-
sented to the organizing commit-
tee and then, after their approval, 
to the LN as a whole, who also 
agreed to the experiment. All 
documents were sent to potential 
members beforehand. One hour 
of a regular meeting was used to 
introduce the concept of a CoP 
and for the researcher to become 
acquainted with the members, 
who were not very enthusiastic 
and unsure about experimenting 
with different types of interac-
tion.  

Members were wary of 
the testing and several 
survey forms were not 
filled in. Questions about 
the role of the research 
were posed by several 
members.  

Community kick-off While the kick-off had actually 
taken place already, a learning 
agenda was never developed. 

The organizers expressed 
surprise at the diversity 
of the questions. Also, 
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Intervention Implementation notes 

 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

This part of the intervention was 
done with the whole LN. Later, 
the organizing committee 
grouped the items more specifi-
cally and, after discussing the 
items, sent the grouping to all 
members. This was used as a 
guide for the topics of the meet-
ings throughout the iteration. 

 

new perspectives on ex-
isting ideas were given.  

Storytelling workshop Due to time constraints, this in-
tervention was shortened to 15 
minutes. A handout with the ba-
sic guidelines was sent to all 
members before the meeting. At 
the meeting itself the idea of So-
cratic questioning was explained 
and then practiced within sub-
groups discussing specific topics 
suggested by a guest speaker. 

There were good-
humored jokes made 
about using Socratic 
questioning, but in dis-
cussions afterwards 
members told about ac-
tually using the tech-
niques. Several members 
were familiar with the 
concept and mentioned 
that they enjoyed using it 
here. 

Six Thinking Hats workshop This intervention was not per-
formed. 

The organizers decided 
that this was not crucial, 
but were willing to allot 
15 minutes for it. How-
ever, this is too short to 
be effective, so another 
type of interaction was 
suggested by me and is 
used regularly. For de-
tails see below (general 
reflections on the im-
plementation). 

Case from praxis This made up an integral part of 
the LN meetings. Each meeting 
of the LN entailed a guest 
speaker who shared his or her 
experiences. Sometimes s/he was 
from the LN itself, sometimes 

Guest speakers were 
seen by the organizers as 
fundamental to the qual-
ity of the meetings. After 
a theme was decided 
upon, a suitable guest 
speaker was found and 



Organizing Professional Communities of Practice 

 108 

Intervention Implementation notes 

 
Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

not.  approached.  

Evaluating the CoP Done using scan. Results were 
presented to the full group and 
discussed. 

Members recognized the 
points raised, especially 
the lack of formal group 
reflection. However, the 
organizing committee 
didn’t build in any spe-
cific exercises for this.  

 

General reflections on the implementation of CoPOS 
In general the implementation went only partially as planned according to the sys-
tem. The organizing team was open for experimenting with new ways of working, 
but was wary of spending too much time on process interventions, which resulted 
in the shortening of the storytelling intervention, dropping the Six Hats interven-
tion and the use of a standard format with some minor variations for each meet-
ing. This format was as follows; the organizing team developed discussion points 
based on the presentations of the guest speakers before the meeting. Then, after 
the presentations, LN members were split randomly into smaller groups to discuss 
each point. After a short time (±25 minutes) a summary of the small group dis-
cussions was given to the entire LN.  

An important part of organizing revolved around choosing a theme for the meet-
ings. This was done mostly using the learning agenda as a guide. And when the 
organizing committee decided to expand the range of topics, the learning agenda 
was referred to and topics chosen from it.  

4.3.4 Evaluation of the implementation  
In this iteration the evaluative survey mentioned earlier was used in order to 
judge whether the implementation was successful. I considered the implementa-
tion a success if members’ level of satisfaction was at least a four, which trans-
lates as “satisfactory”. The items in the survey are based on the model shown in 
chapter two (see Figure 2.1). Items have been slightly altered in respect to their 
groupings in order to raise reliability (Cronbach’s alpha). Besides serving as a 
tool for group reflection, the survey helps to look at three things; 1) the level of 
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perceived importance, or to what extent participants feel particular factors of ef-
fective CoPs are significant to its functioning; 2) the level of satisfaction experi-
enced by participants, or to what extent their expectations are met, and; 3) the 
mean difference between perceived importance and satisfaction scores. This latter 
aspect serves to indicate what points need to be improved upon in the implemen-
tation of the CoPOS as well as give an indication of effectiveness used later in the 
cross-case analysis.  

The survey was distributed to members after the fifth meeting. The respondents 
are part of the core group – members who had attended at least four of the five 
meetings.  

Table 4.10. Evaluation results of the LN CoP (n=18) 

Item Perceived 
Importance* 

Level of satis-
faction** 

Difference 

 M   SD  M SD     M 

Coordinative factors (α=.87) 

Contact moments 3.78 1.060 4.50 .707   0.72 
Coordination 4.39 .979 4.56 1.149   0.17 
Sufficient time available 4.61 1.092 4.22 1.396  -0.39 
Management support 4.56 1.149 4.06 1.305  -0.50 
Long-range focus 5.06 .639 3.89 1.367  -1.17 
Total coordinative factors 4.47 .658 4.24 .869  -0.23 

Social factors (α=.76) 

 

 

Personal relationships 4.94 .639 4.33 .970  -0.61 
Level of cohesion 4.67 .840 4.83 .514   0.16 
Information-sharing culture 

culture 

5.00 .767 4.67 .970   0.36 
Openness for creativity 4.67 .907 3.72 1.179  -0.95 
High level of enthusiasm 4.89 .900 4.89 .832   0.00 
Perceived value 4.78 .667 4.00 1.054  -0.78 
Motivation for participation 5.06 .873 4.89 .832  -0.17 
Total social factors 4.77 .530 4.58 .574  -0.19 
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Item Perceived 
Importance* 

Level of satis-
faction** 

Difference 

 M   SD  M SD     M 

Cognitive factors (α=.82) 

Level of interactivity 5.11 .900 4.39 1.195  -0.72 
Different types of activity 4.44 1.149 3.67 1.029  -0.77 
Focus on relevant topics 4.94 1.056 4.22 .943  -0.72 
Links to (daily) practice 4.33 1.283 4.33 .970   0.00 
Focus on new issues 4.72 1.074 3.72 .958  -1.00 
Individual and group reflection 4.39 1.037 3.72 .895  -0.67 
Clear domain 4.83 .618 4.33 .970  -0.50 
Total cognitive factors 4.12 .605 4.61 .803   0.49 

Motivation factors(α=.84) 

New knowledge for solving prob-
lems 

4.67 1.085 3.83 1.043  -0.84 

New knowledge for innovation 4.56 .922 3.61 .979  -0.95 
Improved professional competences 4.28 1.179 3.83 1.043  -0.45 

New product/ process/system de-
velopment 4.06 1.056 3.17 1.339  -0.89 

New (knowledge) alliances 4.17 .924 3.39 1.037  -0.78 
Total motivation factors 4.34 .646 3.56 .770  -0.70 

*1= unimportant, 2= minimally important, 3=somewhat important, 4= important, 5= very im-
portant, 6= extremely important 
**1= extremely dissatisfied, 2=very dissatisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=satisfied, 5=very 
satisfied, 6= extremely satisfied 

The results of the survey point towards a successful implementation. Overall sat-
isfaction had a score of “satisfied” (M=4.25, SD=.526). Coordinative, social and 
cognitive dimensions were also reported as being satisfactorily. The dimension of 
motivation scored “somewhat dissatisfied” (M=3.56, SD=.770).  

Comments about improvement written on the survey form fit with the quantita-
tive data. The following were made in response to the question “What would you 
do to improve the CoP?”; better focus, more of a long-term orientation, more 
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practical solutions, aim towards more collaboration, new subjects, a wider 
agenda, more involvement by members and government, more informal meetings 
in-between sessions, more and different interaction and more meetings. These 
items were discussed with the organizing group, who were planning to improve 
on them.  

The data from the survey is highly dispersed for both perceived importance and 
satisfaction. This is rather curious. In regards to perceived importance I can imag-
ine people having different ideas about what is important to them in such a group. 
However, while scores on the level of satisfaction is widely dispersed, all of the 
18 respondents who completed the survey indicated that the CoP was a success. 
The most dominant reason given was because of the value of the knowledge 
gained during the meetings. Other comments were; personal involvement and 
commitment, sharing by professionals of new ideas and visions on the subject, 
knowledge exchange, clarity of topics, willingness of members to share knowl-
edge, expertise of speakers, and easier access to network members.  

4.3.5 Evaluating the effects of the system  
Here outcomes of the pre and post intervention measurements test are presented, 
starting with individual learning outcomes. I would like to remind the reader here 
that the scores shown below have not threat from attrition – only surveys filled in 
by the same respondents are considered here.  

Individual learning outcomes 
As in each of the iterations, individual learning outcomes were measured by look-
ing at changes in CRWB and domain competences. Changes in the dimensions of 
CRWB for LN members are shown here below in Table 4.11. Results of the com-
parison group follow.  

Table 4.11. Change in level of CRWB for LN CoP members (n=10) 

CRWB and dimensions Pre-intervention 
score 

Post-intervention 
score     Difference 

 M SD M SD   M   SD 

  CRWB    

Total  4.14 .367 4.33 .452  0.19  0.085 

  Dimensions    
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CRWB and dimensions Pre-intervention 
score 

Post-intervention 
score     Difference 

 M SD M SD   M   SD 

Reflection 4.35 .502 4.43 .802  0.08  0.300 

Critical opinion sharing 4.50 .602 4.84 .705  0.34  0.103 

Asking for feedback 3.85 .682 4.43 .677  0.58** -0.005 

Challenging groupthink 4.28 .478 4.68 .645  0.04  0.167 

Learning from mistakes 3.88 .730 3.85 .822 -0.03  0.092 

Sharing knowledge* 4.76 .804 5.11 .715  0.35 -0.089 

Experimentation 3.78 .648 4.01 .605  0.23 -0.043 

Career awareness 4.13 1.19 4.00 1.023 -0.13 -0.167 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
*Not included in the total CRWB; **Significant at .05 

Total CRWB for the CoP members 
In general, there was a slight increase in member scores of CRWB between the 
pre-test (M = 4.14, SE = .116) and the post-test (M = 4.33, SE =.143). This dif-
ference was not significant in a one-tailed test for paired samples (t= -1.272; df= 
9; p>.05). However, there was a small effect d=0.4.  

Dimensions of CRWB for the CoP members 
The only dimension showing a significant change between the pre and post inter-
vention scores is ‘asking for feedback’. On average scores increased from 
M=3.85 SD= .682, to M= 4.43, SD=.677. This difference is significant (in a one-
tailed test for paired samples, t= -2.181; df= 9; p<.05). There was also a medium 
effect d=0.7. 

There were some observable effects on other dimensions, although not signifi-
cant. For example there were small effects on; critical opinion sharing (d=0.4), 
knowledge sharing (d=0.4) and experimentation (d=0.2). There was a medium 
(d=0.5) effect on the dimension challenging groupthink. 

Unlike in the first case study, there was little change in differences between stan-
dard deviations in the pre and post intervention measurement.  
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Domain Competences 
The form that gauges changes in competence levels was completed by seven CoP 
members, six of whom had attended all five of the meetings and one who had at-
tended four. As in the EAI CoP case, there were too many missing values for sta-
tistical analysis. Here as well respondents asked me afterward about the relevance 
of the survey and expressed feeling troubled about not being able to complete it. 
One person used it as a reflection on his own functioning, and did not make any 
relation to the CoP at all – even though I had explained that this was the point of 
the survey.  

Two respondents did fill in the survey nearly completely. They indicated in most 
competences that there was no change. Several people were pointed towards mul-
tiple interventions as being related to a competence. The intervention  “group re-
flection”, was checked off in nearly every case. There were no concrete examples 
of change in competence given.  

Group learning outcomes- Team learning orientation (TLO) and Group learning 
climate (GLC) 
Group learning outcomes consider TLO, GLC and radical or incremental innova-
tions. Table 4.12 illustrates changes in GLC and TLO, which could be measured 
due to the fact that the group was already in existence for several months and had 
had several meetings previous to the first measurement.  

Table 4.12. Changes in TLO and GLC for the LN CoP (n=9) 

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

 
  M   SD    M SD   M   SD 

   TLO    

TotalA  4.62 .548 5.56 .739 0.94*  0.191 

                      GLC   

TotalB 4.00 .572 4.69 .605 0.69*  0.033 

                  Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 3.74 .777 4.81 1.068 1.07*  0.291 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 

4.26 .592 4.58 .512 0.31 -0.08 

A; 1=never, 7=always:   B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree: * Significant at .05 
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Paired sample t-tests showed a significant change between pre and post interven-
tion mean scores for TLO ( t=-4.768 ; df= 8; p<.05): there was also a strong effect 
d=1.6.  

Mean scores for GLC increased significantly as well (t=-4.270; df= 8; p<.05) and 
there was a large effect d=1.4. The dimension team efficacy changed significantly 
too (t=-1.408; df= 8; p<.05) and there was a medium effect d=0.5. Data was 
highly dispersed in this dimension, showing a low consensus.  

Group learning outcomes- new knowledge products 
There were no concrete new knowledge products generated by the group, at least 
none were reported. However, the corpus of general knowledge for the CoP grew, 
as seen in the minutes of the meetings.  

4.3.6 The comparison group 
The comparison group was made up of attendees at the kick-off and the last meet-
ing, but none in between. Members of the comparison group do not differ signifi-
cantly in their backgrounds (i.e. age, hours spent on formal and informal training, 
educational level, time in filed, length in service at current employer). Compari-
son group background data comes from the second (post-intervention) measure-
ment.  

The following table illustrates changes in CRWB for the comparison group. An 
independent t-test showed no significant differences between the means of the 
CoP or the comparison group for either pre or post intervention measures in any 
of the dimensions of CRWB. However, it is interesting to see that there were 
some slight negative changes between the first and second measurement for this 
comparison group, unlike in the CoP.  

Table 4.13. Change in level of CRWB for LN comparison group (n=7) 

Variable CRWB First Measurement Second meas-
urement Difference 

  M  SD  M SD    M   SD 

                 CRWB    

Total 4.34 .430 4.06 .582 -0.28  0.152 

              Dimensions    

Reflection 4.43 .713 4.28 .772 -0.15  0.059 
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Variable CRWB First Measurement Second meas-
urement Difference 

Critical opinion sharing 4.52 .807 4.39 .840 -0.13  0.033 

Asking for feedback 4.42 .369 3.76 .755 -0.66  0.386 

Challenging groupthink 4.54 .590 4.14 .547 -0.40 -0.043 

Learning from mistakes 4.12 .916 3.79 .868 -0.33 -0.048 

Sharing knowledge* 5.14 .709 4.22 .534 -0.92 -0.175 

Experimentation 4.02 .959 3.72 .878 -0.30 -0.081 

Career awareness 4.28 1.140 4.35 1.390   0.07  0.250 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree    *not included in total CRWB 

CRWB 
In general, there was a slight decrease in scores of total CRWB between the first 
measurement (M = 4.34, SE = .162) and the second one (M =4.06, SE =.220). 
According to the paired samples t-test, this difference is not significant t=.866; 
df=6; p>.05.  

Dimensions of CRWB 
There were no significant changes in respondent scores for any of the underlying 
dimensions of CRWB. 

4.3.7 Discussion 
In this section the results of the test are discussed. Table 4.14 shows each variable 
and the outcome of the testing. 

Table 4.14. Summary of test outcomes per variable 

Variable Summary of outcomes 
CRWB No significant changes observed. There was a slight effect on total 

CRWB and medium on experimentation and critical opinion sharing.  

Competences There was no significant change in domain competence that could be 
linked to particular interventions performed during the experiment.  

GLC Significant change observed in total GLC (large effect) and team effi-
cacy (medium effect). 

TLO Significant change observed / large effect.  

Innovation None observed. 
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Part of the aim of this study was to see if individual members of a CoP are af-
fected through participation in the CoP in certain ways related to learning. An-
other aspect looked at effects on the group. At an individual level a hypothesis 
was made stating that participants in a CoP organized using the CoPOS would 
show increases in CRWB and domain competences. While the CoP was orga-
nized using the CoPOS, there were no significant changes between the pre and 
post-measurements for the dependent variables. Thus, the first two research hy-
potheses are rejected: participation in a CoP organized using the CoPOS does not 
lead to significant increases in CRWB or improvements in domain competences. I 
discuss this claim further below. 

This case produced very similar results as the first one presented in this chapter. 
However, it is important to understand why the reason behind these results might 
be different. In order to frame the discussion I return to the idea of a rival theory 
that helps to understand what was observed.  

In the first case presented I discussed the idea that the CoP was not a competence-
based learning environment. This is probably true for the LN CoP as well. In the 
interviews with core members I was told that, “The meetings are not especially 
focused on learning. The goals are clear; gaining new knowledge through infor-
mation exchange and reflecting on this as a group.” This comment (which in fact 
is a valid definition of learning) shows again that people have difficulty reflecting 
on their learning.  It also gives an idea that people consider learning to be a more 
formal process, as what takes place in training programs or school, for example.  

The LN CoP was originally developed as a network by the organizing group. In 
fact, the CoPOS was meant to transform the network into more of a CoP envi-
ronment (as seen from the perspective of this research). This leads me to the con-
clusion that the LN CoP actually remained more of a network. This might also 
account for the lack of any concrete knowledge products being developed. Ac-
cording to Dixon (2006), outcomes of CoPs at the network stage, or just beyond 
into the knowledge sharing stage, are usually at the level of problem-solving or 
new ideas. This is supported by the interview data; members were motivated to 
participate because of the new ideas and new knowledge for their practice they 
gained, not by new innovations per se. However, the results of the evaluative sur-
vey can be interpreted to show that members would like to have had exactly this 
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aspect of the CoP stimulated more. This can be seen in the motivation section of 
the CoP evaluation survey where the CoP does not live up to expectations.  

Embedding might also have been seen as a problem in the sense that there was no 
governmental involvement. As in the first two cases, members were unclear of 
what influence they had on the greater whole, i.e. government policy in regards to 
their topic.  

The second hypothesis concerned group-level outcomes: CoPs organized using 
the CoPOS will exhibit high levels of TLO and GLC. This hypothesis is not re-
jected on the basis of my findings. I observed that post-intervention TLO was 
above average (M=5.56 on a seven-point scale). This was also a significant in-
crease from the pre-intervention (M=4.62). GLC was slightly above average at 
the second measurement (M=4.69 on a seven-point scale). However, the mean 
change (0.69) between pre and post intervention measures was significant.  This 
is partially due to the significant increase in the team efficacy scores. The mean 
score at the second measure was thus higher and seems to point to the fact that 
CoPs organized using the CoPOS do in fact show high levels of GLC. This makes 
sense, because the reason people came together repeatedly was to learn from one 
another. If the learning climate was poor, then they would not attend the meet-
ings. The CoPOS was implemented here because of decreased participation. This 
leads me to believe that it really did help improve the group processes signifi-
cantly. 

On the other hand, one plausible rival explanation clearly exists, namely that time 
was responsible for the increase in TLO and GLC. Especially the latter is linked 
to social capital and time is an important factor positively affecting development 
of it (Knight & Pye, 2005). Thus, because there was no comparison group for 
group related outcomes in this case, one cannot rule out that maybe by virtue of 
coming together over an extended period of time, TLO and GLC would have im-
proved anyway.  

The third hypothesis was also related to group-level outcomes: CoPs organized 
using the CoPOS will contribute to organizational learning by developing radical 
or incremental innovations. This hypothesis is rejected on the basis of the find-
ings.  
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The LN as a whole might be considered more of a strategic network than a CoP 
(as its name suggests) and so needs to be looked at from a different perspective. 
This probably has to do with the inter-organizational composition of the group; 
new product development among possibly competing organizations is a difficult 
process. However, shifts from individual learning to collaborative learning across 
the network were starting to happen as seen in the last meeting where the idea of 
drafting a new policy document was being discussed. This shift shows a start to 
innovative learning (Hakkarainen, et al., 2004) at the collective level and in turn 
may lead to concrete innovations.  

4.3.8 Reflections on the case and improvements to CoPOS 
Again, time dedicated to improving group process was seen as less important than 
actual group interaction focused on the subject at hand. The pressure of time was 
great, and if the type of interaction used mainly in this case weaves process and 
content effectively, it should be a valid addition to the CoPOS. Theoretically it 
fits with the model in chapter two. Thus, the improvement made to CoPOS was to 
open the system up to allow different types of interaction and not be rigid in 
terms of the prescribed interventions. The CoPOS is meant to be user-friendly 
and being flexible within the limits is a positive change in this direction. In real-
world research, one must respect the participants’ wishes.  

While the experiment ended officially in September 2009, at the time of this writ-
ing (February 2010) I am still working with the LN CoP. After the project support 
from one quasi-governmental agency ended, the organizers found a member 
whose organization was willing to sponsor the LN CoP meetings for a year. At 
the last meeting, there were new topics brought up and discussed. There was also 
the possibility of producing some type of policy document together that could 
serve as a template for others. In other words, the improvements to the CoP were 
being made on the basis of the evaluation.  

Besides leading to high levels of TLO and GLC, the CoPOS helped to improve 
this existing CoP in several ways. For example, the evaluation survey together 
with the learning agenda was used in order to improve internal processes. The 
idea of structure was understood more clearly by the organizers as being crucial 
and was considered when planning meetings. Finally, the idea of codifying new 
knowledge and possible working on a general concrete (knowledge) product also 
came from the CoPOS.  
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4.4 Labor Advisors Community  (LA CoP) 

This case is interesting because there was no specific background reason for or-
ganizing a CoP within the firm. A member of the Labor Network CoP approached 
me after one of the meetings and asked if I would present the business case for 
CoPs to the management of the Labor Advisory, a small (+/- 35 employees) con-
sultancy for labor organizations based in South Holland, the Netherlands, because 
he saw potential for stimulating learning and innovation in his organization. He 
discussed this with the management team who then contacted me about the possi-
bilities for organizing a CoP in their firm. I sent the business case to the manage-
ment team, who then decided they were willing to propose participation in the 
experiment to the rest of the employees.  This was first done using the materials 
from the business case after which a meeting was scheduled where interested 
people could get more information on the CoP and we would start the process. 
About 20 employees attended the kick-off meeting. The design of the quasi-
experiment is shown below. 

 
   Figure 4.4. Design and instrumentation of this quasi-experiment 

 
4.4.1 CoP member backgrounds  
Member background data comes from the second (post-intervention) measure-
ment. I instructed respondents not to include the time spent in the CoP from their 
estimates on formal or informal schooling. This CoP was comprised of two men 
and five women. Average age of the members was about 42 years (SD= 9.475). 
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Four members were new to the firm (less than two years in service) and two of 
these had been a consultant for less than two years. The majority of members had 
been consultants for at least 11 years. Four members had been working in their 
field for more than 11 years and one more than 21. On average they had worked 
for their current employer for between 6-10 years.  

Four of the members had a master’s degree, the other a bachelor from a polytech-
nic (or a comparable degree). The majority worked four days per week (more 
than 0.7fte).  

Hours spent on formal schooling per year ranged from 0-10 (n=2) to more than 51 
(n=2) but the average was between 21 and 30 hours. On average CoP members 
attended two workshops per year. Time spent on informal schooling ranged from 
11-20 (n=2) to 31-40 hours per year (n=2); three members estimated spending be-
tween 21 and 30 hours per year.  

Motivations for participation 
From the qualitative data, the most common theme was that members were inter-
ested in learning in general; about the organization, about the field, etcetera. 
Other comments were focused on exchanging knowledge and information. Espe-
cially during the fourth meeting members discussed the question "what's in it for 
me?" and came to the conclusion that simply working on developing the knowl-
edge matrix alone (the matrix was the new product the CoP was developing) was 
an advantage for them. In order to develop the matrix, interviews with all em-
ployees needed to be done. Then the information from the interviews needed to 
be processed and placed in the matrix. This was seen as giving CoP members an 
exceptionally good understanding of who knew what within the firm– crucial for 
solving complex, multidisciplinary problems. Two of the CoP members were new 
to the firm and saw it as an effective way of getting to know other employees and 
their field of knowledge. Developing the matrix was seen as a way to improve in-
terview skills, which members deemed useful for their practice as a consultant. 

Members also discussed the idea that a knowledge matrix was important for un-
derstanding where organizational knowledge needed to be augmented or where 
unexpected knowledge that was going unused could be capitalized on to improve 
competitive advantage. It seems that motivation for participation was for this 
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group directly linked to improving organizational capability and this was a strong 
driver behind participation. 

4.4.2 Implementation of the CoPOS 
The CoPOS was implemented partially to the plan developed in the last chapter 
with variations discussed in the table below. 

Table 4.15. Implementation notes for the CoPOS 

Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

All documents were sent to po-
tential members beforehand. One 
hour of a regular team meeting 
was used to introduce the con-
cept of a CoP and for the re-
searcher to become acquainted 
with the members, who were en-
thusiastic and willing to experi-
ment with different types of 
interaction. 

 

Management was enthu-
siastic about experiment-
ing with the purpose of 
information sharing and 
possible new knowledge 
development.  

Community kick-off Developing a common learning 
agenda is a complicated process. 
Members comments were “what 
is the common goal of this 
CoP?” and “what is it that we 
really want to do here?” After 
discussing personal learning 
goals in relation to the group, a 
suggestion was made that what-
ever it is that is done in the CoP, 
it must have a direct link to prac-
tice and the organization and 
preferably lead to new market-
able products.  

 

“We have done things 
like this before. What is 
going to happen with our 
results?”  

The learning agenda re-
volved around the ques-
tion, “ How do I become 
a knowledge sharing and 
absorbing employee?”  

Storytelling workshop Not done due to need for contin-
ued discussion about the learning 
agenda and the added value of 
the CoP. 

Discussions revolved 
around several topics; 
what is it that we are go-
ing to do and what is the 
added value of this? How 
do we deal with people 
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Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/ other 
comments 
 
that do not come (regu-
larly) to meetings?  

The idea of developing a 
knowledge matrix came 
up.  

Six Thinking Hats workshop Replaced with product develop-
ment workshop (this is described 
further in the text below).  

Members explicitly ex-
pressed the desire to 
work on a concrete de-
velopment in the allotted 
time (one year) and 
asked me to find or de-
velop an intervention that 
would help to do this. 
After doing the new in-
tervention, the idea of the 
knowledge matrix was 
worked out to a concep-
tual level.  

Case from praxis Not done At this meeting the time 
was used to discuss fur-
ther completion of the 
knowledge matrix in-
cluding developing an in-
terview protocol.  

Evaluating the CoP Done using the survey.  Members recognized the 
lack of support from 
management and col-
leagues as well. Group 
reflection was also 
minimal and needed to 
be improved. 

 

General reflections on the implementation of the CoPOS 
In general the implementation went only partially as planned. This group came 
together in order to experiment with new ways of working and had no concrete 
goal or compelling question in mind on which to focus. Management had a vague 
idea about improving innovation through learning and thought it might be worth-
while to experiment with the CoP concept. This lead to many discussions early on 
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about what the added value of the CoP actually was or could be. After three meet-
ings, eight of the original 20 members decided to continue, but only if; 1) they 
could make concrete an idea that some of them had, namely an knowledge ma-
trix; 2) that they were allotted time and space by management to develop the ma-
trix and 3) that roles within the CoP were clearly defined, including mine. These 
things were discussed and agreed upon and the fourth meeting was used in order 
to develop the knowledge matrix further. In order to guide this process I devel-
oped an intervention based on a new product development cycle (Kessler & 
Chakrabarti, 1999; Smit, (n.d.)) This intervention was done in place of the story-
telling intervention and was continued in the next meeting. This meant that the 
Six Thinking Hats was not done either. The intervention, shown below in Figure 
4.5, is different from both the storytelling and Six Thinking Hats interventions in 
the sense that this one facilitates the group with working towards a concrete out-
come. At the same time, important cognitive, social and motivational processes 
are stimulated. While designing this intervention, I used the model shown in 
chapter two, followed by a theoretical test, also shown in chapter two.  

Design steps for new product development 

Decide which problem to address (Use the learning agenda as starting point)  

Formulate product functionality (what is it supposed to do?) 

Gather ideas (how could it look?) 

Market analysis (who is going to use it and in which ways?) 

Making the design(s) (what form does it have?) 

Theoretically test the target group (does it meet its requirements?) 

Operationalize the design (work out the details) 

Figure 4.5. The new intervention 

CoP members commented later that this intervention was very useful. And it re-
sulted in the conceptual design of a knowledge matrix that would be developed in 
the CoP.  

4.4.3 Evaluation of the implementation  
The survey was taken at the beginning of the fifth meeting rather than after be-
cause of the problems the CoP was going through. We all needed to have a 
clearer idea of what was happening and discuss if the CoP was to continue. Using 
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the themes from the evaluation form, we discussed certain points for attention. 
The result was that this meeting was a transformational one in which new com-
mitments were made and motivation for participation was rediscovered. Results 
of the evaluative survey shown below might have been different (a more positive 
evaluation) if it had been taken after this meeting because of this renewed vigor.  

Table 4.16. Survey results for LA CoP evaluation (n=7) 

Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of   satis-
faction Difference 

 M  SD   M   SD    M 

Coordinative factors (α=.87) 

Contact moments 4.00 .816 4.29 .756  0.29 
Coordination 4.71 .488 4.29 .488 -0.42 
Sufficient time available 4.14 .690 4.14 .900  0.00 
Management support 4.57 .787 3.86 1.345 -0.71 
Long-range focus 5.43 .535 4.43 1.813 -1.00 
Total coordinative factors 4.57 .372 4.20 .774 -0.37 

Social factors (α=.76) 

 

 

Personal relationships 4.86 .690 4.43  .535 -0.43 
Level of cohesion 5.14 .378 4.43  .787 -0.71 
Information-sharing culture 

culture 

5.14 .378 4.00 1.155 -1.14 
Openness for creativity 4.71 .488 4.14  .690 -0.57 
High level of enthusiasm 4.86 .900 4.86  .378  0.00 
Perceived value 4.88 1.069 3.71 1.069 -1.17 
Motivation for participation 

 

5.00 .000 4.86  .378 -0.14 
Total social factors 4.77 .402 4.52  .389 -0.25 

Cognitive factors (α=.82) 

Level of interactivity 5.00 .000 4.29  .951 -0.71 
Different types of activity 4.43 .535 3.86 1.069 -0.57 
Focus on relevant topics 5.14 .378 4.14 1.069 -1.00 
Links to (daily) practice 5.00 .577 4.57  .787 -0.43 
Focus on new issues 4.14 .690 3.71  .756 -0.43 
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Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of   satis-
faction Difference 

 M  SD   M   SD    M 

Individual and group reflection 4.43 .976 4.14  .690 -0.29 
Clear domain 4.86 .690 4.14 1.069 -0.72 
Total cognitive factors 4.22 .527 4.61  .197  0.39 

Motivation factors (α=.82) 

New knowledge for solving prob-
lems 4.86 .378 4.14 .900 -0.72 

New knowledge for innovation 4.86 .378 3.57 .787 -1.29 
Improved professional competences 5.14 .378 3.57 .976 -1.57 

New product/ process/system de-
velopment 4.43 .535 3.86 .690 -0.57 

New (knowledge) alliances 4.14 .690 3.57 .535 -0.57 
Total motivation factors 4.68 .254 3.74 .690 -0.94 

*1= unimportant, 2= minimally important, 3=somewhat important, 4= important, 5= very im-
portant, 6= extremely important 
**1= extremely dissatisfied, 2=very dissatisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=satisfied, 5=very 
satisfied, 6= extremely satisfied 

Was the implementation a success? 
The results of the survey point toward a fairly successful implementation as over-
all satisfaction had a score of “satisfied” (M=4.27, SD=.300). Coordinative, social 
and cognitive dimensions were also reported as being satisfactorily. The dimen-
sion of motivation scored “somewhat dissatisfied” (M=3.74, SD=.690). 

There is a wide variance in the satisfaction scores. Expectations (as seen in the 
perceived importance column scores) are rather regular, but scores for satisfaction 
are not. Some members are clearly more satisfied than others. This wide variance 
might also be because of outliers from new employees who look at their work dif-
ferently and for whom participation in this group was an important way to gain 
valuable knowledge about their working environment.  

Management support was minimal – implicitly in the form of no embeddedness 
and explicitly in the form of no time allotted for participation. Consultants needed 
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to take part in the CoP on their own time, and probably accounts for the low satis-
faction score for this item.  

The theme of the CoP was knowledge sharing – it was seen as a serious problem 
in the organization. This might explain the difference in ‘knowledge-sharing cul-
ture” between importance and satisfaction.  

Scores on the item ‘perceived value’ of the CoP also had a large gap and a 
‘somewhat dissatisfied’ score. This probably has to with the fact that the CoP was 
not functioning very well at the time of the evaluation, and the added value of 
participation was not yet discovered by members.  

Motivational aspects also scored relatively low. While members scored new 
knowledge for solving problems as satisfactory, new knowledge for innovation 
was scored as slightly dissatisfied. This is plausible; there was a lot of discussion 
about what it was the CoP would really work on, not the topic of the knowledge 
matrix itself (which had actually been discussed in the organization previously 
and was for the members not so much an innovation as an incremental improve-
ment). This might be why the score for the item about new product development 
was low (M=3.86). The CoP was not seen as contributing to professional compe-
tences either. This is most likely because of what I discussed in the first case, 
namely that a CoP is not really a strong environment for explicitly developing 
competence, even though members seem to feel (the score was M=5.14) that this 
should be the case.  

Of the seven members who filled out the evaluative survey, four wrote that they 
considered the CoP a success. Reasons given were mostly about the dedication of 
the fellow members. Negative responses from the other three described a lack of 
embedding in the organization, “Not all of the colleagues are involved because of 
time problems” as well as problems with the process itself, “We talked too much 
about being in a CoP, not focusing on content.” This is actually what led me to 
develop and implement the product development intervention.  

Comments about improving the CoP generally focused on working more con-
cretely. For example, one idea was that members should “Describe goals per 
meeting in order to stay focused” while another wrote, “Make quick, concrete 
steps.” Other comments showing problems with embedding were also made, “Try 
to keep everything as simple as possible so that the group (other colleagues) goes 
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along in the process. It is important that the rest of the employees recognize what 
we are doing.” This clearly points towards a lack of embeddedness in the firm. 

From the open questions on the domain competence survey, as well as from later 
interviews with the LA CoP members, I learned that six members would be will-
ing to join the CoP again and in fact, the CoP was being continued without my 
support at the time of this writing.   

4.4.4 Evaluating the effects of the system  
In this section the outcomes of the first test are presented using the model shown 
in chapter three. For individuals, the variable CRWB is discussed first, followed 
by a look into domain competences. Variables related to the group, TLO, GLC 
and any new knowledge products are then discussed. 

Individual learning outcomes 
Individual learning outcomes were measured by looking at changes in CRWB 
and domain competences. Changes in the dimensions of CRWB are shown in 
Table 4.17.  

Table 4.17. Change in level of CRWB for the LA CoP members (n=7) 

Variable CRWB Pre-intervention 
score  

Post-intervention 
score  Difference 

   M  SD  M  SD   M   SD 

                  CRWB    

Total 4.16 .330 4.36 .247  0.20 -0.083 

               Dimensions    

Reflection 4.41 .187 4.80 .380  0.39**        0.193 

Critical opinion sharing 4.18 .567 4.28 .880  0.10  0.313 

Asking for feedback 4.30 .675 4.59 .616  0.29 -0.089 

Challenging groupthink 4.26 .584 4.28 .329 -0.33  0.013 

Learning from mistakes 3.97 .966 3.97 .771  0.13 -0.424 

Sharing knowledge* 5.25 .585 5.28 .414  0.35 -0.535 

Experimentation 3.69 .964 3.78 .853  0.31 -0.258 

Career awareness 4.32 1.01 4.89 .977 0.59** -0.134 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
*Not included in total CRWB: ** significant at .05 
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Total CRWB 
In general, there was a very slight increase in member scores of total CRWB be-
tween the pre-intervention measurement (M = 4.16, SE = .124) and the post-test 
(M = 4.36, SE =.093). This difference was not significant (in a one-tailed test for 
paired samples, t= -1.301; df= 6; p<.05); however, there was a medium effect 
d=0.5. 

Dimensions of CRWB 
There was a significant change in the dimension reflective working in a one-tailed 
test for paired samples (t= -3.355; df= 6; p<.05). There was a large effect (d=1.3) 
as well. There was also a significant change in the dimension career awareness 
(t= -2.489; df= 6; p<.05). Here again, a large (d=0.9) effect was observed.  

No other significant changes were found. However, there was a slight effect on 
the dimension asking for feedback (d=0.4). 

What is interesting is the recurring observation that there is a slight increase in 
consensus for many of the items, as seen in the decrease of the scores’ dispersion 
in the post-intervention measurement. For example ‘knowledge sharing’ scores 
were considerably less dispersed, as were learning from mistakes and experimen-
tation.  

Domain Competences 
The survey looking for changes in domain competences proved once again to be 
problematic. There were too many missing values for a reliable and valid statisti-
cal analysis. Two members who did fill in the survey with any kind of complete-
ness, pointed towards the competence group ‘developing solutions/solving 
problems’ as being improved as a direct consequence of participation. Other 
members who indicated a link between a competence and a specific intervention 
nearly always checked off the item ‘group reflection’.   

The data from the evaluative survey supports the qualitative findings. The item 
‘improved professional competences’ was scored as being ‘somewhat dissatis-
fied’.  
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Group learning outcomes- Team Learning Orientation (TLO) and Group Learn-
ing Climate (GLC) 
Group learning outcomes consider TLO, GLC and any innovations. Table 4.18 il-
lustrates changes in GLC and TLO. It was possible to measure a change in these 
two because the LA CoP had been functioning as a team. All respondents, includ-
ing the CoP members, were instructed to use the team as their reference for the 
first measurement. CoP members were instructed to use the CoP as their refer-
ence for the post-intervention measurement, while the comparison group was in-
structed to again use their team.  

Table 4.18. Changes in TLO and GLC for the LA CoP (n=7) 

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

 
 M   SD   M  SD   M   SD 

   TLO    

TotalA  5.17 1.137 4.76 .323 -0.41 -0.814 

                      GLC   

TotalB 4.36 1.053 3.81 .098  0.55 -0.955 

                 Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 4.23 1.423 3.04 .356 -1.19* -1.067 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 4.50 .720 4.58 .413 -0.083 -0.307 

A; 1=never, 7=always: B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 
*significant at .05 

T-tests showed that the slight decrease in TLO for the CoP was not significant t= 
-.258; df= 6; p>0.05 (single-tailed, 90% confidence level). Nor was the decrease 
in GLC significant t= 1.396; df= 6; p>0.05; however, there was a medium effect 
d= 0.5.  

Mean scores for team efficacy showed a significant decrease between measures 
t=2.417; df= 6; p<0.05; there was also a large effect d=0.9. The small change in 
the mean psychological safety score was not significant.  

Group learning outcomes- new knowledge products 
This CoP went through a similar process as the one in the first case. After dis-
cussing what it was they wanted to do, members came to the realization that the 
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purpose of their coming together should be to produce new usable knowledge for 
the organization. After considerable discussion, the CoP decided to develop a ma-
trix that would map out employee knowledge within the organization. This was 
designed to serve three purposes. First, often a consulting job is multidisciplinary 
in nature and demands input from different persons. But there was no system for 
helping consultants to find this expertise. The knowledge matrix should help to 
do this. The second objective was to find gaps in the organizational knowledge 
base that could be filled by management, if needed. Thirdly, new employees 
would benefit from the wealth of information stored in the matrix, as well as be-
come more familiar with the organization because it was envisioned that each 
employee would work on keeping the matrix up to date.  

Members of the CoP felt that this was an incremental innovation because similar 
initiatives had been tried before. This is reflected in the evaluative survey, where 
members reported being slightly dissatisfied on the item ‘new knowledge for in-
novation’, but satisfied on the item ‘new knowledge for solving problems’.  

4.4.5 Comparison group 
In this iteration there was a comparison group made up of employees who had 
been at less than two of the CoP meetings. The backgrounds of the individuals in 
the comparison group were not significantly different than those of the CoP 
members for any of the above variables (i.e. age, hours spent on formal and in-
formal training, educational level, time in field, length in service at current em-
ployer). However, the level of education was slightly less and two respondents 
were not consultants (one was the office manager and the other the communica-
tions officer).  

The following table shows the CRWB scores from the first and second measure-
ment.  

Table 4.19. Change in level of CRWB for LA comparison group (n=7) 

CRWB and dimensions First measure-
ment  

Second measure-
ment Difference 

  M  SD   M   SD   M   SD 

  CRWB    

Total 4.00 .464 4.21 .646 0.21  0.182 

         Dimensions     
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CRWB and dimensions First measure-
ment  

Second measure-
ment Difference 

  M  SD   M   SD   M   SD 

Reflection 3.98 .690 4.19 .478 0.21 -0.212 

Critical opinion sharing 4.11 .764 4.29 1.000 0.18  0.236 

Asking for feedback 3.88 .899 4.46 .937 0.58  0.038 

Challenging groupthink 4.14 .766 4.16 .666 0.02 -0.100 

Learning from mistakes 4.00 .791 4.18 1.163 0.18  0.372 

Sharing knowledge* 4.85 .797 5.14 .780 0.29 -0.017 

Experimentation 4.14 .873 4.07 .876 -0.07  0.003 

Career awareness 3.78 .528 4.14 1.34 0.36  0.812 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree        * Not included in the total CRWB 

Total CRWB 
In general, there was a slight increase in the scores of CRWB for the comparison 
group between the pre-test (M = 4.00, SE =.175 ) and the post-test (M = 4.21, SE 
=.244). This difference was not significant (in a two-tailed paired samples test t= 
-1.00; df= 6; p>.05). 

Dimensions of CRWB 
There were no significant differences in any of the other dimensions of CRWB.  

Group level outcomes – Team Learning Orientation (TLO) and Group Learning 
Climate (GLC) 
Comparison group members were instructed to use their direct team as their ref-
erence for completing the survey at both instances measurement. The following 
table shows the results of the survey. 

Table 4.20. Changes in TLO and GLC for the  LA comparison group  

Variable First measurement 
scores 

Second measurement 
scores     Difference 

 
  M   SD   M   SD    M    SD 

   TLO    

TotalA+  4.75 1.04 5.62 .973 0.87*  -0.967 

                       GLC   
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Variable First measurement 
scores 

Second measurement 
scores     Difference 

 
  M   SD   M   SD    M    SD 

TotalB++ 4.18  .649 4.35 1.228  0.16   0.639 

                 Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 4.09 1.049 4.47 1.585  0.38   0.536 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 4.27  .410 4.22 .966 -0.05   0.556 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 
+ n=6, ++n=5 
*significant at .05 

In general, there was an increase in TLO for the comparison group between the 
first measure (M = 4.75, SE =.465 ) and the post-test (M = 5.26, SE =.435). This 
difference was significant (in a two-tailed paired samples test t= -3.473; df= 5; 
p<.05). 

The slight increase in GLC for this group was not significant – nor were changes 
in the separate dimensions.  

The data was highly dispersed at the second measurement and ranged from a 
score of one to seven.  

4.4.6 Discussion 
In this section the results of the test are discussed. Table 4.21 shows a summary 
of the outcomes in relation to the variables.  

Table 4.21. Summary of test outcomes per variable 

Variable Summary of outcomes 
CRWB There were no significant changes observed in reported levels of 

CRWB, either from the CoP members or the comparison group. 

Competences There was no significant change in domain competence that could be 
linked to particular interventions performed during the experiment.  

GLC There was no significant change observed from the CoP members or 
the comparison group. However, the dimension ‘team efficacy’ had a 
significant decrease.  

TLO There was no significant change observed in CoP member scores. 
However, there was a significant change in the comparison group.  
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Variable Summary of outcomes 
Innovation The LA CoP produced a knowledge matrix of the organization that 

could be used to illustrate any organizational knowledge gaps as well 
as serve as an instrument for other employees to find out who had 
what knowledge.   

Part of the aim of this study was to see if individual members of a CoP are af-
fected through participation in the CoP in certain ways related to learning. An-
other aspect looked at effects on the group. At an individual level a hypothesis 
was made stating that participants in a CoP organized using the CoPOS would 
show increases in CRWB and domain competences. While the CoP was orga-
nized using the CoPOS, there were no significant changes between the pre and 
post-measurements for the dependent variables. Thus, the first two research hy-
potheses are rejected: participation in a CoP organized using the CoPOS does not 
lead to significant increases in CRWB or improvements in domain competences. I 
expand on the claim about CRWB first. 

CoP member scores for reflective working did go up, unlike in the comparison 
group. One explanation may be that the CoP was in fact a time that members 
could take time out from their busy working schedules and reflect on their prac-
tice; time that was not available to the comparison group members.   

Career awareness scores also increased significantly. This may be because the or-
ganization itself was discussed regularly in the CoP meetings. Understanding 
one’s place in the organization is a part of being in a CoP (Wenger, 1998) and re-
lates directly to career awareness.  

Another interesting observation is that scores for most items are less dispersed for 
the CoP than for the comparison group. This might mean that the members had 
more understanding of CRWB at the second measurement because of working in 
the CoP.  

Once again the domain competence survey was hardly completed. As I discussed 
in the first case, this may be because of people’s difficulty reflecting on their 
learning, and especially the informal learning taking place in the CoP. Eraut 
(2000) points out that people associate learning with formal training, not with 
situations like working on problems together. Another idea is related to the envi-
ronment itself. Learning in a professional CoP seems to more closely related to 
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knowledge creation (Hakkarainen, Palonen et al., 2004) and results in new 
knowledge that leads to new practices. Learning in the original conceptualizations 
of CoPs was focused on developing competence and becoming socialized in ex-
isting practices (Tynjala, 2008).  

The second hypothesis concerned group-level outcomes: CoPs organized using 
the CoPOS will exhibit high levels of GLC and TLO. This hypothesis is partially 
rejected on the basis of my findings. I observed that post-intervention TLO was 
marginally above average (M= 4.76 on a seven-point scale) which was slightly 
less than for pre-intervention (M=5.17). There was probably no significant 
change because the scores were already slightly above average to start with. The 
problems with the group may also be reflected here. I discuss this further below.  

GLC was slightly below average at the second measurement (M=3.81 on a seven-
point scale). This is directly related to the significant change in the score for the 
dimension ‘team efficacy’ which decreased from M=4.23 to M=3.04 between 
measures. The following discussion is an attempt to understand this. 

CoP members were instructed to use their existing team as their reference for 
completing the pre-intervention survey, and to use the CoP as reference for the 
second measurement. The pre-intervention mean scores were about average. The 
lower second scores are probably due to what I discussed above, namely that the 
CoP was functioning poorly when the survey was taken for the second time. As I 
mentioned earlier, after the fifth meeting there was a sort of rejuvenation and con-
fidence in the CoP was expressed openly.  

I am not certain why was there a significant increase in TLO for the comparison 
group. However, in casual discussions with CoP members, it seems that the orga-
nization had regular study days planned throughout the year. The only significant 
difference between the groups was for the dimension ‘team efficacy’ at the sec-
ond measure. In a two-tailed t-test for independent samples t(12)=-2.326, p< .05. 
The mean difference was -1.42.  

The third hypothesis was also related to group-level outcomes: CoPs organized 
using the CoPOS will contribute to organizational learning by developing radical 
or incremental innovations. This hypothesis is not rejected on the basis of the 
findings. The group produced a new product in the form of an organizational 
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knowledge matrix that would not have been made if the CoP had not been orga-
nized.  

4.4.7 Reflections on the case and improvements to the CoPOS 
At first this group seemed somewhat hesitant to participate. Discussion was diffi-
cult to get started and not everyone participated. In my notes I had written, “I do 
not feel comfortable here – why?” During the first two meetings, the director was 
present, but then she decided not to go on attending. One reason she mentioned 
was that she didn’t see the added value. She said at one point, “I don’t hear any-
thing new being discussed. It costs so much time and I don’t know if it is coming 
from the employees themselves” – probably meaning it was a forced situation 
(which in fact it was – this was an experiment and organizing a CoP was not an 
attempt to solve any pressing problem). She also questioned her role and influ-
ence of her presence on the group process. These considerations led to her deci-
sion not to attend any more meetings. This might have led to dissatisfaction with 
the level of embeddedness, but it also let members to speak more openly.  

The group in general felt that there was not enough concrete action that would 
lead to a usable product. They expressed this rather succinctly once by saying, 
“Our goal is not vague, but your interventions are.” This emphasized to me again 
the need to focus on pragmatic problem solving using on short term and concrete 
goals. As soon as this was done by using the new intervention, the group func-
tioned better.  

Another consideration for change was that the group needed to embed their work 
in the greater organization. They saw the knowledge matrix as a perfect way of 
doing this because in order to complete it, other employees needed to be inter-
viewed.  

My experiences with the LA CoP led me to alter the CoPOS in two ways for the 
next iteration. First, I removed the intervention about storytelling and replaced it 
with the one on new product development. Second, I made a note to discuss with 
management how the CoP could be truly embedded in the organization, as well as 
what influence it might be able exert on organizational processes. This would in 
turn be brought up and discussed during the kick-off intervention in the next it-
eration.  
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4.5 Teacher Development Community (TD CoP) 

This CoP differs from the others in the fact that it was linked directly to a formal 
faculty development trajectory in order to try and improve the sustainability and 
effectiveness of a program on teaching entrepreneurship.  

The TD Cop was organized within the University of St. Kliment Ohridski 
(UKLO), Macedonia. UKLO is the second-largest state university in Macedonia, 
with a total enrolment of a little over 13,000 graduate and undergraduate students 
and about 400 faculty members. The seven faculties comprising the university are 
located in or close to Bitola. The higher educational environment in Macedonia 
has a similarity with the Netherlands in regards to change; threats from new, pri-
vate colleges abound since the liberalization of higher education in the late1990s. 
This is forcing the older state-run institutions to market themselves in new ways. 
UKLO chose to position itself as a modern, entrepreneurial institution where stu-
dents can get a quality education leading to a job or a private business. Tradi-
tional teaching methods do not fit with the new entrepreneurial- based curricula 
being developed and so faculty members need to change. As part of a European 
Union project based on stimulating regional growth through entrepreneurship, a 
development program had been designed to facilitate teacher learning around en-
trepreneurship. Both university staff and project managers, who I had met at a 
symposium on experiential education earlier that year in Skopje, Macedonia, 
were concerned about the impact and sustainability of the program and ap-
proached me about the possibilities of instituting CoPs as part of the program, 
with a mind to make it more sustainable and increase its chance of being effec-
tive. The design of the program is shown below in Figure 4.6. The workshops 
were the formal part of the trajectory and focused on content and explicit learn-
ing, while the CoP formed the core and was a place for knowledge building and 
implicit learning. 
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   Figure 4.6. Design of the teacher development trajectory 

In total there were six workshops spread over the course of a year. Workshops 
were given in the morning and followed by a CoP meeting in the afternoon. Each 
workshop was structured around a particular theme of teaching entrepreneurship 
while CoP meetings were used to discuss these themes in relation to members’ 
own situation - understanding how to apply what was learned and developing new 
ideas and tools for use in the classroom. Program managers (and later CoP mem-
bers) saw this link as crucial because entrepreneurship is often understood as be-
ing pertinent only to business faculties, and much of the training surrounding 
teaching entrepreneurship is based on this. Another concern of the program direc-
tor was that the workshops were to be given by experts from outside of Mace-
donia and out of local context. Thus, the idea was to organize a CoP as an 
environment for translating ‘global’ knowledge into applicable ‘local’ practice.  

The design and instrumentation of the case study is shown in Figure 4.7.  
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   Figure 4.7. Design and instrumentation for this quasi-experiment 

All data collecting instruments were back-translated into Macedonian by native 
speakers from the university who were familiar to the field of HRD and or educa-
tional science. The questions about TLO and GLC were included in the first 
measurement because ten members had worked together previously. Respondents 
were instructed to use this team as their reference for the first measurement. 

While the list of domain competences was developed specifically for teachers in 
Dutch polytechnics, after a detailed review with the CoP members, the conclusion 
was made that the competences were also valid in this case; teachers immediately 
recognized and understood the role of each competence in their practice.  

4.5.1 Members of the CoP 
Fourteen teachers from six university faculties were involved in the program. Ten 
faculty members had worked together previously in a curriculum development 
project about entrepreneurship. The other four had been chosen from a larger pool 
of applicants on the basis of an intake interview about motivation for joining the 
program. Taking part in the program was a prerequisite for CoP membership, but 
membership in the CoP was not a requirement for being in the program.  

Seven women and four men filled in both the pre and post-intervention survey. 
The data that follows is from the second measurement taken at the end of Octo-
ber, 2009. Average age of the members was 42.55 years (SD=9.185).  The 
amount of time members had been teaching varied widely from 0-2 years (n=2) to 
11-20 years (n=3). Median was three to five years. One member was new to the 
university (less than two years in service), five had worked there between three 
and five years, three members between 6 and 10 years and two between 11 and 
20. The majority of members worked (nearly) full-time. 
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Six members had their PhDs, the other five had masters and were working on 
their Ph.D. 

Five members spent an average of 21-31 hours per year on formal schooling and 
five others more than 51. One person spent between 31 and 40 hours per year. 
Five members attended two to three workshops and five more than five per year. 
Time spent on informal schooling was less – it ranged from 0-10 (n=5) to more 
than 51 (n=2); the median was between 31 and 40 hours per year.  

One concern of mine at the start to this iteration was that there would be a large 
language barrier, but all of the participants were fluent in English (in fact, most 
had published in international journals). However, there was always a translator 
from the university present who translated and helped me understand what was 
happening when the group would discuss an issue amongst themselves.  

Management supported the CoP by financing the time spent in the CoP and by 
making sure teachers were not scheduled for lectures during the time of  the meet-
ings.  

Motivations for participation 
Several themes emerge from the qualitative data, which included open questions 
on the domain competence survey, the community evaluation form and follow-up 
interviews. The dominant theme emerging from the data was professional devel-
opment in regards to teaching competence, especially concerning new didactics. 
From the interviews I learned that entrepreneurship was seen more as a perspec-
tive that would help the focus of the group, rather than determine it. Motivation 
lay in the possibilities for learning new didactics and improving current teaching 
skills. Only two members had any real affinity for entrepreneurship; one teacher 
was working on her PhD in the field and another in educational science in relation 
to entrepreneurship. The interviews also showed that most of the younger mem-
bers were in the CoP primarily to improve their practice, while older members 
participated in order to improve the university as a whole as well as improve their 
network. Learning new teaching methods was important for the older teachers, 
but not their necessarily their principal motivation behind participation. 

4.5.2 Implementation of the CoPOS 
The CoPOS was implemented partially according to the plan developed in the last 
chapter with the changes discussed above. In the following table are the specific 
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interventions and comments related to each one. Implementation took place from 
the beginning of November 2008 to the end of October 2009.  

Table 4.22. Implementation notes for the CoPOS 

Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/other 
comments 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

The management of the devel-
opment program was presented 
with the business case and it was 
then agreed to send the docu-
ments to members of the work-
shops. I had no personal contact 
with the faculty members in re-
gards to the CoP business case.  

 

Some faculty members 
knew me from my work 
during a symposium given 
previously at the univer-
sity. There was proper 
funding for the CoP, as 
well as minimal coordina-
tion. A core team of two 
teachers, a program man-
ager and myself were ap-
pointed.  

Community kick-off There was again a large amount 
of questions generated.   

After a first round of de-
veloping a common learn-
ing agenda two main 
themes emerged; how to 
communicate the need for 
entrepreneurial teaching 
and how to design new di-
dactics. Members decided 
to split into two groups and 
look at these issues closer. 

New product development 
intervention (replaced story-
telling workshop) 

Done in its entirety (duration 
was two hours).  

Members wanted to de-
velop new products; a 
communication product 
and new teaching methods, 
and needed a structure. The 
end result was a format for 
a book on teaching entre-
preneurship where the first 
part would be an explana-
tion about why it is impor-
tant (the communication 
product) and the second 
half about how to do it 
(new didactics).  
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Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/other 
comments 

Six Thinking Hats workshop Done in its entirety. Members 
expressed that it was humorous, 
but effective.  

A discussion on how to get 
students to think more en-
trepreneurial was used and 
resulted in design of an in-
tervention. This was not 
worked out later.  

Case from praxis This happened formally in the 
workshops and so was less im-
portant in the CoP meetings. 
However, it was done during the 
fourth meeting where one 
teacher presented a personal 
case as a ‘best practice’.  

Discussions were based on 
presentations from the 
guests. Sometimes mem-
bers presented their own 
work as an example of how 
theory can be put into prac-
tice.  

Evaluating the CoP Informal evaluation was mini-
mal. The formal evaluation was 
performed using the scan.  

This group did not continu-
ally evaluate the CoP dur-
ing meetings, members 
focused mostly on content. 
However, one discussion 
was about how the group 
could embed their new 
knowledge into the univer-
sity. This was seen as being 
possible by launching the 
book at a university-wide 
symposium. 

 

General reflections on the implementation of the CoPOS 
This iteration might be seen as actually a mix between a CoP and a formal train-
ing program. In general the implementation went as originally planned. Between 
the meetings there was minimal contact between the teachers. The ‘product’ was 
not explicitly worked on until after the last meeting. However, the new practices 
learned during the workshops, and discussed later during the CoP meetings were 
in fact used by the teachers in their daily work.   

On the one hand there was a clear division between the training program and the 
CoP. While the training was led by an outside expert in a formal training situa-
tion, the CoP meetings were of a different nature. These were more discussion 
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based, with reflection between member taking place through examples of per-
sonal experience, or questions posed within the group, to the whole group. What 
was interesting was that the content of the discussions were often related in some 
way to the “product” (a book on teaching) that the group wanted to develop.  

In this situation time was just as much a problem as in the other cases. Members 
had been working in the training for the whole morning, and in the afternoon 
were sometimes fatigued. Meetings lasted around two hours, sometimes a little 
shorter.  

Members were generally enthusiastic and very positive. There was much laughter 
and joking going on, especially towards the last meeting.  

4.5.3 Evaluation of the implementation  
Results of the evaluative survey, which was given after the fifth meeting, are 
shown below in Table 4.23.  

Table 4.23. Results of evaluative survey for the TD CoP (n=12) 

Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of satis-
faction Difference 

  M SD M SD   M 

Coordinative factors (α=.87) 

Contact moments 5.58 .669 5.58 .793  .00 
Coordination 5.58 .669 5.50 .798  .08 
Sufficient time available 5.75 .452 5.50 1.00  .25 
Management support 5.75 .622 5.58 .793  .16 
Long-range focus 5.75 .452 5.50 1.00  .25 
Total coordinative factors 5.68 .500 5.53 .819 -.15 

Social factors (α=.76) 

 

 
Personal relationships 5.91 .302 5.92 .289  .00 
Level of cohesion 5.25 1.055 5.50 .674 -.25 
Information-sharing  

culture 

5.50 .798 5.58 .669 -.08 
Openness for creativity 5.58 .669 5.50 .798  .08 
High level of enthusiasm 5.33 1.155 5.33 1.23

1 
 .00 

Perceived value 5.75 .704 5.63 .744 -.12 
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Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of satis-
faction Difference 

  M SD M SD   M 

Motivation for participation 5.92 .289 5.92 .289  .00 
Total social factors 5.60 .416 5.63 .378  .03 

Cognitive factors (α=.82) 

Level of interactivity 5.92 .289 5.67 .492  .25 
Different types of activity 5.75 .452 5.67 .492  .08 
Focus on relevant topics 5.75 .662 5.58 .793  .16 
Links to (daily) practice 5.83 .389 5.58 .669  .25 
Focus on new issues 5.75 .662 5.83 .389 -.08 
Individual and group reflection 5.67 .651 5.58 .515  .08 
Clear domain 5.50 .674 5.33 .888  .16 
Total cognitive factors 5.63 .392 5.71 .365  .08 

Motivation factors (α=.82) 

New knowledge for solving prob-
lems 

5.83 .389 5.75 .452  .08 

New knowledge for innovation 5.58 .669 5.58 .669  .00 
Improved professional competences 5.75 .452 5.67 .492  .08 

New product/ process/system de-
velopment 5.25 .866 5.25 1.05

5  .00 

New (knowledge) alliances*** 5.67 .492 5.50 .674  .16 
Total motivation factors 5.61 .446 5.55 .553 -.06 

*1= unimportant, 2= minimally important, 3=somewhat important, 4= important, 5= very im-
portant, 6= extremely important 
**1= extremely dissatisfied, 2=very dissatisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=satisfied, 5=very 
satisfied, 6= extremely satisfied 
*** respondents were asked  to consider new working relationships – research projects, etc.  

The data shows that the implementation was a success. Overall satisfaction had a 
score of “very satisfied” (M=5.57, SD=.458). Members reported being very satis-
fied with each of the underlying dimensions as well. As in previous iterations, the 
variance for satisfaction scores is high for several items, especially for coordina-
tive factors. I was a little surprised at the high scores given and thought that there 
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might be a cultural bias happening, but reports on other survey research done in 
the region did not specifically point this problem out (Camina, 1999).  

Qualitative data results also show a successful implementation. All members re-
sponding to the surveys indicated that for them the CoP was a success (n=11). 
Participation was extremely high – most members were at every meeting. Only 
one respondent indicated that he would not be willing to continue. I spoke to him 
about this and he told me about his frustration with change in the university and 
how difficult it was to embed something like the work of the CoP in it. When the 
year was over he would keep in touch with the CoP members, but not be directly 
involved.  

From interviews and comments on the surveys I also learned that the CoP was a 
success. Some of the more common reasons given by members explaining suc-
cess were; mutual trust and understanding among the participants; the mix of the-
ory and practice, guest speakers sharing their experience and knowledge, helping 
to solve practical problems, the communication between members and the group 
members themselves. 

There were very few comments about how the CoP could be improved. Those 
written on the survey were about embedding the CoP more in both the university 
and daily teaching. Unlike the other groups up to now, no pragmatic suggestions 
were made about improving the functioning of the CoP.  

From the open questions on the domain competence survey, as well as from later 
interviews with the CoP members, I learned that all but one would be willing to 
join the CoP again and in fact the CoP was being continued without my support at 
the time of this writing.   

4.5.4 Evaluating the effects of the system  
In this section the outcomes of the first test are presented using the model shown 
in chapter three. For individuals, the variable CRWB is discussed first, followed 
by a look into domain competences. Variables related to the group, TLO, GLC 
and any new knowledge products are then discussed. 



Empirically testing the CoPOS 

 145 

Individual learning outcomes 
Individual learning outcomes were measured by looking at changes in CRWB 
and domain competences. Changes in the dimensions of CRWB are shown in 
Table 4.24.  

Table 4.24. Change in level of CRWB for TD CoP members (n=11) 

Variable CRWB and its 
dimensions 

Pre-intervention 
score  

Post-intervention 
score  Difference 

 M SD M SD M SD 

  CRWB    

Total 4.66 .412 4.41 .494 -0.25 0.082 

  Dimensions    

Reflection 5.35 .481 5.33 .583 -0.02 0.102 

Critical opinion sharing 5.03 .614 4.56 .893 -0.47** 0.279 

Asking for feedback 4.93 .838 4.44 1.19 -0.49** 0.352 

Challenging groupthink 4.20 .827 3.55 .875 -0.65** 0.048 

Learning from mistakes 3.85 .791 3.11 .815 -0.74** 0.024 

Sharing knowledge* 5.14 .724 4.56 .868 -0.58 0.144 

Experimentation 3.66 .761 4.16 .805  0.50 0.044 

Career awareness 5.62 .489 5.70 .468  0.08 -0.021 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
*Not included in total CRWB 
**significant at .05 

Total CRWB 
In general, there was a very slight decrease in member scores of total CRWB be-
tween the pre-intervention measurement (M = 4.66, SE = .130) and the post-test 
(M = 4.41, SE =.156). This difference was not significant (in a one-tailed test for 
paired samples, t= 1.748; df= 9; p>.05).  There was also a medium negative effect 
d=0.5. 

Dimensions of CRWB 
Paired sample t-tests (one-tailed, 90% confidence interval) showed significant 
negative changes in 4 of the dimensions: critical opinion sharing t= 1.88; df= 9; 
p<0.05; asking for feedback t= 2.518; df= 9; p<.05; challenging groupthink t= 
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2.899; df= 9; p<.05 and learning from mistakes t= 2.140; df= 9; p<.05. There 
were also some negative medium effects on critical opinion sharing (d=0.6) and 
learning from mistakes (d=0.7) and large negative effects on asking for feedback 
(d=0.8) and challenging groupthink d=0.9. 

No other significant changes were found. However, there was a medium negative 
effect on the dimension sharing knowledge (d=0.5) and a small positive effect on 
experimentation d=0.4. 

Domain competences 
The competence survey was administered at the end of the fifth meeting in June 
of 2009. We looked at the survey as a group and discussed the relevance of the 
items to the members’ practice. According to them, all the items were relevant 
and part of their daily practice.  

This was the only group that actually filled in the survey with any level of com-
pleteness. At first it might seem that this was the only group that was able to re-
flect on the year past and make any relationships between competence 
development and the CoP. However, I asked members about this later and found 
that they were not able to differentiate what they learned in the training with what 
they learned in the CoP. This was because they did not experience a difference. 
While I thought that the two were clearly distinct enough as to seem like separate 
processes, they were apparently not. Although members were able to complete 
the survey, including making links between specific interventions and compe-
tence change, as well as giving examples of these changes, it turned out that the 
actual change in competence (learning new didactical methods) probably did not 
come from participating in the CoP - members did not distinguish between the 
CoP and the workshops when filling in the survey. This turned up in later inter-
views. In the workshops new methods were presented and experimented with 
while the CoP focused on how the new methods were applied – in other words 
translated from the theory (or ‘global situation’ as Wenger (1998) writes about), 
to the local situations and teaching practices of the members. For this reason I do 
not include the domain competence survey in the further discussion – the rival 
explanation (that the training was responsible for any improvements) is too plau-
sible. It does however, emphasize that formal training like what took place in the 
workshops is competence oriented, while CoPs are more focused on knowledge 
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creation that lead to new practices, or the application of the competences in this 
case.  

Group learning outcomes- Team Learning Orientation (TLO) and Group Learn-
ing Climate (GLC) 
Group learning outcomes consider TLO, GLC, or any innovations. Table 4.25 il-
lustrates changes in GLC and TLO. It was possible to measure a change in these 
two variables because ten members of the TDC had been functioning as a team 
developing curricula. Members were instructed to use this team as their reference.  

Table 4.25. Changes in TLO and GLC for the TD CoP (n=10) 

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

 
M SD M SD M    SD 

   TLO    

TotalA 5.41 .829 5.55 .745 0.14 -0.084 

                     GLC   

TotalB 5.37 .793 5.06 .659 -0.31 -0.134 

                  Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 5.56 1.13 5.10 1.042 -0.46 -0.088 

Team Psycho-
logical safetyB 5.19 .633 5.02 .417 -0.16 -0.216 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 

The slight change in the mean scores for TLO was not significant (in a one-tailed 
test for paired samples, t= 1.406; df= 9; p>.05).  There was however a small ef-
fect d= 0.2. The small difference in scores for GLC was not significant either t= -
.565; df= 9; p>.05; however, there was a small negative effect d=0.4. Team effi-
cacy and safety scores did not change significantly either. Again, there was a 
small negative effect in both cases.  

Group learning outcomes- new knowledge products 
Developing the learning agenda resulted in ideas for two products; a plan for 
communicating the need for teaching entrepreneurship to faculty members in the 
rest of the university, and some sort of instructional document containing new di-
dactical methods needed for teaching entrepreneurship. After the fifth meeting it 
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was decided to combine the two in a book that would have several chapters on the 
importance and theory of entrepreneurship followed by best practice cases written 
by each of the teachers in their respective faculties.  

4.5.5 Discussion 
In this section the results of the tests are analyzed. Table 4.26 shows the variables 
and a summary of the test outcomes.  

Table 4.26. Summary of outcomes per variable 

Variable Summary of outcomes 
CRWB No significant change observed for total CRWB. Significant changes 

in four dimensions. Some negative effects as well.  

Competences Not applicable.  

GLC No significant changes observed, medium negative effect. 

TLO No significant changes observe, small effect.  

Innovation Yes: the production of a set of guidelines for teaching entrepreneurship 
in ways that went against traditional teaching methods: more interac-
tive and student-centered. Without the CoP this would not have been 
produced. 

Part of the aim of this study was to see if individual members of a CoP are af-
fected through participation in the CoP in certain ways related to learning. An-
other aspect looked at effects on the group. At an individual level a hypothesis 
was made stating that participants in a CoP organized using the CoPOS would 
show increases in CRWB and domain competences. While the CoP was orga-
nized using the CoPOS, there was no significant change between the pre and 
post-measurement scores for CRWB.  In regards to changes in domain compe-
tence, the direct rival explanation of another intervention (namely the workshops) 
being responsible for the effect was too plausible and so that variable is discarded 
from the study. Thus, the first research hypothesis is rejected: participation in a 
CoP organized using the CoPOS does not lead to significant increases in CRWB, 
while the second hypothesis is not tested. I discuss the rejection of the hypothesis 
concerning CRWB below.  

The negative changes in member scores were very surprising. While gain score 
changes in the other experiments were small and not always significant, there was 
never such a decline.  
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One explanation for a decrease in scores for critical opinion sharing might have 
do to with the fact that the learning climate in the group was very positive. Van 
Woerkom (2003) found that learning climate had a negative effect on this dimen-
sion. Another explanation might be that some of the important factors able to in-
fluence CRWB were being affected outside the CoP, and members’ scores 
reflected this. Van Woerkom (2003) found a stable interaction pattern between 
CRWB, participation and self-efficacy. It is hard to say, but perhaps members’ 
roles in the university had changed where they were no longer participating (in-
teracting with colleagues) at the same level as by the first measure, or that their 
tasks became more repetitive – a factor that affects self-efficacy. 

The second hypothesis concerned group-level outcomes: CoPs organized using 
the CoPOS will exhibit high levels of TLO and GLC. This hypothesis is rejected 
on the basis of my findings. Although the score for TLO was above average at the 
second measurement, the slight increase from the first measurement was not sig-
nificant. This outcome was similar for GLC as well. The post-intervention score 
was relatively high, and there was a small negative change from the pre-
intervention measurement, but this was not significant and can be explained as 
chance. I also think that the explanation for so little change lies in the fact that the 
scores were high to begin with.  

The third hypothesis was also related to group-level outcomes: CoPs organized 
using the CoPOS will contribute to organizational learning by developing radical 
or incremental innovations. This hypothesis is not rejected on the basis of the 
findings. The group was producing a set of guidelines for new teaching methods 
that would be introduced into respective members’ faculties as soon as it was 
ready. This would not have been done if the CoP had not been organized.  

4.5.6 Reflections on the case and improvements to the CoPOS 
When I first started working with this group I thought that cultural differences 
would make implementation of the CoPOS difficult. I was even told this by both 
the Dutch program manager and the Rector of the university in our preliminary 
discussions. According to them, Macedonian culture does not lend itself to open 
discussions and experimentation, which are of course typical to CoPs. However, I 
found that this was not the case. Members were open and allowed dialogue and 
open discussion just like the other groups in this research. In other words the level 
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of professionalism was high. I think that it was because of the type of people who 
were invited to join, who were driven by the need to change their own practice 
and improve their university. This came out in all of the interviews I had with the 
members. The continuation of this CoP after the experiment finished is testament 
to members’ involvement.  

The way that CoPs were developing and the impact of the CoPOS on this process 
was starting to have a pattern between cases. I was rather satisfied how the 
CoPOS was working as it seemed to adequately link individual motivation and 
provide structure for group development. The informal chats I had with members 
of this CoP backed this up. Because of this, I decided not to make any changes in 
the system for the final iteration.  

4.6 Thesis Mentor Community (TM CoP) 

This case study serves to illustrate how CoPs can be restarted after a period of 
diminishing participation. In the ProCoP project discussed in chapter two, dimin-
ishing participation was found to occur regularly in the CoPs - there was even a 
start-up intervention in the ProCoP toolbox developed specifically for this (which 
I did not use).  

Management supported the TM Community only minimally at first. Meetings 
were held during empty slots for general faculty meetings and members basically 
needed to make their own time for these meetings. The first two meetings lasted 
two hours each, but then were reduced to one hour after participants commented 
that two hours was too long. Due to work pressures (according to the members) 
no meetings were held for two months and enthusiasm died out. After the summer 
the CoP would become more formalized in its learning.  Management decided, in 
consultation with the CoP members, to facilitates two and one half days of formal 
schooling. In this way, the CoP described here was very similar to the one pre-
sented in the last case. But what is the background to this CoP being organized? 
This is discussed below. 

One of the consequences of the Lisbon agreement on higher education is that re-
search in polytechnics needs to play an important role in bringing Europe to the 
forefront of the world knowledge economy. Alongside of this is the national push 
to improve the quality of polytechnics in general. Research is seen as being an 
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important possibility for stimulating these improvements (HBO Raad, 2009). One 
of the ramifications is that accreditations of polytechnics are more stringent in as-
sessing student research. This was the motive for an assistant dean of the faculty 
of communication of a large polytechnic to approach me in January of 2009. He 
wanted to explore the idea of starting a CoP around this problem, with the 
thought that it might be a way to help improve the quality of bachelor theses in 
his department. We agreed to send a general invitation for a preliminary meeting, 
along with the standard information package.   

The design and instrumentation for this iteration is shown below. 

 

  Figure 4.8. Design and instrumentation of this quasi-experiment  

 

4.6.1 CoP member backgrounds 
In this final iteration there was a comparison group. The variables describing 
members of the CoP seen below are given in order to give more insight into par-
ticipants’ backgrounds. Data was collected at the second (post-intervention) 
measurement.  

Three women and five men were members of CoP whose average age was 50 
(SD=8.76). Only one teacher had less than 10 years experience in the field – half 
(n= 4) had been working for more than 21 years and three for between 11 and 20. 
The same was true for length of service. Only one teacher worked at the school 
for less than five years, half (n= 4) had been working there for more than 21 years 
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and three for between 11 and 20. All but one member worked at least four days 
per week. Broadly speaking thus, the CoP members were well-established em-
ployees of the polytechnic and had been in the field for a considerable time.  

Six members of this CoP had master’s degrees and two had bachelor diplomas 
from a polytechnic. Members spent on average about 40 hours per year on both 
formal and informal schooling. These things considered, it seems that learning 
plays an important role in the practice of community members.  

Motivations for participation 
The dominant theme emerging from the qualitative data was organization related. 
In other words, members told about how problematic the assessment of different 
types of theses is, and how this has been an ongoing concern. The following 
quote from one participant interview sums this up: “I have a feeling that some-
thing needs to happen to the way we deal with the bachelor theses, especially in 
the manner we assess them. I find in practice that some theses are not able to be 
assessed using the current methods.”   

This was the only group where none of the members brought up personal learning 
as a motivating factor. However, the idea of sharing knowledge with a group of 
inspired colleagues was mentioned in both written comments and later interviews.  

Once again I found that motivation for participation is tied directly to the subject.  

4.6.2 Implementation of the CoPOS 
This was the final implementation of the CoPOS. In the following table are spe-
cific comments related to each intervention. The system was applied from Febru-
ary 2009 to December 2009.  

Table 4.27. Implementation notes for the CoPOS 

Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/other 
comments 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

All documents were sent to po-
tential members beforehand with 
a letter of invitation explaining 
what the CoP would be about 
and inviting anyone interested in 
joining. One hour of a regular 
team meeting was used to intro-
duce the concept of a CoP and 
for the researcher to become ac-

The problems with bache-
lor theses was accepted 
by all present as being 
real and complex.  
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Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/other 
comments 

quainted with the members, who 
were enthusiastic and willing to 
experiment with different types 
of interaction. 

 

Community kick-off Developing a common learning 
agenda is a complicated process. 
Members comments were “what 
is the common goal of this 
CoP?” and “what is it that we 
really want to do here?” After 
discussing personal learning 
goals in relation to the group, a 
suggestion was made that what-
ever it is that is done in the CoP, 
it must have a direct link to prac-
tice and the organization and 
preferably lead to new market-
able products.  

 

“What is going to happen 
with our new knowledge? 
Will it be used?” Many 
problems concerning dif-
ferent aspects of the the-
sis process were 
discussed.  

Six Thinking Hats workshop Used to come up with a specific 
question or problem to work on. 
This was needed before the new 
product development interven-
tion due to the complexity of the 
learning agenda.  

The group decided to ex-
plore the role of the ex-
ternal supervisor and 
began formulating ideas 
about how to solve this 
problem.  

New product development in-
tervention 

Done after the ‘restart’ and upon 
hearing that management would 
formally support the CoP. Was 
done somewhat informally – the 
intervention was used to give 
structure to the discussion, not 
determine it. This went very 
smoothly. 

The original idea con-
cerning the external su-
pervisor was dropped and 
a new idea, from the 
learning agenda, was 
chosen. It was decided to 
try and develop a guide 
that would help teachers 
to assess the various 
forms of products devel-
oped during a bachelor 
thesis. For example 
documentaries, bro-
chures, websites, etc.  

Case from praxis Representative from an external 
organization that regularly hosts 

Discussed the role of the 
external supervisor for 
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Intervention Implementation notes Topics discussed/other 
comments 

students writing their bachelor 
thesis.  

theses, and experiences 
with students. 

Evaluating the CoP This actually happened as part of 
the community restart.   

Questions discussed 
were: what is our official 
role? What will happen to 
the things we produce? Is 
our time officially noted?  

 

General reflections on the implementation of the CoPOS 
Implementation of the system started out according to the plan. At the first meet-
ing there were about 22 faculty members present. We discussed the idea of a CoP 
and the problem at hand (concerning the bachelor thesis) as seen by management. 
This problem was clearly recognized by those present and it was decided to start 
the community kick-off, which was done according to the system. We also dis-
cussed that management was prepared to use any new products originating from 
the CoP. This was important because as one member commented, “now we know 
we have a formal role in the organization and our time will not be wasted.” In this 
sense the CoP was embedded from the start.  

In general the implementation went only partially as planned. My idea was to do 
the product development intervention second, but the learning agenda was too 
fragmented for that and members could not agree on what to do. In order to arrive 
at some agreement on this, we did the Six Thinking Hats intervention and came 
up with an idea about how to control the variability in quality of the host organi-
zation supervisor (this person guides the student in the applied section of the the-
sis). At the second meeting there was a guest speaker who explained the situation 
from the perspective of the host supervisor. This was done because members 
asked about hearing an “outsider’s” view. The fourth meeting was cancelled, as 
was the fifth one. There were too many cancellations by members for the meet-
ings to go through. After the summer recess (September 2009) I called a new 
meeting at which there were seven original members and 10 new ones. We dis-
cussed the future of the CoP using the framework from the evaluation form and 
came to the conclusion that the CoP could only succeed if management were to 
support membership formally, or in other words allot time and funds. So, once 
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again, the question of embeddedness was being discussed and members expressed 
that without formal recognition, the CoP would stop.  

I spoke to management after this meeting and they re-emphasized their commit-
ment to the CoP. After discussing the minutes of the evaluation meeting, we de-
cided to organize a more formal process in which time would be specifically 
designated for participation. Management also reiterated their commitment to us-
ing the knowledge produced in the CoP in order to improve organizational proc-
esses, namely the guiding of the bachelor’s thesis. At the next (the sixth) CoP 
meeting I reported on my discussion with the management team and told mem-
bers about the formal recognition of the CoP in the organization and what that 
would mean. Members reacted both surprised and pleased at the news of formal 
support. It was at this meeting that we did the product development intervention 
and came up with the idea of writing a guide for teachers who need to assess the-
ses that may not fit a standard model (i.e. a film documentary).  

4.6.3 Evaluation of the Implementation 
The evaluative survey was done at the start of December 2009, after the product 
development intervention and before the first formal workshop. Survey results are 
presented below. 

Table 4.28. Results of the evaluative survey for the TM CoP (n=10) 

Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of satis-
faction Difference 

 M SD  M SD    M 

Coordinative factors (α=.87) 

Contact moments 4.60 .699 4.00 .471 -0.40 
Coordination 4.90 .738 4.20 .919 -0.70 
Sufficient time available 4.90 .994 3.20 1.398 -1.70 
Management support 5.10 1.197 3.70 1.33 -1.40 
Long-range focus 5.10 .738 4.00 1.27 -1.10 
Total coordinative factors 4.92 .391 3.82 .818 -1.10 

Social factors (α=.76) 

 

 

Personal relationships 5.00 .816 4.30 .675 -0.70 
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Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of satis-
faction Difference 

 M SD  M SD    M 

Level of cohesion 5.10 .568 4.90 .568 -0.20 
Information-sharing  

culture 

5.40 .699 4.50 .850 -0.90 
Openness for creativity 4.80 .919 4.00 .667 -0.80 
High level of enthusiasm 5.20 .632 5.10 .568 -0.10 
Perceived value  4.30 .675 5.00 .816  0.70 
Motivation for participation 5.30 .483 5.20 .919 -0.10 
Total social factors 5.00 .431 4.72 .311 -0.28 

Cognitive factors (α=.82) 

Level of interactivity 5.10 .568 4.90 .994 -0.20 
Different types of activity 4.30 1.160 4.10 .738  0.20 
Focus on relevant topics 4.50 1.080 4.80 .789  0.30 
Links to (daily) practice 5.20 .442 5.00 .667 -0.20 
Focus on new issues 4.50 .850 4.10 .738 -0.40 
Individual and group reflection 4.30 .823 4.20 .632 -0.10 
Clear domain 5.00 .471 4.80 .632 -0.20 
Total cognitive factors 4.70 .527 4.55 .532 -0.15 

Motivation factors (α=.82) 

New knowledge for solving prob-
lems 

5.30 .675 4.00 .667 -1.30 

New knowledge for innovation 5.40 .699 3.90 .568 -1.50 
Improved professional competences 5.30 .675 4.30 .675 -1.00 

New product/ process/system de-
velopment 

 

5.20 .422 4.10 .876 -1.10 

New (knowledge alliance)*** 4.60 .516 4.10 .738 -0.50 
Total motivation factors 5.16 .459 4.08 .473 -1.08 

*1= unimportant, 2= minimally important, 3=somewhat important, 4= important, 5= very im-
portant, 6= extremely important 
**1= extremely dissatisfied, 2=very dissatisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=satisfied, 5=very 
satisfied, 6= extremely satisfied 
*** respondents were asked  to consider new working relationships – projects, etc.  
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Was the implementation a success?  
The results of the survey point towards a successful implementation. Overall sat-
isfaction had a score of “satisfied” (M=4.29, SD=.266). Social, cognitive and mo-
tivational dimensions were also reported as being satisfactorily. The dimension of 
coordination scored “somewhat dissatisfied” (M=3.82, SD=.818). This is because 
the score for ‘sufficient time available’ is low. Members expressed wanting more 
time for meetings, but could not fit it into their schedules (until the formal work-
shop). The low relatively low satisfaction score for management support is 
somewhat surprising considering how much management did in fact support the 
CoP. Neither of these two items came up in any of the qualitative data.  

Social factors scored relatively high. This can be observed on both the evaluative 
survey and from the GLC scores. It was also clear from my observations - the at-
mosphere in the group was pleasant and there was much laughing and joking go-
ing on. Everyone in the group took equal part in the discussions and there was a 
general feeling of respect among members.  

Comments about improvement written on the survey form generally fit with the 
quantitative data.  The seven core members all responded that the CoP was a suc-
cess. Reasons given were; a concrete output, changing daily routines, enthusiasm 
and contributions of members; multidisciplinary backgrounds of members with 
similar problems and sharing of insights with colleagues.   

The following comments were made in response to the question “What would 
you do to improve the CoP?”; more focus (mentioned by three different people), 
share information before meetings, input more new knowledge and have a tighter 
agenda.  

As in the other cases, the data from the survey is highly dispersed for many items 
in both perceived importance and satisfaction columns. This is especially true for 
the coordination items as I discussed previously.  

4.6.4 Evaluating the effects of the system  
The CRWB survey was taken by members and comparison group respondents at 
the start of the first kick-off meeting in February 2009 and again in late Novem-
ber 2009, after the product development intervention (but before the first formal 
workshop).  
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In this section the outcomes of the first test are presented using the model shown 
in chapter three. For individuals, the variable CRWB is discussed first, followed 
by a look into domain competences. Variables related to the group, TLO, GLC 
and any new knowledge products are then discussed. 

Individual learning outcomes 
Individual learning outcomes were measured by looking at changes in CRWB 
and domain competences. Changes in the dimensions of CRWB for TMC mem-
bers are shown here below in Table 4.29. In Table 4.31 changes in CRWB for the 
comparison group are shown. 

Table 4.29. Change in level of CRWB for TM CoP members (n=7) 

Variable CRWB Pre-intervention 
score  

Post-intervention 
score  Difference 

     M     SD      M     SD       M       SD 

                CRWB   

Total 4.22 .562 4.33 .655 0.11 0.093 

            Dimensions   

Reflection 4.71 .523 4.75 .572 0.04 0.049 

Critical opinion sharing 4.64 .909 4.76 .716 0.12 -0.193 

Asking for feedback 4.09 .446 4.40 .341 0.31** -0.105 

Challenging groupthink 4.50 .600 4.23 1.166 -0.27 0.566 

Learning from mistakes 3.83 1.021 3.87 .948 0.04 -0.073 

Sharing knowledge* 5.08 .798 4.45 .964 -0.63 0.166 

Experimentation 3.61 1.012 4.26 1.161 0.65 0.149 

Career awareness 4.17 .534 4.07 .656 -0.10 0.122 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
*not included in Total CRWB 
**significant at .05 

Total CRWB 
In general, there was a very slight increase in member scores of total CRWB be-
tween the pre-intervention measurement (M = 4.22, SE = .212) and the post-test 
(M = 4.33, SE =.247). This difference was not significant (in a one-tailed test for 
paired samples, t= -.992; df= 6; p>.05); however, there was a small effect d=0.4. 
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Dimensions of CRWB 
There was a significant change in the dimension asking for feedback (in a one-
tailed test for paired samples t= -3.168; df= 6; p<.05). There was a large effect 
(d=1.2) as well.  

No other significant changes were found. However, there were some effects. For 
example, there was a medium effect on knowledge sharing and experimentation 
(d=0.5 for both dimensions) and a small effect on critical opinion sharing (d=0.4) 
and career awareness d=0.4. 

In this case data was in general equally dispersed in the pre and post measure-
ments, showing no change in consensus. 

Domain Competences 
The domain competence survey was not administered to this group because of my 
previous experiences with it – it was too problematic for members and did not 
seem to be a valid instrument for measuring learning in a CoP. In other words 
there was no real added value to using it - it did not give any extra insight into the 
processes occurring in the CoP, or the outcomes due to participation.  

Group learning outcomes- Team Learning Orientation (TLO) and Group Learn-
ing Climate (GLC) 
Group learning outcomes consider TLO, GLC and any innovations that the group 
might have made. Table 4.30 illustrates changes in GLC and TLO. Members 
were instructed to use their direct team as their reference for the first measure-
ment and the CoP as reference for the second.  

Table 4.30. Changes in TLO and GLC for the TM CoP (n=7) 

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

 
M SD M SD M SD 

   TLO    

TotalA 4.45 .838 5.28 .445 0.83* -0.393 

                     GLC   

TotalB 3.70 .728 4.42 .802 0.72* 0.074 

                 Dimensions   
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Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-intervention 
scores Difference 

 
M SD M SD M SD 

Team efficacyB 3.33 1.38 3.47 1.21 0.14 -0.17 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 

4.07 .423 5.38 .507 1.31* 0.084 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 
*significant at .05 

There was a significant change in mean TLO scores between measures (in a one-
tailed test for paired samples t= -2.505; df= 6; p<.05). There was also a large ef-
fect d=0.9. Dispersion of the data in the second measure decreased as well, show-
ing more consensus.  

The medium change in GLC scores was significant t=-2.010; df=6; p<.05 and 
there was a large effect d=0.9. Team psychological safety also had a significant 
change t=-5.167; df=6; p<.05 and there was a (very) large effect here as well 
d=2.0. 

Group learning outcomes- new knowledge products 
This group behaved much like the others in the sense that they wanted to create 
something tangible through their efforts; something that would impact their own 
practice as well at the organization as whole. After considerable discussion, it was 
decided to come up with a set of guidelines that could be used for assessing 
bachelor’s theses that are not text-based. This is a rather novel innovation because 
up until now, all theses have been assessed using frameworks that were devel-
oped for more traditional research reports. The group realized that this is what 
they and their fellow teachers had mainly been struggling with, and where the 
CoP could make the most impact in helping the problem. At the time of this writ-
ing the guidelines were not finished. However, there was a conceptual design 
made, and the CoP is continuing to meet to work on them. The dean has ex-
pressed his intention to use the guidelines in the spring semester throughout the 
whole faculty.  

4.6.5 Comparison group  
The comparison group was made up of teachers who had come to no more than 
two of the five meetings. The comparison group spent less time on formal school-
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ing than the CoP members; the median was between 11 and 20 hours per year 
compared with 31 to 40 hours per year for the CoP members. Independent t-
testing showed this difference was significant t(15)=2.213, p< .05. In other as-
pects the comparison group and CoP did not differ significantly. 

As one can see in Table 4.31 there has been a slight negative change in mean 
scores for CRWB and all but one of the underlying dimensions.  

Table 4.31. Change in level of CRWB for the TM CoP comparison group (n=7) 

Variable CRWB First measure-
ment score 

Second measure-
ment score Difference 

 M SD M SD     M SD 

                 CRWB   

Total 4.34  .295 4.14  .692 -0.20  0.397 

             Dimensions   

Reflection 4.83  .498 4.70  .568 -0.13  0.07 

Critical opinion sharing 4.89  .804 4.38 1.103 -0.51  0.299 

Asking for feedback 4.01  .630 3.90  .785 -0.11  0.155 

Challenging groupthink 4.20  .923 3.97  .897 -0.23 -0.026 

Learning from mistakes 4.06 1.087 3.61  .675 -0.45 -0.412 

Sharing knowledge* 4.80  .365 4.74  .921 -0.06  0.556 

Experimentation 3.88  .487 4.14  .581  0.26  0.094 

Career awareness 4.53 1.131 4.42 1.187 -0.11  0.056 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree; 
 *not included in Total CRWB 

None of these (small) changes were significant. There is no discernible pattern in 
the standard deviations either.  

Group level outcomes 
Group level outcomes for the comparison groups refer to changes in aspects of 
the team, namely TLO and GLC. Members of the comparison group were in-
structed to use their direct team as their reference group when completing the 
survey items. Results are shown below in Table 4.32. 
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Table 4.32. Changes in TLO and GLC for the comparison group (n=7) 

Variable First measurement 
scores 

Second measurement 
scores Difference 

 
  M  SD    M SD M SD 

   TLO    

TotalA 4.12 1.125 4.45 1.00 .33  -0.125 

                      GLC   

TotalB 3.22 .649 4.04 .599 0.82*  -0.050 

                  Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 2.57 .891 3.42 .975 0.85*   0.084 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 

3.87 .821 4.66 .392 0.79  -0.429 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 
*significant at .05 

The slight positive change in mean scores for TLO was not significant (in a two-
tailed test for paired samples t= -.423; df= 6; p>.05). However, the difference be-
tween mean scores for GLC was significant (in a two-tailed test for paired sam-
ples t= -11.377; df= 6; p<.05). The change in team efficacy was also a significant 
one t= -4.017; df= 6; p<.05. The change in psychological safety, although consid-
erable, is not significant.  

4.6.6 Discussion 
In this section the results of the test are analyzed. A summary of the results are 
given in Table 4.33.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Empirically testing the CoPOS 

 163 

Table 4.33. Summary of outcomes for the TM CoP per variable 

Variable Summary of outcomes 
CRWB No significant change observed, slight effect. Significant change and 

large effect for ‘asking for feedback’. Some effects on other dimen-
sions. 

Competences N/A 

TLO Significant change, large effect. 

GLC Significant change, large effect; same for team psychological safety. 

Innovation Yes: Set of heuristics for guiding assessments of non-traditional 
bachelor theses. 

One goal of this research was to see if individual members’ learning is affected 
by participating in a CoP. Another part of this research concerns the affects of the 
CoPOS system has on a group in relation to its capability. At the level of the in-
dividual, a hypothesis was made stating that participants in a CoP organized using 
the CoPOS would show increases in CRWB and domain competences. While the 
CoP was organized using the CoPOS, there was no significant change between 
the pre and post-measurement scores for CRWB, only the dimension ‘asking for 
feedback’. Thus, the first research hypothesis is rejected again: participation in a 
CoP organized using the CoPOS does not lead to significant increases in CRWB. 
The domain competence survey was not administered to this CoP for reasons dis-
cussed earlier, so this part of the first hypothesis cannot be discussed.  

The results of the CRWB tests follow the same pattern as the other cases. The 
significant change in the one item is probably due to an anomaly in members self-
reporting.  

Mean scores for the two groups did not differ significantly in either the first or 
second measurement. However, while the scores for CoP members generally in-
creased, those for the comparison group generally decreased. This might mean 
that there was a change in the faculty environment that did not affect CoP mem-
bers as much, because of their participation. For example, van Woerkom (2003) 
found that dissatisfied workers tend to show lower levels of CRWB. The CoP 
might have provided an environment where either job satisfaction was stable. On 
the other hand, people in the CoP might have been generally more satisfied with 
their job. This is definitely a point for further research.  
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The next hypothesis is about group-level outcomes and is as follows: CoPs orga-
nized using the CoPOS will exhibit high levels of TLO and GLC. The findings 
show that in this case, the hypothesis is not rejected. Firstly, TLO is considerably 
above average at the post- intervention measurement (M=5.28) and there was a 
significant positive change from the pre-intervention as well. One explanation for 
this increase might be because CoP members came together because they were 
searching for new ways to deal with the theses and it was seen as a considerable 
challenge. At the first measurement respondents were referring to their immediate 
team, which was organized by management, and may not have been geared to-
ward new challenges. Coming together with a group of “inspired colleagues” who 
choose to work together is different than a team whose members are appointed by 
management.  

The score for Total GLC also increased significantly. Team efficacy increased 
only very slightly so it must be related to the (significant) increase in team psy-
chological safety. This went up by more than a whole point, to an above average 
mean score of 5.28. I think this increase is because the CoP was functioning in a 
good way. People enjoyed working together and there was always a feeling of re-
spect during the discussions. The evaluation form points to high levels of social 
capital as well.  

The significant change in the mean GLC scores for the comparison group can be 
explained by looking at the low first measurement score for team efficacy. I was 
not able to ask the respondents, but it could be because one or two respondents 
changed teams within the faculty between measures. The small number of re-
spondents makes the data especially susceptible to this.  

The last hypothesis was also related to group-level outcomes: CoPs organized us-
ing the CoPOS will contribute to organizational learning by developing some 
type of innovation. This hypothesis is not rejected on the basis of the findings. 
The group was producing a set of guidelines for assessing bachelor thesis – an 
exceptionally complicated task. At the time of writing, the plan of both the CoP 
and the dean was to use these guidelines in the spring semester throughout the 
faculty. These guidelines would probably not be written if the CoP had not been 
organized.  
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4.6.7 Reflections on the case and improvements to the CoPOS 
This research took place in the faculty of a polytechnic I am very well acquainted 
with. I know most of the CoP members, some quite well, and have worked with 
several of them closely on other projects. People also knew about my dissertation 
work and my ideas about research. However, I do not think that these factors 
made a difference in the CoP being a success. I also do not think that my com-
mitment was stronger here than in other cases. Commitment by a ‘champion of 
the cause’ is a common factor in organizing any type of knowledge management 
initiative (Stam, 2007). There needs to be a person, or persons, willing to try or-
ganizing a CoP. Thus, my feeling is that a combination of factors was responsible 
for the success of this CoP, but not a personal bond with me.  

Even though members of this CoP worked with each other regularly, they experi-
enced the CoP as a powerful environment for innovation – more powerful than 
their regular work. This is seen in the scores for TLO and GLC, and in that sense 
did not need the space that a CoP could allot them, they needed a different type of 
space- one where they could reflect, experiment with new ideas and relax.  

4.7 Aggregate data analysis 

In this section I analyze the CoPOS to see how and why it worked as it did during 
the testing. Here is where the answer to the fourth research question (“What does 
a tested system for organizing communities of practice look like?”) is given.  

In order to come to an understanding of why and how the CoPOS works, I do an 
analysis of the aggregated results of the case studies, thus contributing to under-
standing of the system itself. Later, a cross-case analysis is done to gain under-
standing of what implications the context might have had on the implementation 
of the CoPOS, as well as the effectiveness of the resulting CoPs. The analysis 
here generally follows the same format as the case studies; 1) a brief introduction 
to the context of the case study 2) a description of member backgrounds and their 
motivation for participation 3) reflection on the implementation and 4) evaluation 
of outcomes and a discussion employing plausible rival explanations.  

4.7.1 Member backgrounds 
As I discussed above, CoP member backgrounds did not differ significantly be-
tween cases and can be considered a representative sample of employees in 
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knowledge-intensive, service-based organizations where continual employee 
learning is essential. Backgrounds of participants in comparison groups did not 
differ significantly with one another nor the CoPs. This is an important point for; 
1) ruling out a rival explanation - that personal attributes explain the outcomes 
and 2) for the generalizability of the CoPOS.  

There was a wide range in participants’ backgrounds for all the descriptive vari-
ables, except in regards to time spent on formal and informal learning as I men-
tioned above. The conclusion from this research is that personal backgrounds do 
not effect participation or learning in a CoP; in general it seems employees of 
knowledge intensive firms are willing to, and capable of participating and learn-
ing in CoPs regardless of their educational background, years in service or years 
in the field. The same holds true for age and gender.  Other studies have shown 
that personal attributes and backgrounds do not influence the development of 
competences but that the learning environment is the critical factor (Reenalda et 
al., 2006).  

4.7.2 Motivation for participation 
For understanding motivation for participation in CoPs, I used mainly open ques-
tions on surveys and post-intervention interviews with members. I put all the data 
into a matrix and looked for themes and repetitions (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 
There were not too many themes and the data was clearly saturated, so I was able 
to quickly understand what motivated member participation.  

In all of the CoPs, learning, gaining new knowledge about the field and personal 
development were given as important motivational factors. In the EAI CoP and 
the TD CoP, several members commented also that the CoP meetings were times 
for deeper reflection and ‘breaks away from the hectic daily routine.’  

The evaluative survey, which is discussed in more detail shortly, also looked at 
motivation and showed that none of the CoPs were in themselves highly motivat-
ing. This probably means that individuals’ personal motivation in each of the case 
studies was high enough to continue to participate. One important consideration 
here is that only core members of the CoP were interviewed. In each case study 
there were peripheral members; people that came sporadically to the meetings and 
so were not interviewed, which means only the more motivated members are rep-
resented.  
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In order for a CoP to be effective, it must first be organized so that employees at-
tend the meetings and are willing to invest time and effort in it. I found that peo-
ple were motivated to join the CoP because of the domain. The first step in 
motivation is to make sure the domain is one that people are driven by. But then 
there needs to be more focus and this needs to be closely linked to the members’ 
practice. In the case of the SKT, the domain, which was linked to themes of re-
search deemed important by management, might not have been appropriate. But I 
do not think that this was the deciding factor in its demise. I think that the domain 
fit – and according to the KT leader, the original kick-off meeting had 26 people. 
The problem was that the learning agenda did not match with participant’s expec-
tations. In other words, the problems that the CoP could help participants with 
were not defined by the members themselves. This observation supports the im-
portance of self-direction in adult learning, which informed the design of the 
CoPOS.  

Assuring the domain is related to a pressing problem seems to be a crucial factor 
for motivation. The learning agenda worked well for finding this problem because 
it explicated the different aspects, and usually the complexity, of the problem at 
hand. Shared understanding is also a result of this exercise because the different 
perspectives are explored. The kick-off meetings had many more attendees than 
the second meeting, and by the third one, the core group had formed. These peo-
ple were still motivated by the domain but needed to focus and work more task-
oriented.  The product development intervention helped this. It also helped to em-
bed the CoP and helped to assure a concrete product would come out of member 
efforts, which I found to be crucial for motivating continued participation.  

According to the evaluative surveys, items looking at motivation issues scored 
low in satisfaction compared to perceived importance. Yet nearly all of the CoP 
members indicated in both written surveys and follow-up interviews that they 
would be willing to join the CoP again. At first this seems somewhat of a para-
dox. One explanation might be that the validity of the evaluative instrument – it 
evaluates the wrong concepts. But perceived importance for each of the items 
scored relatively high, so this craft rival can be ruled out.  

Learning and personal development was nearly always mentioned as a reason for 
taking part in the CoP, but when asked about their learning, only the teachers 
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from Macedonia were able to make a concrete link between competence devel-
opment and participation. And the evaluative survey pointed towards new learn-
ing as being an unfulfilled possibility. So motivation must lie somewhere else. I 
think that it is in the need to improve one’s organization by indirectly and implic-
itly improving one’s practice.  

I was present at every CoP meeting for each of the groups. In informal conversa-
tions with members I gained much insight into why they were motivated to par-
ticipate. I also heard much discussion about this among members during the 
meetings. With the exception of the LN CoP, in each case members discussed the 
importance of developing something new in order to improve their organization’s 
capability. Developing some sort of innovation became a crucial factor for par-
ticipation in all but the LN CoP case. In the case of the KTs, there was no indica-
tion that motivation for participation had any relation to the organization; the CoP 
failed to organize because of the lack of pertinence to individual learning needs.  
However, the issue of embeddedness was raised during the evaluation of the KT 
as well. Like members in the other CoPs, people in the KT wondered what would 
happen to the knowledge developed in the CoP. Thus, in all of the cases, working 
on some kind of organizational innovation was one way for the CoPs to try and 
become more embedded by having official recognition, an important factor in the 
success of organizational teams (Campion, Medsker, & Higgs, 1993). Surpris-
ingly, time pressures on the individual did not appear to play a decisive role in the 
decision to participate. However, this is probably linked to the development of the 
CoP. It seems that once committed to participate, members make time in their 
busy schedules. And once again, commitment is directly linked to embeddedness. 
Members were willing to commit once satisfied that their work would be recog-
nized. This was actually the case for the TM CoP. Demanding official time for 
participation was instrumental for gaining recognition from management, not so 
much because of time restrictions.  

4.7.3 Implementation of the CoPOS 
The CoPOS was implemented in a total of six knowledge-intensive, service-based 
organizations. The following table shows the interventions making up the final 
version of system and the lessons learned from the implementation. One general 
lesson is that the first two interventions need to be done in the specific order 
shown in Table 4.34 below – the rest can be used in any order, depending on the 
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circumstances. Another general lesson lies at the level of the generative mecha-
nism and not at an instrumental level. This means that the interventions done 
were effective, but this does not mean others with the same underlying character-
istics would be less so. Again, common sense and context of application should 
be constant considerations. In Table 4.34 the final tested version of the CoPOS is 
shown, along with some of the more salient implementation notes. 

Table 4.34. Final version of the CoPOS and implementation notes 

Intervention Implementation notes/ lessons learned 

Presenting business case to 
management and members 

Emphasize the possibilities of the CoP and show added 
value.  

Community kick-off / develop-
ing a learning agenda 

The learning agenda forms the focus for the CoP and is an 
integral part of its functioning. Have members formulate 
their questions in an action-orientated manner (i.e. start sen-
tence with the word ‘how’). 

Product development workshop This is needed to help develop a plan for developing a con-
crete product to work on.   

Six Thinking Hats workshop Can be used for different purposes; if the learning agenda is 
too large and choosing one topic is too difficult for the 
group, this can help. Can also be used to stimulate creativ-
ity.   

Case from praxis Needed for content; internal ‘guest speakers’ can also be 
used. 

Evaluating the CoP The nature of the evaluation changed from a more discus-
sion based one to a more formal written survey. Discussing 
the results with the group helps reflection on the CoP’s in-
ternal processes.  

Reflections on the implementation 
Several common learning points resulted from implementing the CoPOS in the 
different organizations. The first has to do with time. While designing the original 
CoPOS, I thought that there would be more time to do each of the individual in-
terventions. However, this proved not to be the case. This had repercussions for 
the interventions in that aspects of the intervention needed to be adapted for a 
shorter application time.  What was usually done was a ‘bare bones’ intervention, 
or in other words, only the essential aspects were covered.  
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The second lesson learned was that the individual interventions could not be the 
focus of the meetings, but rather needed to help structure and focus them around 
the subject being discussed. Because time was limited, members wanted to use it 
to what they considered their best advantage, which was working on the problem 
at hand in any manner possible. This probably has to do with the fact that partici-
pants in the different CoPs were all knowledge workers (Ropes & Stam, 2008) 
and as such were quite accustomed to working collaboratively. Members com-
mented that they simply did not need a process intervention to guide the content 
discussion. On the other hand, the interventions did give structure to each meet-
ing, where a specific direction was needed. For example, in order to have a con-
crete goal to work on, the product development workshop worked very 
effectively by structuring the discussion and assuring that there was a tangible 
outcome. I learned that flexibility to a certain extent is crucial and the group 
needs to decide for itself what is to be done. However, some sort of facilitation is 
needed to boost effectiveness of any type of group meeting (Kwok & Khalifa, 
1998; Pritchard et al., 2006). The question is ‘how much?’ Studies have shown 
that even a minimal amount of support positively affect group effectiveness 
(Hayne, 1999). I tailored the interventions to the specific context, but as I men-
tioned before, there was always some aspect of their underlying mechanisms in 
the meetings.  

So process is important, but should not be the reason for the CoP meetings. I also 
heard this from the members as well (remember the comment from a member of 
the LA CoP who said, “Our goal is not vague, but your interventions are.”)  

Three of the CoPs had a guest speaker or had some type of formal presentation of 
praxis by a member. On the one hand this may be important because it links the 
CoP to the larger world and can help members gain new insights into their prac-
tices. It is also important for a varied type of interaction. However, each of the 
CoPs was safe place for exchange of information where members discussed and 
reflected on their experiences. Perhaps this was enough for the groups that had no 
formal presentations from guest speakers.  

The evaluation intervention was supposed to facilitate group reflection. What I 
found was that groups were regularly evaluating the processes themselves, just 
not in a structured way that could help them make concrete conclusions (about 
whether to continue working together, for example). I also realized that I needed a 
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better evaluation in order to help me make improvements to the CoPOS. So on 
the one hand there needed to be a formal evaluation, but on the other hand there 
needed to be ongoing discussion and ‘checks’ on the processes that were short 
and immediate.  

The facilitator also plays a role in the implementation. According to the literature, 
a facilitator is a person that enables a learning group, not directs it (Perry, 1995). 
In order to do this, a facilitator should have basic skills in communication, group 
management, and other organizational skills. However, according to Gill, et al 
(2002) “...there is little concrete evidence in the literature as to the mix and rela-
tive importance of the different skills needed for the successful performance of 
the facilitator role” (p. 582). Although there was no beta testing of the CoPOS, I 
am reasonably sure that it can be implemented by anyone with basic facilitation 
skills. This is an important point for the transferability of the CoPOS – persons 
who are not professional facilitators often organize CoPs.  

Evaluation of the implementation 
The following table shows the cumulative results for the evaluative survey. In all 
but the EAI CoP and SKT case the survey was administered at the start of the 
fifth meeting.  

Table 4.35. Cumulative results for the evaluative survey (n=47) 

Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of satis-
faction Difference 

 M SD M SD   M 

Coordinative factors (α =.87) 

Contact moments 4.45 1.119 4.64 .895  0.19 
Coordination 4.85 .908 4.68 1.045 -0.17 
Sufficient time available 4.89 1.026 4.32 1.446 -0.57 
Management support 4.98 1.093 4.34 1.387 -0.64 
Long-range focus 5.30 .657 4.40 1.455 -0.90 
Total coordinative factors 4.89 .717 4.47 1.032 -0.42 

Social factors (α =.76) 

 

 

Personal relationships 5.19 .741 4.74 .988 -0.45 
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Item Perceived 
Importance 

Level of satis-
faction Difference 

 M SD M SD   M 

Level of cohesion 4.98 .821 4.96 .690 -0.02 
Information-sharing  

culture 

5.23 .729 4.77 1.026 -0.46 
Openness for creativity 4.94 .870 4.30 1.159 -0.64 
High level of enthusiasm 5.06 .919 5.04 .859 -0.02 
Perceived value 4.44 .979 5.07 .657  0.63 
Motivation for participation 5.23 .729 5.30 .778  0.07 
Total social factors 4.97 .532 4.87 .622 -0.10 

Cognitive factors (α =.82) 

Level of interactivity 5.30 .720 4.81 1.096 -0.49 
Different types of activity 4.74 1.093 4.30 1.178 -0.44 
Focus on relevant topics 5.09 .974 4.68 1.045 -0.41 
Links to (daily) practice 5.00 1.043 4.83 .940 -0.17 
Focus on new issues 4.85 1.021 4.34 1.166 -0.51 
Individual and group reflection 4.70 1.041 4.36 1.031 -0.34 
Clear domain 5.04 .658 4.66 .984 -0.38 
Total cognitive factors 4.96 .712 4.56 .858 -0.40 

Motivation factors (α =.82) 

New knowledge for solving prob-
lems 

5.13 .900 4.40 1.136 -0.73 

New knowledge for innovation 5.04 .859 4.17 1.148 -0.87 
Improved professional competences 5.00 1.022 4.36 1.150 -0.64 
New product/ process/system de-
velopment 

 

4.66 .984 4.00 1.351 -0.66 

New (knowledge) alliances 4.64 .942 4.11 1.184 -0.53 
Total motivation factors 4.89 .726 4.20 1.032 -0.69 

*1= unimportant, 2= minimally important, 3=somewhat important, 4= important, 5= very im-
portant, 6= extremely important 
**1= extremely dissatisfied, 2=very dissatisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=satisfied, 5=very 
satisfied, 6= extremely satisfied 
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The evaluative survey is a direct result of the literature review and was theoreti-
cally tested using the matrix in chapter two (see Table 2.8. Interventions and their 
outcomes). This is also a test of the functional requirements. Members further 
verified survey items as important for a CoP; total score for perceived importance 
was relatively high. On a scale from one to six the mean score was 4.93 
(SD=.569), or ‘important’ (and actually close to ‘very important’).  

Cumulative results from the evaluative survey point towards each of the last four 
iterations of the CoPOS being successfully implemented. I considered the imple-
mentation to be successful if scores were at least a 4.0, which translates to “satis-
factory’. The cumulative score for total satisfaction was M=4.53; SD=.754 so 
clearly fell in the range of satisfactory. Scores for all other dimensions also fell 
under ‘satisfactory’. The range was from M= 4.20 for motivational factors to 
M=4.87 for social factors. These scores accurately reflect scores from the indi-
vidual cases.  So what does this mean? Probably that the CoPOS was (and can be) 
implemented effectively; all the important factors are considered to be present at 
a satisfactory level.  

4.7.4 Evaluating the effects of the system  
In this section the cumulative outcomes of the tests are presented in order to have 
an idea of how effective the CoPOS was in generating the expected outcomes as 
shown in the research model in chapter three. The CRWB/TLO/GLC survey was 
given before the start of each experiment and again at the end. This translates into 
a pre-intervention and a post-intervention measurement. In some cases there was 
a comparison group. Testing for these groups followed the same pattern as for the 
CoP members. First I present individual outcomes and then group level ones. 

Individual learning outcomes-CoP member scores 
Individual learning outcomes were measured by looking at changes in CRWB 
and domain competences. Changes in total CRWB and underlying dimensions are 
shown in Table 4.36.  
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 Table 4.36. Change in level of CRWB for CoP members (n=40) 

Variable CRWB Pre-intervention 
score  

Post-intervention 
score  Difference 

   M  SD   M SD    M SD 

               CRWB   

Total 4.34 .455 4.40 .443  0.06 -0.012 

             Dimensions   

Reflection 4.75 .578 4.83 .653  0.08  0.075 

Critical opinion sharing 4.61 .655 4.67 .759  0.06  0.104 

Asking for feedback 4.30 .793 4.46 .740  0.16 -0.053 

Challenging groupthink 4.25 .613 4.20 .838 -0.05  0.225 

Learning from mistakes 3.89 .842 3.73 .879 -0.16  0.037 

Sharing knowledge* 5.09 .730 4.97 .809 -0.12  0.079 

Experimentation 3.87 .884 4.11 .788  0.24 -0.096 

Career awareness 4.70 1.06 4.78 1.032  0.08 -0.028 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
*not included in Total CRWB 

Total CRWB 
In general, there was a very slight increase in member scores of total CRWB be-
tween the pre-intervention measurement (M =4.34 , SE = .072) and the post-test 
(M =4.40, SE =.070) This difference was not significant (in a one-tailed test for 
paired samples, t=-.747 ;df=39 ; p>.05). There was no effect. 

Dimensions of CRWB 
Dependent samples t-tests showed that the other small changes in CRWB were 
not significant. There were however small effects for asking for feedback and ex-
perimentation (d=0.2 in both cases). 

Part of the aim of this study was to see if individual members of a CoP are af-
fected through participation in the CoP in certain ways related to learning. The 
first hypothesis was that participation in a CoP organized using the CoPOS would 
lead to higher levels of CRWB. On the basis of the empirical testing, this hy-
pothesis is rejected; there was no significant change in CRWB between the pre 
and post -intervention scores for CoP participants. The results do not show any 
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discernible pattern, which helps to reinforce this finding. Although there are in-
herent problems with self-reports such as the CRWB survey (and van Woerkom 
(2003) discusses these problems specifically), the results are consistent between 
measures and between groups, and this is the key point (Podsakoff & Organ, 
1986). Thus, the probability of a Type 2 error is low.  

But this is not to say that learning in the CoPs did not take place. I think it more 
reasonable to say that there were no signs of improved learning in the form of 
CRWB was found. This could be because the interventions were not powerful 
enough to make a significant difference. It could also be because the CRWB scale 
looks for changes in behavior, not in cognition, which might be a better way of 
approaching work-related learning. Learning in professional CoPs is implicit in 
the social collaboration and changes the way people think, which can be consid-
ered one type of workplace learning (Doornbos et al., 2004). Time is also an im-
portant factor affecting the results. People are not always aware of their learning 
and if this did in fact lead to a change in practice, they might realize it only after a 
period of time (Doornbos et al., 2004). An example would be that an LA CoP 
member uses new interview techniques learned during the CoP meetings, but not 
until six months after the meeting where it was discussed in relation to filling in 
the knowledge matrix.  

Domain competences 
Changes in domain competences were not able to be statistically analyzed. As I 
discussed in previous sections, it seems that the CoPOS organizes more implicit 
learning environments and not competence-based ones. This might be the case for 
CoPs in general (Boersma, ten Dam, Volman, & Wardekker, 2010). While CoP 
members – both consultants and teachers - corroborated the validity of the com-
petences presented in the survey, they had a difficult time reflecting on whether 
there had been any improvement. They also could not make a link between the 
competences and their participation in the CoP. To members, participation meant 
gaining new knowledge and learning from fellow members, but not improving 
professional competences. This was also reflected in the scores on the evaluative 
survey and points to a somewhat paradoxical situation; on the one hand people 
thought it was very important to improve one’s competence, but on the other hand 
told me that the CoP was not a place for doing this. The only exception was the 
TD CoP, where members were able to indicate changes in their competence. 
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However, when completing the survey, they did not make a distinction between 
the workshops – which were geared towards competence development – and the 
CoP, which was focused on applying the new competences in specific situations.  

Another point is that for members the CoP was not a series of individual interven-
tions, but a more complete and inseparable whole. And sometimes the interven-
tions played a very small part of the meetings. This would make it especially 
difficult to see any links between what they had learned and the individual inter-
ventions. I think this also has to do with the complexity of competences in gen-
eral. One conception of competence is that it is a complex mix of skills, attitudes 
and knowledge. In order to make a link between an intervention and a change in 
competence would mean understanding exactly what element of the competence 
was affected and to what degree a change was experienced. Thus, it seems com-
pleting this survey was asking too much of the members.  

Group learning outcomes- changes in Team Learning Orientation (TLO) and 
Group Learning Climate (GLC)  
Group learning outcomes consider GLC, TLO and radical or incremental innova-
tions. Table 4.37 illustrates changes in GLC and TLO. It was possible to measure 
a change in these two variables because members in four of the cases were in-
structed to use their team as the reference for the first measurement. In the LN 
case, members were able to use the CoP as their reference because it was already 
in existence.  
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Table 4.37. Changes in TLO and GLC for CoP members  

Variable Pre-intervention 
scores 

Post-
intervention 
scores 

Difference 

 
M   SD M  SD   M   SD 

  TLO (n=33)   

TotalA 5.40 1.148 5.57 .980 0.17 -0.168 

  GLC (n=41)   

TotalB 4.48 .940 4.62 .696 0.14 -0.244 

  Dimensions   

Team efficacyB 4.41 1.377 4.30 1.211 -0.11 -0.166 

Team Psychological 
safetyB 

4.55 .678 4.94 .582 0.39* -0.096 

A; 1=never, 7=always 
B; 1= completely disagree, 7=completely agree 
*Significant at .05 

The slight change in the mean scores for TLO was not significant (in a one-tailed 
test for paired samples, t=-761; df=32; p>.05).  There was no effect. The small 
difference in scores for GLC was not significant either t= -.952; df=40 ; p>0.05); 
again, there was no effect. However, the positive change in scores for team psy-
chological safety was significant t= -2.86; df=40 ;p<.05 and there was a small ef-
fect d=0.4.  

The second hypothesis concerned group-level outcomes: CoPs organized using 
the CoPOS will exhibit high levels of Team Learning Orientation and Group 
Learning Climate. This hypothesis is partially rejected on the basis of my find-
ings. On the one hand CoP members reported above average levels, there were no 
significant changes between pre and post intervention measures. Results from the 
comparison group also confirm rejection of this hypothesis. 

The only significant positive change in TLO scores was for the LN CoP and the 
TM CoP. There is not really much of a discernible pattern among observations ei-
ther. The outcome for total GLC is similar; although the post-intervention scores 
were generally above average (4.62 on a scale from 1 to 7), there were no signifi-
cant changes observed between measurements except for the TM CoP. One di-
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mension, team psychological safety, did increase significantly but not by much - 
and the score remained just a little higher than average.  

I was surprised by these results, because according to most literature, my hy-
pothesis should not have been rejected. For example, Wenger, et al (2005) discuss 
the stages that a CoP go through. According to their model of community devel-
opment, the CoPs organized using the CoPOS were in the mature stage. At this 
stage levels of group cohesion is high. This should have been reflected in the 
TLO and GLC scores. Perhaps the lack of positive change is due to the already 
above-average levels of TLO and GLC. Data for these items was also highly dis-
persed and so might not give an accurate image of what was observed. 

Group learning outcomes- new knowledge products 
The following table shows new knowledge products developed by each of the 
CoPs, and whether it or not it was used in the wider organization. 

Table 4.38. Developed knowledge products and their dissemination 

Case/knowledge prod-
uct/dissemination Innovation  Used in wider organiza-

tion?  

1. Educational Advisers, Inc. 
(EAI CoP) 

Concept matrix for new interven-
tions for controlling student 
drop-outs; piece on the company 
website.   

No. When the CoP ex-
periment ended the group 
did not continue working 
on the matrix.  

2. HEN KTs (SKT) N/A N/A 

3. Learning Network (LN 
CoP) 

Minutes to meeting; however, at 
the time of this writing plans had 
been made to develop a policy 
document. 

No. 

4. Labor Advisory (LA CoP) Knowledge matrix – a map of 
organizational knowledge re-
serves.  

At the time of this writ-
ing it was being intro-
duced into the 
organization.  

5. University of Bitola (TD 
CoP) 

Book on new teaching methods.  At the time of this writ-
ing the book was not fin-
ished, but the plan was to 
introduce it into the uni-
versity for the 2010 aca-
demic school year. This 
was supported by the 
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Case/knowledge prod-
uct/dissemination Innovation  Used in wider organiza-

tion?  

deans and the Rector.  

6. Western Polytechnic (TM 
CoP) 

Set of heuristics for assessing 
various types of bachelor thesis.  

At the time of this writ-
ing the book was not fin-
ished, but the plan was to 
introduce it into the fac-
ulty for use in the spring 
of 2010. This was sup-
ported by the deans.  

The third hypothesis was also related to group-level outcomes: CoPs organized 
using the CoPOS will contribute to organizational learning by developing some 
type of new knowledge product or innovation. This hypothesis is not rejected on 
the basis of the findings. The LN was the only CoP that was not working on a 
concrete product for use in the greater organization, and that group had decided to 
do just that after the last meeting I was present at. Time plays an important role 
here as well. The CoPs needed more than the period of the implementation of the 
CoPOS to complete the product they had planned to develop. An important find-
ing is that these (conceptual) innovations would not have been developed if the 
CoP had not been organized.  

While this chapter looked at the results of the case studies in their entirety, the 
next part of this chapter analyzes the individual case studies in relation to each 
other.  

4.8 Cross-case analysis 

A cross-case analysis is used in design-based research in order to have a coherent 
overview of the results. This in turn helps to frame meanings and understandings 
from the data in order to answer the original research question about circum-
stances in which effective CoPs can be successfully organized.  

The analysis is structured using the variables in the research model shown in 
chapter three (see Figure 3.3) together with the configuration of the case studies. 
Qualitative data is used in order to expand the discussion and underpin any con-
clusions. I start by presenting the data and end with a discussion of the results of 
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the cross-case analysis, which helps answer the research sub-question, “What 
contextual factors contribute to the effectiveness of CoPs?”  

4.8.1 The contexts in which CoPOS was implemented 
The case studies took place in consultancy firms and higher education environ-
ments. Table 4.39 gives a schematic overview of the organizations where testing 
took place. Although the organizations in which the experiments were done might 
seem rather diverse because of size or the industry they are in, there are some 
fundamental similarities. In chapter one I introduced the premise that polytech-
nics are becoming more like commercial enterprises in how they are managed as 
well as in their natures and goals. I also argued that they are becoming more and 
more market driven. It is these natures and goals that are determinant for learning 
in organizations (Argyris & Schön, 1996). In each of the case studies the organi-
zation was knowledge-intensive, service-based and demanded continual learning 
from its employees. Evidence of this can be found in the large the amount of for-
mal and informal learning undergone by both the members of the CoP and the 
comparison groups (on average between 30 and 40 hours per year for both formal 
and informal learning).  

Table 4.39. Context of application 

Name of organiza-
tion/case number 

Type of organiza-
tion 

Total num-
ber of em-
ployees 

CoPOS 
implemented 
in context of 

Participants 

1.Educational Ad-
visers, Inc. (EAI 
CoP) 

Consultancy 160 (12 in 
unit) 

No link to 
other initia-
tives 

Consultants  

2. HEN KTs 

(SKT) 

Higher educational 
institute  

200 (on total 
faculty) 

Link to fac-
ulty wide 
project on re-
search and 
development  

Lecturers  

3. Learning Net-
work (LN CoP) 

Diverse (inter-
organizational) 

N/A Link to gov-
ernment pro-
ject 

Consultants 

4. Labor Advisory 
(LA CoP)  

Labor consultants 35 No link to 
other initia-
tives 

Consultants 
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Name of organiza-
tion/case number 

Type of organiza-
tion 

Total num-
ber of em-
ployees 

CoPOS 
implemented 
in context of 

Participants 

5. University of Bi-
tola (TD CoP) 

Higher educational 
institute 

400 (total) Part of 
teacher de-
velopment 
trajectory 

Lecturers 

6. Western Poly-
technic (TM CoP) 

Higher educational 
institute 

4000 (60 in 
department) 

No link to 
other initia-
tives 

Lecturers 

So what are the implications of this part of the research in relation to the context 
of application of the CoPOS? I would say that from the research done here, it 
seems that CoPs can be successfully organized using the CoPOS in any knowl-
edge-intensive, service-based organization. This is probably because of the nature 
of these types of organization, which demands continual learning from its em-
ployees. It is also probably linked to the type of employee, namely highly edu-
cated knowledge workers, who need to continually learn and change for their 
daily practice.  

4.8.2 CoP member backgrounds  
As I discussed above, one-way ANOVA testing showed there were no significant 
differences in member backgrounds within or between the groups in the case 
studies.  

Motivations for participations 
I used mostly qualitative data in order to understand why members were moti-
vated to participate in the CoP. I put the data into a matrix and looked for themes 
and the repetition of those themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). For this cross-case 
analysis I was looking for patterns within and across the different case studies and 
found that in each case people spoke about similar things, such as personal and 
organizational development, the importance of the domain, etcetera. 

4.8.3 Implementations of the CoPOS 
This section compares how the implementation process went in each of the six 
case studies. I start by looking at the changes made to the CoPOS during the dif-
ferent iterations. This is followed by a presentation of salient points arising from 
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the implementation and finally a look at the evaluative survey results for each of 
the case studies.  

Changes to the system during implementation 
The original design was slightly adapted to circumstances throughout the re-
search. However, there were also some structural changes made after several it-
erations, which are given in Table 4.40.  

Table 4.40. Structural changes to CoPOS during testing 

Case Changes to CoPOS 
EAI CoP Change in emphasis from process to content; this meant shortening interventions 

to fit meeting times. The evaluative survey was shortened as well.  

SKT  Explicit links presented in the business case and later during the development of 
the learning agenda between the CoP and daily practice.  

LN CoP The CoPOS was opened up to allow different types of interaction fitting the cir-
cumstances.  

LA CoP New product development intervention introduced into system.  

TD CoP No structural changes. 

TM CoP No structural changes.  

 

Salient points arising from general reflections on the iterations 
Table 4.41 shows the most salient points about the implementation. These come 
directly from the case study sections called ‘general reflections on the implemen-
tation’.  

Table 4.41. Salient points about implementation 

Case Reflections 
EAI CoP This was the first implementation of the CoPOS. Developing the learn-

ing agenda was complicated because there was no one explicit problem 
driving the group. Members were enthusiastic but wanted more con-
tent, less process.  

SKT  Even though self-direction was emphasized through the development 
of the learning agenda, it was not enough for the group to continue. 
Members were also skeptical about what the point was if the results 
were not taken seriously (by management).  

LN CoP Listening to the members’ wishes in regards to interaction take prece-
dence over strictly applying the system. Members were enthusiastic. 
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Case Reflections 
LA CoP A difficult start with much discussion about the added value of the 

CoP. Once the group was focused on a concrete goal, internal proc-
esses went better and enthusiasm increased.  

TD CoP CoP was linked to a formal training with large amounts of content. 
There was a high level of enthusiasm.  

TM CoP After a positive start, within three months the CoP was nearly ended 
due to member disinterest. A new start with concrete goals and clear 
links to practice, as well as agreements with management about the 
products developed, led to a successful implementation. 

 

Evaluation of the implementations 
Evaluations of the last four implementations of the CoPOS were done using the 
evaluative survey. In this section the outcomes of that surveys and interview data 
are presented in an array that shows patterns in the results. Table 4.42 shows cu-
mulative scores for perceived importance, Table 4.43 scores for level of satisfac-
tion and Table 4.44 at the difference between the two. This latter table is 
important for comparing the success of the implementations for the different case 
studies. A presentation of the qualitative data ends the section.  

Table 4.42. Perceived importance scores* 

Mean total score of 
factors/case 

LN CoP 
(n=18) 

LA CoP 
(n=7) 

TD CoP 
(n=12) 

TM CoP 
(n=18) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Coordinative 4.47 .658 4.57 .372 5.68 .500 4.92 .391 

Social 4.77 .530 4.77 .402 5.60 .416 5.00 .431 

Cognitive 4.12 .605 4.22 .527 5.63 .392 4.70 .527 

Motivation 4.34 .646 4.68 .254 5.61 .446 5.16 .459 

*1= unimportant, 2= minimally important, 3=somewhat important, 4= important, 5= very im-
portant, 6= extremely important 

As one can see, the mean scores for perceived importance are close to each other 
and show a pattern between factors and cases. The only exception is the TD CoP, 
but there all the scores are higher. This shows that respondents in all the groups 
gave similar weight to what a CoP needs in order to function well.  
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In the following table, the scores for satisfaction are shown for the four groups 
who were given the evaluative survey. 

Table 4.43. Level of satisfaction scores* 

Mean total score of 
factors/case 

LN CoP 
(n=18) 

LA CoP 
(n=7) 

TD CoP 
(n=12) 

TM CoP 
(n=18) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Coordinative 4.24 .869 4.20 .774 5.53 .819 3.82 .818 

Social 4.58 .574 4.52 .389 5.63 .378 4.72 .311 

Cognitive 4.61 .803 4.61 .197 5.71 .365 4.55 .532 

Motivation 3.56 .770 3.74 .690 5.55 .553 4.08 .473 

*1= extremely dissatisfied, 2=very dissatisfied, 3=somewhat dissatisfied, 4=satisfied, 5=very 
satisfied, 6= extremely satisfied 

The data in the above table shows similar scores between the groups. The patterns 
are also similar; motivation in all but the TD CoP and the TM CoPs is the only 
factor that scores around ‘somewhat dissatisfied’.  

Table 4.44 below shows the mean differences between perceived importance and 
level of satisfaction from the evaluative survey. This table helps to illustrate in 
which of the cases the factors important to the design were satisfied the most. Us-
ing the table as a guide, it is possible to make a ranking of this by adding up the 
figures. This points towards the most effective implementation of the CoPOS. 

Table 4.44. Mean differences between perceived importance and level of satisfaction 

Factor/case LN CoP 
(n=18) 

LA CoP 
(n=7) 

TD CoP 
(n=12) 

TM CoP 
(n=18) 

Coordinative -0.23 -0.37 -0.15 -1.10 

Social -0.19 -0.25  0.03 -0.28 

Cognitive  0.49  0.39  0.08 -0.15 

Motivation  0.70 -0.94 -0.06 -1.08 

Total  0.77 -1.17 -0.10 -2.61 

The most effective implementation, according to the table above, was done in the 
case of the LN CoP and the least effective in the TM CoP. In the latter case, it 
was difficult to schedule meetings – although the dean had officially appointed 
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hours for them, he had left it to the members to reschedule their lectures. Mem-
bers also gave low scores for motivation, probably because when the survey was 
given the work on the innovation had just started. This was very similar to the LA 
CoP case, where the survey was given right before there was a rejuvenation of the 
CoP.  Motivation for the LN CoP was high – members commented that they 
gained much new knowledge and information that was directly useful in their re-
spective organizations as well as their personal practice.  

4.8.4 Evaluating the effects of the system 
In this section an inter-group analysis is done. As in preceding sections, I start the 
discussion with individual related outcome variables, followed by group level 
ones.  

Individual outcomes- CRWB and underlying dimensions 
Table 4.45 shows changes in CRWB and its underlying dimensions for CoP 
members in the different cases.  The SKT is left out because there was no post-
intervention test.  

Table 4.45. Mean difference between pre and post intervention scores for CRWB 

(Dimensions) CRWB / case EIA CoP 
(n=6) 

LN CoP 
(n=11) 

LA CoP 
(n=7) 

TD CoP 
(n=10) 

TM CoP 
(n=7) 

       CRWB  

Total  .09  .19  .20 -.25  0.11 

     Dimensions  

Reflection -.04  .08  .39** -.02  0.04 

Critical opinion sharing  n/a  .34  .10 -.47**  0.12 

Asking for feedback  .28  .58**  .29 -.49**  0.31** 

Challenging groupthink  .33  .04 -.33 -.65** -0.27 

Learning from mistakes  .17 -.03  .13 -.74**  0.04 

Sharing knowledge*  .26  .35  .35 -.58 -0.63 

Experimentation -.50**  .23  .31  .50  0.65 

Career awareness  .04 -.13 .59**  .08 -0.10 

1= completely disagree, 6= completely agree 
*not included in Total CRWB 
**significant at .05 
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The figures in Table 4.45 above can be used to rank the effectiveness of the CoP 
in regards to stimulating CRWB. In order to come to a ranking, I added up the 
significant changes in each of the underlying dimensions. The results are as fol-
lows, in which the least effective CoP is given first: TD CoP (-2.35), EAI CoP (-
0.50), TM CoP 0.31, LN CoP (0.58), and the LA CoP (.98).   

Domain competences 
I leave domain competences out of this discussion due to the reasons stated ear-
lier.  

Group level outcomes – TLO and GLC 
Table 4.46 below shows changes in mean scores for the group outcome variables 
for each case study.  

Table 4.46. Mean change in TLO and GLC scores for CoPs 

Group outcome variables/ case EIA  
CoP 
(n=6) 

LN 
CoP 
(n=11) 

LA 
CoP 
(n=7) 

TD 
CoP 
(n=10) 

TM 
CoP 
(n=7) 

Mean change in TLO  -.17  .94* -.41  .14 .82* 

Mean change in Total GLC   .63  .47  .20 -.36 .72* 

Mean change in Team efficacy  -.61 1.07 -1.19* -.46 .14 

Mean change in Team psychologi-
cal safety  .43*  .31  .08 -.16 1.31* 

*significant at .05 

The figures in Table 4.46 above can be used to rank the effectiveness of the CoP 
in regards to developing TLO and GLC. In order to come to a ranking, I added up 
the significant changes in TLO and then the two underlying dimensions of GLC 
(team efficacy and team psychological safety). If there was no significant change, 
then I gave that case, and any others without a significant change, the lowest 
ranking. Three of the CoPs had no significant change so get an equal ranking; 
EIA CoP, LA CoP and TD CoP. The TM CoP showed significant gain (0.82), fol-
lowed by the LN CoP, which had the greatest significant gain (0.94).  

In regards to GLC and the underlying dimensions, the LA CoP had a significant 
negative change (-1.11). The decrease in score for the EIA CoP (-0.18) was sig-
nificant too. Neither the LN CoP nor the TD CoP scores changed significantly, 
but the score for the TM CoP did (1.45). The TM CoP went through a renewal 
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that changed the attitudes of the members about their team. The LA CoP, which 
ranked the lowest, had taken the survey just before their spurt of renewed vigor. 
This probably explains the difference.  

Group level outcomes – new knowledge products 
The table below shows if the CoP produced a usable innovation, or at least a con-
cept version. I exclude the aspect of being introduced into the wider organization 
because of the time factor – at the time of writing, the last three CoPs shown were 
planning on presenting the work to the rest of the organization.  

Table 4.47. Innovations of the CoPs 

Case Useable (conceptual) innovation at end of fifth meeting? 

EAI CoP Yes. Intervention matrix.  

SKT No.  

LN CoP No. 

LA CoP Yes. Knowledge matrix.  

TD CoP Yes. Teaching methods book. 

TM CoP Yes. Assessment guide. 

In the next section I rank the success of the CoPs using the criteria given in the 
research model along with members’ comments in interviews and open questions. 

4.8.5 Ranking the CoPs   
In this section I present the CoPs in order of their success and discuss the results. 
The ranking was done as follows, using the data presented above. First, I looked 
for significant changes in the variables, including the underlying dimensions. 
Then, I looked at whether or not there were any innovations produced.  

I also considered the members’ comments in the interviews and open questions 
on the survey. Finally, an indicator for success can also be whether or not the CoP 
continued after the CoPOS was implemented. To come to the final ranking, I 
added up the scores from each variable. The case with the least scores was the 
most successful.  
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Table 4.48. Ranking of CoP success 

Final case ranking/  
ranking per variable 
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2. TM CoP 11   3   3    2    1    1    1 

3. LA CoP 14   4   1    3    4    1     1 

3. TD CoP 14   2   5    3    2    1    1 

4. EAI CoP 16   3   4    3    3    1    2 

5. SKT 

(Least successful) 

24   5   5    5    5    2    2 

What is interesting now is to try and understand why the ranking is as it is. In the 
previous sections I ruled out many of the possible explanations; the evaluation 
survey showed very similar results; there were no significant differences within 
or between groups as far as control variables (age, level of education, etc.) and 
members’ practice does not seem to play a role (there is a complete mix of lectur-
ers and consultants in the ranking). This leads me to two conclusions. The first is 
that the structural changes in the CoPOS were in fact effective. The second con-
clusion is related to two specific points of the plausible rival explanation frame-
work (see chapter three), namely ‘implementation rivals’ and ‘super rivals’. I 
look at these in detail below.  

 ‘Super rivals’, or the results in regards to organizational context 
The question here is about how the organizational context might have affected the 
rankings. (Was one type of organization different than the other? What did I ob-
serve? What did I hear or read?) I frame the discussion below by comparing the 
most effective implementation (LN CoP with the least effective (SKT).  

According to the indicators used, the most successful CoP was the LN CoP. This 
CoP was actually a self-organizing CoP, unlike any of the others. It had existed 
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for nearly a year before the CoPOS was implemented. However, I think the most 
important reason for the success of the LN CoP, in regards to the context, was 
that also unlike the other cases, the LN CoP members were not situated in a spe-
cific organizational context and so its members were free from constraints and 
previous ‘baggage’ that can inhibit change initiatives. Compare this to the SKT, 
in which members had been undergoing continual change instituted from the top, 
and so resulted in feelings of cynicism about the whole knowledge team configu-
rations. In two discussions lasting several hours with the SKT leaders and several 
SKT members, some important themes were uncovered that may give insight into 
the case and why the CoP was not at all successful and that can give insight into 
applying the CoPOS in similar situations.  

The first theme was about the nature of work in regards to the changing role of 
the teacher. The discussions mirrored the model about change in polytechnics 
shown in the introduction to this dissertation. It seems that the HEN expects 
teachers to be able to fulfill newly defined roles in very short periods of time with 
little or no training or consideration of the person’s skills. One SKT leader said, “ 
The job of a teacher is highly fragmented and divided into all kinds of different 
roles (such as coach, researcher, exam developer, etc., DR). But these roles may 
not always be able to be performed equally as well by every teacher: Not every-
one who is a good teacher is also a good coach, or a good researcher. This con-
fuses the identity of the teacher and makes his position difficult... the teacher has 
become a manager of different sub-processes in education and is not valued for 
his craftsmanship, his knowledge or his expertise.” Furthermore, because a 
teacher is not valued as a professional, the organization decides what is important 
in the classroom – a certain degree of autonomy is taken away. Studies have 
shown that as soon as a teacher feels their autonomy is threatened, they will op-
pose any change initiatives (Nistelrooij & Ven, 2002).  

The next theme concerned the role of management in the change processes occur-
ring in the faculty. Once again, the model shown in the introduction seems to be 
accurate. The minutes of the meetings clearly show a converging theme (Reason 
& Rowan, 1981) of top-down change strategies made to improve control of the 
teacher. This is a change in the organizational climate from a ‘theory x’ climate  - 
where managers see employees as needing to be coerced - to a ‘theory y’, where 
management trusts the employee to act in a way that is beneficial to the firm 
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(Schneider, Brief, & Guzzo, 1996). One comment was that “...teachers are not 
seen as being professional enough to monitor themselves. Measurability and 
budgetary considerations overshadow the teacher’s own responsibility. You can 
see this in the ways management goals are linked to teaching through things like 
PDPs (Personal Development Plans- DR) and evaluations based on how well the 
roles were fulfilled.”  

The last theme to emerge is about the change processes themselves. This theme 
actually has several aspects to it. First, in the HEN, change was initiated from 
top-down and driven by a technological-rational approach in which learning 
processes are stymied (Boonstra & Gravenhorst - Bennebroek, 1998). This can be 
seen in the changing nature of work discussed above as well as the numerous con-
trol mechanisms implemented by management, also mentioned above. This ap-
proach to change may have in turn lead to the failure of the CoPOS to organize 
the CoP.  Because even though the interventions making up the CoPOS were 
strong enough to motivate participation (at least in other cases), in the HEN the 
level of cynicism was too high and the CoPOS implemented too late. Cynicism in 
organizations can be understood as pessimism about attaining worthwhile results 
as well as a general lack of faith in the management’s ability to initiate successful 
change (Reichers, Wanous, & Austin, 1997; Wanous, 2000). This can lead to an 
attitude of disinterest and in the case of the KT’s, declining participation.  

In the other cases, the organizational context also might have played a role, but 
the interventions seemed to overcome the blocking mechanisms (Pawson & Tilly, 
1997) that could have hindered the CoPs, such as lack of embeddedness. This 
might mean that in the HEN, the organization was in a situation where change 
was just not possible using the knowledge teams as the catalyst. For example, in 
the TM CoP there was also a certain level of cynicism, but by making concrete 
agreements with the dean about support and embeddedness, the CoP was a suc-
cess. This lack of embeddedness might explain the poor score for the EAI CoP – 
they had mentioned it several times in the interviews as well. The final part of this 
section looks at implementation rivals.  

Implementation rivals; the results in regards to my role in the process and other 
considerations 
The fact that there was no real beta testing (testing of the CoPOS by a person dif-
ferent than myself) makes this rival explanation difficult to rule out. However, 
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one reason for varied success might be attributable to my role as a facilitator. As I 
mentioned above, a facilitator needs to have general skills in communication, 
group management, etcetera. However, Gill, et al. (2002), found that knowledge 
about content is also important for successfully facilitating a group. In the LN 
CoP I did not have any knowledge of the labor catalog that the group was work-
ing on, but then again I was actually facilitating the organizers and so played a 
more background role compared to the other cases. The second most successful 
CoP according to my ranking was the TM CoP, where I was an expert in the do-
main. I know that I certainly felt more comfortable when I was familiar in the 
domain than when I was not. This might have had an influence on the implemen-
tation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Organizing Professional Communities of Practice 

 192 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

193 

 

5 Conclusions 

In this chapter I return to the main research question as well as two of the sub-
questions. I also present some conclusions based on the research done in relation 
to these questions.  

In the last chapter I presented the results of six implementations of the CoPOS 
and analyzed the results in two ways. First I looked at the results in their entirety 
in the section entitled ‘Aggregate data analysis’. This was in order to answer re-
search question number four: “What does a tested system for organizing CoPs 
look like”. The answer to this is the final version of the CoPOS shown in Table 
4.34.  

The second analysis in chapter four, entitled ‘Cross-case analysis’, was done in 
order to understand contextual factors that might have influenced the success and 
effectiveness of the CoPs in regards to effects proposed in the research model. 
This analysis was needed to answer research question five, which was formulated 
as: “What contextual factors contribute to the effectiveness of CoPs?” The an-
swer to this is found in the discussion itself, but the most major conclusion that 
can be made from this research is that the organizational setting does in fact in-
fluence effectiveness. In organizations where cynicism and/or resistance to 
change is high, the effectiveness of the CoP is negatively influenced. The oppo-
site is also true; CoPs organized outside of one specific organizational setting, or 
where management is highly supportive, seem to be more effective.  

The next part of the discussion is about the main research question. In order to 
answer this, I use the entire results of the research. The main research question 
was formulated as: 

How can communities of practice be designed and implemented as forums for 
employee learning in knowledge-intensive, service- based organizations such as 
polytechnics?  
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The answer to this question is a combined result of the literature reviews, the em-
pirical testing and the analyses, and takes the form of a set of tested design prin-
ciples for organizing CoPs. As I stated in the introduction, design principles 
“...can be seen as offering a general template for the creation of solutions for a 
particular class of field problems” (Denyer et al., 2008, p. 395). The final version 
of the CoPOS is actually based on the following design principles and as such, 
helps answer the main research question as well.  

I have divided up the list of design principles by concept. The first group of de-
sign principles concerns motivation. Motivating (potential) members to join a 
CoP is the first step in organizing one, as well as an important factor for its suc-
cessful continuance. Motivation is also an underlying aspect of each of the design 
principles and the basis for the concept of generative mechanisms – which can be 
found in each of the design principles6.  

Design principles about motivation 
1. At the start of the CoP, members are concerned about the place of the CoP in 
the organization and how their work will affect the greater collective. In order to 
assure embeddedness in the organization, specific agreements about the CoP with 
the management should be made and discussed with CoP members.  

2. In the early stages of the CoP, people attend the meetings often out of curiosity. 
But if they are not quickly motivated to continue to participate, then interest dies 
off. This means that motivation for continued participation needs to be consid-
ered. Focusing on a specific, concrete problem is important because it helps to as-
sure continued motivation by focusing on an important task. Developing the 
learning agenda is one way of doing this as it gives insight into the different as-
pects of a complicated problem and allows that problem to be broken down into 
manageable pieces that can then be explored.  

                                                

6 I follow Hedstrom and Swedburg’s (1998) idea that generative mechanisms are 
linked to methodological individualism. Gambetta (1998) also maintains this perspec-
tive, describing mechanisms as “...hypothetical causal models that make sense of in-
dividual behavior. They have the form, ‘given certain conditions K, an agent will do 
X because of M...” (p.102).  
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3. CoPs are task-based environments, and as such need to focus efforts on devel-
oping some specific knowledge product that can be used in the greater organiza-
tion. Once the problem has been decided upon using the learning agenda as a 
guide, an intervention like the new product development intervention can be used 
to give structure to the process of innovating.  

The next group of design principles is about guiding and structuring meeting 
processes, which plays a critical role in the effectiveness of the CoP.  

Design principles about process 
4. Individual meetings should lead to a definite outcome. If a specific outcome is 
desired, then use one of the interventions found in the CoPOS. This will raise ef-
fectiveness of the meetings by helping the group to focus on content, rather than 
process. 

5. In order to help the group to reflect on the CoP processes as well as gain in-
sight into the workings of the processes going on there, use a mixture of evalua-
tive techniques, such as a combination of a formal survey and a discussion about 
the important points raised in it. This helps members to understand what is hap-
pening with the internal processes as well as give the organizers ideas about 
needed improvements. 

The last design rule is about dealing with organizational context. 

Design principle about context  
6. In an organizational context where cynicism is high, the added value of partici-
pation to the individual in a CoP needs to be strongly and regularly emphasized. 
This can be done purposefully when presenting the business case and again when 
developing the learning agenda. Later, there should be group reflection on the 
value of participation.  

The following chapter is a discussion on what CoPs can mean for solving the 
original problem as given in the introduction.  
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6 Discussion 

In this final chapter of the dissertation I turn towards the original motivations for 
me starting the research, namely the problem associated with complex and con-
tinual change that polytechnics and organizations in general are going through. I 
also return to the purpose of this research, which is to help solve this problem as-
sociated with change for both the organization as a whole and the individual ac-
tors within them. Implementing the CoPOS was a way of coming to a set of 
design principles for organizing CoPs, which in turn could help solve the original 
problem. This chapter is actually a discussion about the conclusions I came to af-
ter the research about why CoPs are able to help organizations change and how 
the CoPOS can help organize these communities.  

I start by explaining the benefits of organizing and supporting CoPs. What is their 
added value– to the organization and to the people who participated – as I have 
found in the research? How have the CoPs organized in this research contributed 
to change? I then turn towards the CoPOS itself, and look at what added value it 
has in regards to organizing CoPs. A large part of this concerns generalizability of 
the results, which is actually about transferability. Transferability in design-based 
research can be compared to generalizability for explanatory approached to re-
search, but is actually more about understanding if the design is able to be applied 
in situations other than the ones where the research took place.   

This is followed by an explanation of how this research contributes to the base of 
knowledge surrounding CoPs. I finish the chapter by giving several suggestions 
for paths of future research that were discovered but not tread during the four 
years of this research. 

6.1 The value of CoPs to organizations 

According to the model presented in chapter one, polytechnics are undergoing 
major and complex changes. Although this research did not really explore this 
model explicitly, through interacting with all the different people in the course of 
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the last four and one half years, I do believe complex changes are common to 
most organizations – at least the different ones I have been involved in. In other 
words, the problem I sketched out in the first chapter is a real one – there are 
complex organizational and environmental changes happening that demand con-
tinual learning from employees. The question here is, do CoPs help people and 
organizations with this change and if so, how?  

Through working with members of the different CoPs, I found that in each of the 
organizations there were unanswered questions that employees felt strongly 
about, but yet the organization (represented by management) had not addressed 
fully, or was unable to answer using more traditional methods. I use the case stud-
ies to illustrate this.  

The EAI CoP looked at combating school dropouts; government policy was start-
ing to focus on improving the level of participation in middle vocational schools. 
The EA Inc. was not prepared for this. The CoP wanted to explore possibilities 
for new commercial interventions.  

The LN CoP was a forum for knowledge to be exchanged and built around the 
application of new labor laws. This was needed because government had left or-
ganizations to develop the applications themselves, and most were not at all pre-
pared for this. 

The LA CoP came to the realization that there was no inventory of crucial organi-
zational knowledge. Such a guide was needed for enhanced exchange and better 
utilization of organizational knowledge as well as for locating critical knowledge 
gaps.  

The TD CoP perceived and understood the need to change the way they ap-
proached teaching but were not sure how to go about this using models from 
other contexts.   

The TM CoP defined and addressed a problem with assessing non-traditional the-
ses. This had been a large problematic issue in the faculty for years.  

In each case, an answer to the problem was being worked on in the CoP in a way 
that could be eventually used by the rest of the organization. These new knowl-
edge products and other innovations were the focus of activity within each CoP. 
Thus, one added value of CoPs to organizations seems to lie in their ability to 
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pinpoint and explore organizational problems. These are worked on by the CoP in 
a way that leads to concrete innovations that in turn are introduced into the 
greater collective. This shows that CoPs do in fact play an important role in the 
organizational learning cycle discussed earlier. The crux lies in the ability of the 
CoP to understand not only what the problem is, but where it originated from as 
well. Understanding the settings of problems are important for higher levels of 
learning, which are needed to solve difficult problems in complex systems such 
as organizations (Senge, 1990).  

Another benefit the CoPs might have brought to the greater organizations was a 
development or improvement of employee networks through raised levels of so-
cial capital. In chapter two I discussed the concepts of bridging and bonding capi-
tal. The former is needed for more radical innovations between members of 
different organizations or backgrounds (like in the case of the LN CoP and the 
TD CoPs) while the latter is important for solving complex organization-based 
problems and relies on deep levels of shared understandings, which was the case 
for the EAI CoP, the LA CoP and the TM CoP.  Both types of networks are im-
portant for organizations because this is one way they gather information from 
their environment. CoPs are in turn important because they help translate new in-
formation and signals into concrete innovations.  

CoPs seem to help organizations change through their innovative capabilities be-
cause innovation can be seen as being directly related to change (Tholke, 2007). 
This is also directly linked to the model presented in chapter two and also serves 
to underpin the research model presented in chapter three; in this sense I propose 
that CoPs have the capability to contribute to organizational learning in regards to 
spurring new innovations.  

Other benefits of CoPs to the greater organization are that they support work-
related learning and assure participation. Although the instruments used did not 
seem to show any change in specific competences, most members commented 
that they were exchanging knowledge and information with colleagues. As I dis-
cussed earlier, this is a sign of implicit learning, which is difficult for people to 
reflect on.  

Participation and feedback from management has been shown in the literature 
(Billet, 2002; Blokhuis, 2006) to be important for workplace learning and the 
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CoPs organized here assured that employees are working together in order to im-
prove the whole organization. This is one interpretation of participation. By mak-
ing explicit agreements with the management about the knowledge products 
developed in the CoP, feedback is organized. This means that another added 
value of CoPs also is related to their capabilities for improving the learning po-
tential of the workplace.  

Ten Dam and Blom (2006) found that in-service teachers who worked on school 
innovations not only contributed to the improvement of the work conditions, but 
also developed their professional identity. Wenger (1998) also found this and ar-
gued that developing this identity is important to the individual as well as the or-
ganization.  

6.2 The value of CoPs to the individual 

The original premise of this research was that teachers in polytechnics are experi-
encing major changes in the organizations in which they work and that these 
changes affect their practice in complex ways. I thought that organizing CoPs 
would help teachers to make sense of their changing environment by helping 
them to learn in a social collaborative way. What I found is that learning at work 
in collaborative situations is a part of a knowledge worker’s daily professional 
life. Comments by members pointed this out, as did my observations - I saw that 
CoP members were typically comfortable in a collaborative environment (and 
team psychological safety was in each case at or above average).   

In the formal interviews and throughout the implementation of the CoPOS, CoP 
members talked about their motivations for participating. On the one hand they 
wanted to improve their organization’s capability. But on the other hand they ex-
pressed that the CoP was a success – which was directly linked to motivation - 
because of the chance to exchange knowledge and to learn and develop some-
thing new with colleagues that in turn would improve the environment in which 
they work. Participants had thus different reasons for participating and discussed 
this in general terms of learning, but not in terms of improved competence. Ac-
cording to Nieuwenhuis and van Woerkom (2007), there are four goal rationali-
ties for learning; preparation, which is about becoming competent; optimization, 
which is about learning to improve task execution; transformation, which is about 
innovation; and personal development, which concerns learning for personal 
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goals. Of these four rationales, the CoPs organized here seemed to be mostly 
linked to optimization and transformative goal rationales. Individuals in the CoPs 
were trying to improve individual performance through knowledge exchange and 
building and at the same time innovating in order to improve organizational capa-
bilities. This is different than for the original conceptions of CoPs (Lave & Wen-
ger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) in which the goal rationality was about gaining 
competence and thus preparing for the work situation. It seems that whereas stu-
dents learn in order to become competent, professionals learn as part of their ca-
reer in order to gain insight into their practice and thus solve problems quicker.  

The other goal rationality that might have been appealed to is about personal de-
velopment and considers that work plays a large role in employees’ affectual de-
velopment. In this view, learners are seen as being self-directed and need to be 
facilitated, not guided in their learning. The CoP is able to do this because self-
direction is a key aspect of the environment.  

Learning in CoPs is probably effectual for individuals because it appeals to the 
different types of goal rationalities as well as by assuring that learning is done in 
a way that is seen as effective by the individual. This is related to the model de-
veloped for designing the CoPs presented in chapter two; if the learning that took 
place within the CoPs was not in accordance with the principles of CoP design 
shown in chapter two, then the CoPs would most likely not have been successful 
in the eyes of these members – which they were according to the evaluative sur-
vey.  

Another value of CoPs to the individual is that participation in the CoPs allowed 
for expansion and or improvement of members’ networks. This was found in the 
qualitative data. Networks are an important way for professionals to gain new 
knowledge for solving problems and innovation. Studies have been shown that 
networks also contribute to employee satisfaction and loyalty (Buchel & Raub, 
2002).  

6.3 The value of the CoPOS  

The added value of the CoPOS is related to two major points that came from the 
research. First, the CoPOS gives direction to how CoPs can be systematically or-
ganized by utilizing two intertwined factors critical to success, namely motivation 
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and the development of a powerful learning environment. Other added values 
concern the ease and low cost of implementation, and the fact that the CoPOS is 
in itself a mechanism for starting a CoP. I start by discussing the first two aspects.  

Knowledge-intensive, service-based organizations, like the ones studied in this 
research, can be hectic places where time pressures play a role in employees’ 
daily work. However, as I discussed earlier, studies have shown that time is not 
an issue for participation in organizational learning activities. In the interviews 
this subject was not mentioned either. Some people will always participate in 
these types of initiatives regardless; these are the so-called self-directed learners. 
And some people will never participate. I observed this throughout the research. 
The crux then, is to design a system that appeals to people ‘in the middle’ and this 
seems to be what the CoPOS did – it organized environments that were motiva-
tional and at the same time effective for knowledge exchange and building.   

So motivation is probably the crucial aspect to participation for all employees. 
What I found was that the CoPOS systematically organized CoPs in such a way 
as to develop a powerful collaborative learning environment while at the same 
time assuring participation. This was also the case for the LN CoP, which had al-
ready existed but was losing participation. The following discussion points out 
more specifically how the CoPOS was able to do this. 

Linking individual and organizational learning 
Perhaps the greatest value of the CoPOS lies in its ability to structure work re-
lated learning activities in such a way as to systematically link individual and or-
ganizational learning and development. In most of the case studies, the CoPOS 
assured a relation between individual and organizational goals in the form of in-
novation, which is an important aspect of organizational development (Boonstra, 
2004). The CoPOS also seemed to organize CoPs in such a way that assured mo-
tivation for participation by assuring that individuals learn and collaborate in 
ways that lead to concrete knowledge products in the name of the organization. 
The general idea behind the CoPOS is about bringing people together and struc-
turing the meetings in a way that supports knowledge productivity and motivates 
for participation. The latter aspect is probably the most important one when or-
ganizing a CoP because without participation, a CoP will not continue.  
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Structuring the learning environment 
Collaborative learning environments are based on communication, which needs to 
be structured. This leads me to the next statement, namely that the CoPOS is 
valuable because it is not about solving the problem, it is about making sure the 
processes that can lead to a solution are levered by structuring the internal com-
munication processes. For example, developing a learning agenda structured in-
formation exchange in a way that explicated implicit knowledge so that others 
could ‘see’ and discuss different perspectives of a similar problem. This type of 
reflection is one aspect of double-loop learning, which is both an important aspect 
and result of a powerful social collaborative learning environment.  

Low cost and ease of implementation 
In the design cycle model used to design the CoPOS there were several limita-
tions discussed. Limitations refer to the boundaries set by the designer. There are 
two types of limitations, namely operational requirements, which consider the 
‘ease of use’ by the end user, and limiting conditions, which are related to the 
demands of the environment in which the design will be implemented.  

In regards to operational requirements, the CoPOS needed to be explicit and un-
complicated in order to fulfill the needs of the change-agent, who needs to have a 
simple, yet powerful, set of guidelines to follow. The CoPOS certainly falls 
within this limitation. The important factors surrounding the organization of 
CoPs, including the underlying mechanisms of why the interventions work, have 
been discussed and implementation of the CoPOS has been richly described. The 
system as a whole does not demand an especially expert facilitator to guide the 
processes: I am a teacher, but not a professional facilitator. On the other hand, 
this might be a plausible explanation for not getting better results.  

Limiting conditions are about the environmental context in which the implemen-
tation will take place. I originally proposed that three conditions needed to be 
met. These are discussed below.  

1) The CoPOS had to be low cost. In only one of the cases was there an expense 
for time (in the TM CoP the dean had put hours on the duty roster of each mem-
ber) – members used their own. Meetings took place internally (except for the TD 
CoP, which was already at an eternal location for the formal training) and used 
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simple office supplies. I can safely conclude then that the CoPOS met this first 
limiting condition.  

2) The system must be flexible to meet the specific needs of the members due to 
pressures of the workplace. This limitation was clearly met when the separate in-
terventions were shortened and adapted after the first iterations. 

3) There must be a strong appeal to intrinsic motivation because extrinsic motiva-
tion (financial rewards, for example) is not a possibility. This limitation has also 
been met and the subject of motivation is discussed above. 

Implicit value – starting something new 
CoPs can and do organize spontaneously. However, this does not mean that they 
always do, or that if they do, they organize in a way that is effective. The CoPOS 
implicitly starts the organization process by making managers and employees 
aware of the possibilities of CoPs. This is explicitly done during the first interven-
tion. In the first parts of this chapter I discussed the added value of CoPs. The 
added value of the CoPOS is that it actually starts the process of organization. 

6.4 Critical reflection on transferability  

In design-based research the goal is to come to tested design principles that can 
be applied in different situations, but within specific contexts. In this way, gener-
alizability for DBR is different than from other explanatory research approaches 
because it seeks to achieve transferability of the artifacts within the parameters 
given in the original design. This was the ‘class of context’ section of the design 
cycle model and in my case refers to knowledge-intensive, service-based organi-
zations.  

It seems that the CoPOS can be transferred across organizations within the con-
text it was designed for. In each of the iterations the results were very similar – 
there is clear indication that the data is saturated. The crucial factors for organiz-
ing CoPs and the generative mechanisms – so crucial to transferability of DBR 
artifacts - that were supposed to be triggered were, as seen in the results of the 
different tests. Threats to transferability in the form of plausible rival explanations 
have been mostly ruled out during their significant role as guide throughout the 
empirical section of this research. However, I would like to briefly revisit some of 
the larger threats here.  
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Researcher Bias 
This is a large threat to this research, especially considering that there was no 
Beta testing done as was originally planned. My chosen methodology is inher-
ently biased, but on the other hand I did use specific strategies to combat the 
problems associated with it; multiple data sources, richly describing the phenom-
ena being researched, clearly explicating why the interventions theoretically work 
and being open about my role in the research.  

Implementation factors 
This threat is directly linked to researcher bias and asks not only was the interven-
tion done right, but was the observed effect due to the implementation factors? In 
other words, would a different person achieve different results, all other factors 
held equal? I think the answer is probably no, for two main reasons. First, as I 
discussed earlier, the CoPOS is not difficult to implement. It was designed with 
this in mind and seems to be the case. Secondly, the CoPOS was designed to be 
implemented by a professional with some expert understanding of group facilita-
tion.  I use the word probably, because quasi-experiments in the messy world of 
reality may not be able to be replicated exactly.  

6.5 Observed outcomes and the power of the data 

I have already discussed several possible reasons accounting for the observed ef-
fects of the CoPOS on individuals and groups, such as the idea that professional 
CoPs are not strong environments for gaining competence and that learning was 
implicit and thus hard to measure. However, there is another question concerning 
the power of the data that might be of importance for understanding the results.  

Quasi-experiments are a valid way of studying real-life groups in authentic set-
tings. However, they also require sizeable numbers of participants to show sig-
nificant effects. This might be one reason that several of the hypotheses were 
rejected. When I started this research I had thought that the core groups of the 
CoPs would be larger, or at least that meetings would be attended more regularly 
by a larger group, thus increasing the size of the population. On the other hand, 
there was a consistent use of data-gathering instruments throughout the whole re-
search project, which in turn increases the power of the data.  
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6.6 Contributions to knowledge surrounding CoPs and HRD 

This research has contributed to the body of knowledge surrounding CoPs by 
showing first how they can be effectively organized and facilitated in their devel-
opment. CoPs have for some years been described in the popular press almost as 
if they are the answer to many different organizational problems, from innovation 
to employee learning to organizational development. What I found was that this is 
only partially true; CoPs do in fact facilitate employee learning, but mostly im-
plicit learning. Furthermore, the success of CoPs is highly dependent on the do-
main in which they operate. The domain is made concrete in the learning agenda 
and thus may contain very specific ideas or problems. This specificity may ex-
clude many potential members from participation because they are not interested 
in that particular aspect of the domain. Furthermore, professional CoPs are not 
about competence development. In other words, it seems that CoPs are an answer 
to a few problems for a few people, not necessarily the whole organization.  

This research also serves to substantiate other research in HRD about workplace 
learning. The theoretical critical success factors from HRD literature (along with 
other perspectives) were integrated into the design of the CoPOS and in general 
the CoPOS worked. This gives insight into how HRD programs might be fine-
tuned using concepts from the CoP theory (and obviously, vice-versa). For exam-
ple, assuring that HRD initiatives are closely linked to the specific way of moti-
vating knowledge workers to learn and collaborate in the service of the 
organization. Also this research contributes to knowledge about how CoPs, as 
human resource development trajectories, can be designed and organized in a way 
that leads to observable organizational learning, which is a typical goal of HRD 
programs.  

I would also like to propose that designers of curricula and educational programs 
in polytechnics consider very carefully the role a CoP can play as part of the stu-
dent-learning environment. I see that more and more CoPs like the ones I orga-
nized are being used in polytechnics as an addition to the content-based 
curriculum. However, this research shows these CoPs are professional learning 
environments and are not suitable for student learning communities in which be-
coming competent in a chosen field is the goal.  
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6.7 Paths for future research 

One of the problems with traditional training based HRD I found in the literature 
was that the impact was low because of a lack of transfer from the training envi-
ronment to the organizational one. In the case of the TD CoP, members used the 
CoP as a place to discover ways of transferring what learned in the formal train-
ing workshops to their own practice. I think that the next step in CoP research 
should be to see if this is in fact the case; if CoPs are coupled with more formal 
training initiatives, do they improve their impact by assuring learning transfer? 

One of the things I found was that CoP members were of all ages. This was usu-
ally related to years in service as well. I observed that older members helped 
younger ones with developing alternative perspectives and increase understanding 
of the organizational environment and possibly with their professional identity 
development (ten Dam & Blom, 2006). CoP theory opens doors for looking at 
how implicit, expert knowledge is transferred and utilized by a group. This is dif-
ferent than the idea of master-apprentice learning in the first works on CoPs 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) because it is not about socialization or 
competence development, but rather about transferring tacit knowledge to others 
and guarding, maintaining and increasing the organizational store of knowledge. 

Finally I think it is important to have a more complete understanding of the orga-
nizational setting in which CoPs flourish and the people who participate in them. 
Some questions that spring to mind are; are there specific organizational qualities 
that allow CoPs to flourish? Are CoP members typically self-directed learners? 
Are they more willing than others to take risks? The answers to these questions 
could help further inform the design of CoPs and contribute to our understanding 
of them.   
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Summary 

Introduction  

This dissertation focuses on how organizational change and development can be 
stimulated through employee learning in communities of practice. It is about 
helping polytechnics to become learning organizations - organizations that are 
able to change relatively easily according to signals from the environment, and as 
a result are more competitive (Denton, 1998) – by stimulating teachers’ learning. 
Developing communities of practice is one approach to doing this. In the private 
sector, communities of practice have for some years been recognized as an effec-
tive knowledge management method for stimulating organizational learning by 
inspiring learning and innovation among its employees (Fox, 2000; Hakkarainen, 
Paavlova et al., 2004; Hinds & Pfeffer, 2003). Communities of practice in the 
private sector are cultivated in order to improve firm competitiveness in the mar-
ket place through investment in learning at the individual level (Davenport & 
Prusak, 1998). Communities of practice (CoPs) are defined as “...groups of peo-
ple who share a common set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and deepen 
their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” 
(Wenger et al., 2002).   

There were two goals to this research. The first is a practical goal, which is to 
come to a tested set of design rules that will help managers in polytechnics orga-
nize communities of practice as human resource development trajectories ena-
bling faculty professionalization. The second goal is about contributing to theory 
about CoPs and HRD. I translated these goals into the following main research 
question: 

How can communities of practice be designed and implemented as forums for 
employee learning in knowledge-intensive, service-based organizations such as 
polytechnics?  
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In order further guide the research I also developed several sub-questions:  

1. What factors are needed to help CoPs function effectively? 

2. What does a theoretically effective system for organizing CoPs look like? 

3. How can CoPs be tested for effectiveness? 

4. What does a tested system for organizing CoPs look like?  

5. What contextual factors contribute to the effectiveness of CoPs? 

These questions are answered in the following chapters.  

Chapter 2: Designing effective communities of practice 

This chapter is an attempt to answer to the first and second research sub-
questions. It opens with a discussion of what CoPs are and how they function as 
learning environments.  Then, a review of the literature from the following differ-
ent fields was done in order to find factors that affect the learning processes in 
CoPs: the field of community of practice, of social constructivist learning, of hu-
man resource development and of workplace learning. The model pictured below 
is the result.  
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   Figure 7.1. Factors affecting learning processes in CoPs 

After developing the model shown in Figure 7.1 the next step was to use Andries-
sen’s (2004) design cycle model in order to design a system for organizing effec-
tive CoPs. The result is a series of interventions that, in its entirety, take each of 
the factors displayed in Figure 7.1 into account. The purpose of the interventions 
is to trigger certain generative mechanisms that produce the desired results, which 
in this case are factors that positively affect learning processes in CoPs. Most of 
the interventions used in the first iteration were developed during a large project 
on CoPs in polytechnics done in cooperation with what was then the Digital Uni-
versiteit. The result was the CoPOS, or Community of Practice Organizing Sys-
tem, which is shown in Table 7.1 below. 

Table 7.1. Interventions in the CoPOS  

 Intervention Factor  
Presentation of business case to management 
and potential members 

Garnering management support and introduc-
ing concept to potential members. 

Community kick-off Developing the learning agenda; finding 
common ground.  
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 Intervention Factor  
New product development Working on group process and finding a con-

crete goal to work towards. 

Storytelling workshop Working on group process and shared under-
standing. 

DeBono’s Six Thinking Hats Working on group process and shared under-
standing. 

Evaluation Individual and group reflection exercise. 

 

Chapter 3: Design and instrumentation 

The previous chapter presented the theoretical design of a system for organizing 
effective CoPs. In this chapter the research model used to test the design is devel-
oped, which is answer to research sub-question three. 

First a review of the literature on CoPs was done in order to search for dependent 
variables related to participation in CoPs that can be linked to organizational 
learning. It was found that learning in general can be approached as either a proc-
ess, a product or as a combination of the two. One type of end product of learning 
for an individual participating in a CoP is an improvement in competence in the 
domain of the CoP. According to one perspective on organizational learning, such 
an improvement in individual capability is directly related to improved organiza-
tional capability.  Another type of individual learning outcome associated with 
participation in CoPs is linked to a specific type of behavior referred to as criti-
cally reflective work behavior (CRWB). Employees who exhibit high levels of 
CRWB are needed for learning organizations and an increase in individuals’ 
CRWB can be seen as an improvement in organizational capability.  

According to the literature, well-functioning CoPs have certain traits that make 
them effective knowledge building environments. One trait is psychological 
safety. Psychological safety considers that group members are not afraid to ex-
periment together and experimentation is an important aspect of new knowledge 
building. Another trait conducive to group knowledge building is group self-
efficacy, or the idea that the group is capable of solving difficult problems or tak-
ing on complex tasks.  
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CoPs are knowledge-building environments located within organizational con-
texts and as such, should produce new knowledge products, or innovations, bene-
ficial to the greater collective.  

Hypotheses 
The theoretical models developed in chapters two and three are part of the em-
pirical cycle of fundamental research. The purpose of the empirical cycle is to de-
velop and test a theory. The theoretical model showing effective CoPs, the design 
of the system and the theoretical outcomes of CoPs provide the elements for the 
following hypotheses that are tested in this study: 

H1: Participants of CoPs organized using the system will contribute to organiza-
tional learning by having improved domain competence and higher levels of criti-
cally reflective work behavior.  

H2: CoPs organized using the system will exhibit high levels of Team Learning 
Orientation and Group Learning Climate. 

H3: CoPs organized using the system will contribute to organizational learning by 
developing new knowledge products (innovations).  

The research model shown in below in Figure 7.1 reflects the hypotheses.  

 
       Figure 7.1. Research model for testing the system 
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In order to test the model a quasi-experimental design based on what Cook and 
Campbell (1979) refer to as an “Untreated Control Group Design with Pretest and 
Posttest” was used, which is shown in Figure 7.3. The general quasi-experimental 
design of this research is shown below. 

 
Figure 7.3. The general quasi-experimental design of this research 

Instrumentation 
The dependent variables in this research are the learning outcomes for individuals 
and the CoP as a collective. Individual learning outcomes were measured in re-
gards to domain competence and changes in levels of CRWB. Three different in-
struments were used to measure individual learning outcomes because of the 
different domains of the CoP participants. First an existing scale was used to 
measure changes in CRWB. In order to measure changes in domain competence, 
existing lists of competences for management consultants and teachers were used 
to develop a survey.  

Group learning outcomes were measured by; 1) innovations produced by the CoP, 
2) Group Learning Climate and 3) Group Learning Orientation. These last two 
outcomes were measured using existing scales. Any innovations were looked for 
in written surveys or interviews, or community artifacts.  

Chapter 4: Empirically testing the system 

This chapter presents the results of the empirical tests of the CoPOS and leads to 
the answers to sub-questions four and five. The system was tested in a total of six 
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organizations in order to judge its effectiveness. Each case study follows the fol-
lowing structure; 1) context of implementation including a description of the or-
ganization, the problem at hand if any and the participants in the CoP 2) a 
description of the implementation of the system 3) a report on effects of the 
CoPOS on learning outcomes 4) discussion of results and 5) improvements to the 
system.  

The chapter ends with an analysis of the aggregated data that leads to an answer 
of research sub-question four. A cross-case analysis is then done to look at con-
textual factors influencing effectiveness of CoPs – the answer to sub-question 
five.  

The context of implementation 
The CoPOS was implemented in two Dutch management consultancy firms, two 
polytechnics, one university in Macedonia and one inter-organizational group of 
consultants. Two of the CoPs already existed and I was asked to implement the 
CoPOS in order to improve declining participations. In three cases I was asked to 
try and organize a CoP in order to help solve a specific problem and in one case I 
approached the organization to see if they would be willing to experiment with 
CoPs. In all cases, the organizations were both knowledge-intensive and service-
based.  

CoP membership was made up of typical knowledge workers. Members were all 
well-educated people who invested a great deal of time in informal and formal 
learning. Age, length in service and time in the field varied among members, but 
one-way ANOVA testing showed no significant differences either within or be-
tween groups.  

Implementation of the CoPOS 
This did not go according to the original plan developed in chapter two, but did 
adhere to the original design. The original plan was rather instrumental and fol-
lowed a rigid path. The reality of the situation was such that the system needed to 
be adjusted several times for process as well as content. However, this flexibility 
was part of the original design. Furthermore, while some of the individual inter-
ventions were shortened, the underlying principles were kept in tact. Evaluations, 
done using a quantitative survey supported by interviews showed that in each 
case the CoPOS was implemented satisfactorily. 
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Effects of the CoPOS - learning outcomes 
Individual learning outcomes were observed using a scale that measured CRWB 
and a survey that measured gain in domain competence. The former was meas-
ured before and after the implementation of the CoPOS. There were a few signifi-
cant changes in CRWB and the underlying dimensions between the measures. 
There were also some varied effects. No significant changes in domain compe-
tence were observed due to the problems with the validity of the instrument. The 
results might have to do with the fact that the CoPs organized in this research 
were focused on implicit, not explicit learning, which would influence changes in 
both CRWB and competence development.  

Group learning outcomes were measured by looking at Team Learning Orienta-
tion, Group Learning Climate and new knowledge products or innovations. In re-
gards to the first two, there were few significant changes observed and some 
observable effects. Furthermore, five of the groups produced a concept of a prod-
uct and four of these were planning on developing the innovation to the point 
where it could be implemented in the organization.  

Discussion 
In this section the combined results of the implementation are analyzed in order 
to gain further understanding for the refinement of the CoPOS system. Each itera-
tion contains a full report of the individual case.  

Reflections on the case and changes to the system 
Between the first four iterations there were several changes made to the CoPOS. 
This was needed in order to be able to implement it. For example, the first change 
was to shorten the individual interventions, but yet keep the essentials. Another 
change was the addition of a new product development intervention. In general, 
the flexibility of the original design was held to.  

Aggregated data analysis and cross-case analysis 
The last sections of chapter four are a look at the results in regards to research 
questions four and five. An analysis of the aggregated results is done in order to 
answer the question of what a tested system for organizing CoPs looks like, while 
a cross-case analysis is done for understanding in what contexts CoPs can be or-
ganized.  



Summary 

 217 

Chapter 5: Conclusions  

In this chapter I draw conclusions based on the findings in relation to the main re-
search question. These findings are formulated as a set of six tested design princi-
ples about how CoPs can be organized using examples from the CoPOS. These 
were divided into three principles about motivation, two about process and one 
about context. In general I conclude that motivation needs to be triggered in spe-
cific ways done in the CoPOS, that process does not take precedence over content 
in the CoP meetings but is still important and that context can seriously (nega-
tively) affect the effectiveness of the CoPOS and needs to be carefully consid-
ered.  

Chapter 6: Discussion 

This chapter is a return to the original motivations for doing the research, a look 
at the added value of it and some critical reflections about the research process it-
self.  

I found that organizations have systematic problems that remain unsolved, and it 
seems that CoPs can help with these problems in a relatively simple manner. In-
dividuals benefit from participation in more intrinsic ways related to learning and 
collaborating, such as improved task performance and network expansion. The 
added value of the CoPOS is linked to how it systematically organizes CoPs ef-
fectively by weaving process and content in a way that ensures motivation for 
participation and a powerful learning environment. It is also relatively simple to 
implement and low cost.  

After pointing out the added value of CoPs and the CoPOS, I go on to discuss the 
generalizability of the findings, which in DBR is more accurately called transfer-
ability. The argument is based on the plausible rival explanation framework given 
in chapter three.  

Then, contributions the research makes to CoP theory and the field of HRD are 
given. I suggest that CoPs can help inform HRD theory and practice, especially 
how CoPs, as human resource development trajectories, can be designed and or-
ganized in a way that leads to observable organizational learning.  
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The chapter ends with some suggestions for future research in the direction of or-
ganizational traits that are conducive to organizing CoPs, the people who partici-
pate and understanding how CoPs could contribute to organizational knowledge 
retention.  
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Samenvatting 

Hoofdstuk 1: Inleiding 

Dit proefschrift richt zich op de manier waarop organisatieverandering en - ont-
wikkeling kan worden bevorderd door werkplekleren binnen communities of 
practice (CoPs). Het gaat over de ondersteuning van HBO instellingen bij de 
ontwikkeling tot een lerende organisatie door professionaliseren van docenten. 
Lerende organisaties zijn in staat om sneller signalen vanuit hun omgeving te ver-
talen naar veranderingen en kunnen daardoor beter concurreren (Denton, 1998). 
Het organiseren van CoPs is een manier om een organisatie zich te laten ontwik-
kelen tot een lerende organisatie. In de private sector, worden CoPs al jaren ge-
bruikt als kennismanagementinstrument ten behoeve van het stimuleren van 
innovatie en het leren van werknemers (Fox, 2000; Hakkarainen, Paavlova, & 
Lipponen, 2004; Hinds & Pfeffer, 2003). CoPs in de private sector worden geor-
ganiseerd om het concurrentievermogen van organisaties te verbeteren. Dit ge-
beurt door investeringen in leren op individueel niveau (Davenport & Prusak, 
1998). In deze dissertatie hanteer ik de volgende definitie van CoPs, “CoPs zijn 
groepen professionals die samenkomen om van en met elkaar te leren, problemen 
op te lossen en te innoveren.” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002)  

Het onderzoek had twee doelen. Allereerst was er een praktische doel: ik wilde 
tot een lijst van geteste ontwerpregels komen voor het organiseren van CoPs als 
human resource development (HRD) trajecten binnen een HBO-omgeving.  Mijn 
tweede doel gaat over de vraag hoe ik een bijdrage kan leveren aan de theorie-
vorming met betrekking tot CoPs en HRD. Uit deze doelen is de volgende hoofd-
onderzoeksvraag afgeleid: 

Op welke wijze kunnen CoPs ontworpen en geïmplementeerde worden als een 
“forum” voor werkplekleren binnen kennisintensieve, servicegerichte organisa-
ties, onder andere HBO’s? 
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Om het onderzoek verder richting te geven heb ik de volgende deelvragen gefor-
muleerd: 

1. Welke factoren helpen CoPs effectief te functioneren? 

2. Hoe ziet een effectief systeem voor het organiseren van CoPs er in theorie uit? 

3. Hoe kunnen CoPs getest worden op effectiviteit? 

4. Hoe ziet een beproefd systeem voor het organiseren van CoPs eruit?  

5. Welke contextuele factoren dragen bij aan de effectiviteit van CoPs? 

Hoofdstuk 2: het ontwerpen van effectieve communities of practice 

In dit hoofdstuk wordt antwoord gegeven op de eerste twee deelvragen. Het start 
met een discussie over wat CoPs zijn en hoe ze functioneren als leeromgeving. 
Daarna worden de resultaten van een multidisciplinair literatuuronderzoek gepre-
senteerd. De bedoeling hiervan is tot een lijst factoren te komen die leerprocessen 
binnen een CoP beïnvloeden en tevens om een model hiervan te maken. Het re-
sultaat hiervan is weergegeven in Figuur 8.1. 

 
      Figuur 8.1. Factoren die leerprocessen binnen CoPs beïnvloeden 
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De volgende stap was het ontwikkelen van een systeem voor het organiseren van 
effectieve CoPs door middel van Andriessens (2002) ‘design cycle model’. Het 
resultaat is een serie interventies die samen alle factoren uit figuur 7.1 omvatten. 
Ik noem het systeem CoPOS (Community of Practice Organizing System). Het 
doel van de interventies is om bepaalde mechanismen te activeren om te komen 
tot de gewenste resultaten: in dit geval de factoren die effectieve leerprocessen 
beïnvloeden.  

De meeste interventies in de eerste iteratie werden ontwikkeld in het kader van 
een groot project over CoPs binnen HBO instellingen bij de Digitale Universiteit. 
Het CoPOS systeem is afgebeeld in Tabel 8.1. 

 Tabel 8.1. Het CoPOS Systeem 

 Interventie (Gewilde) Uitkomst(en)  
Presentatie businesscase aan management and 
potentiële leden  

Managementondersteuning en introductie 
concept bij potentiële leden  

Community kick-off Het vinden van overeenkomsten en ontwikke-
len van een gemeenschappelijke leeragenda 

Productontwikkeling Verbeterd groepsproces en het vinden van een 
concreet beoogd doel wat leidt tot ontwikke-
len van nieuwe (bruikbare) kennis. 

Storytelling workshop Verbeterd groepsproces en ontwikkeling ge-
meenschappelijke begrip. 

De Bono’s Zes Denkhoeden Verbeterd groepsproces, ontwikkeling ge-
meenschappelijke begrip en stimuleren van 
creativiteit. 

Evaluatie Individuele and groepsreflectie over inhoud 
en proces. 

 

Hoofdstuk 3: Onderzoeksontwerp en instrumentatie 

In het vorige hoofdstuk werd het theoretisch ontwerp van CoPOS gepresenteerd. 
In dit hoofdstuk wordt het onderzoeksmodel voor het testen van de CoPOS gepre-
senteerd. Hiermee wordt deelvraag drie beantwoord.  

Allereerst werd een literatuuronderzoek uitgevoerd om variabelen te vinden die 
een verband aangeven tussen deelnemen aan CoPs en het vormen van een lerende 
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organisatie. Het blijkt dat leren in het algemeen kan worden opgevat als een pro-
ces, een product of een combinatie van de twee.  

Een van de producten van leren voor een individu dat participeert in een CoP is 
het verbeteren van de competenties binnen het domein van de CoP. Volgens 
sommige literatuur, is verbetering van individuele ‘capability’ direct gerelateerd 
aan de verbetering van de organisatie ‘capability’.  

Een ander product van individueel leren is een verhoging van een bepaald type re-
flectief gedrag dat Kritisch Reflectief Werk Gedrag (Engels:CRWB) wordt ge-
noemd. Werknemers met een hoog niveau van CRWB zijn noodzakelijk voor 
lerende organisaties en een toename van de persoonlijke CRWB kan gezien wor-
den als een verbetering van organisatie ‘capability’.  

Volgens de literatuur hebben goed functionerende CoPs bepaalde kenmerken die 
ze tot een effectieve leeromgevingen maken. Een hiervan is psychologische vei-
ligheid. Psychologische veiligheid betekent dat leden niet bang zijn om samen te 
experimenteren, wat belangrijk is voor kennisconstructie, leren en innoveren. Een 
ander belangrijk kenmerk is ‘self-efficacy’, oftewel het gevoel dat het groep zich 
capabel acht in het oplossen van gecompliceerde problemen of het uitvoeren van 
complexe taken.  

Ook blijkt dat CoPs omgevingen zijn voor kennisconstructie binnen organisatie-
context en als zodanig nieuwe kennisproducten (of innovaties) moeten produce-
ren ten gunste van de gehele organisatie. Deze kennisproducten zijn dus een 
product van groepsleren.  

Hypothesen 
De theoretische modellen ontwikkeld in de hoofdstukken twee en drie zijn onder-
deel van de empirische cyclus van wetenschappelijk onderzoek. Het doel van de 
empirische cyclus is om een theorie te ontwikkelen en vervolgens te testen. Het 
theoretisch model met betrekking tot effectieve CoPs, het ontwerp van het sys-
teem en de afhankelijke variabelen vormen de elementen van de volgende hypo-
thesen, die in dit onderzoek werden getoetst. 

H1: Deelnemers van CoPs die georganiseerd zijn volgens de CoPOS zullen bij-
dragen aan een lerende organisatie door verbeterde domeincompetenties en een 
verhoogd niveau van CRWB. 
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H2: CoPs die georganiseerd zijn volgens de CoPOS zullen een hoog niveaus van 
‘Team Learning Orientation’ en ‘Group Learning Climate’ laten zien.  

H3: CoPs die georganiseerd zijn volgens de CoPOS zullen bijdragen aan een le-
rende organisatie door nieuwe kennisproducten te ontwikkelen. 

Het onderzoeksmodel in Figuur 8.3 geeft de hypothesen schematisch weer. 

 
    Figuur 8.3. Onderzoeksmodel voor het testen van de CoPOS 

Om de hypothesen te toetsen  werd een quasi-experimentele ontwerp gebruikt. 
Dit is gebaseerd op de “Untreated Control Group Design with Pretest and Post-
test” (Cook and Campell, 1979) . Zie Figuur 8.4. 
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Figuur 8.4. Algemeen experimenteel ontwerp van dit onderzoek 

Instrumentatie 
De afhankelijke variabelen in dit onderzoek zijn de leerresultaten voor individue-
le deelnemers en de CoP als collectief. Leerresultaten voor het individu werden 
gemeten met betrekking tot domeincompetenties en CRWB. Die verschillende in-
strumenten  werden gebruikt om de individuele leerresultaten te meten vanwege 
de verschillende domeinen van de participanten.  Een bestaande schaal werd ge-
bruikt voor het meten van veranderingen in CRWB. Om veranderingen in do-
meincompetenties te meten werd een enquête ontwikkeld op basis van bestaande 
competentieprofielen voor de respectievelijke domeinen.  

Op groepsniveau werden de resultaten gemeten op basis van; 1) hoeveelheid en 
type nieuwe kennisproducten 2) Group Learning Climate, gemeten door een be-
staande schaal en 3) Team Learning Orientation. De laatste twee werden gemeten 
met behulp van bestaande schalen. Ik zocht innovaties in documenten, interviews 
en enquêtes. 

Hoofdstuk 4: Empirisch testen van de CoPOS 

In dit hoofdstuk worden de resultaten beschreven van het empirisch testen van de 
CoPOS. Dit heeft geresulteerd in het beantwoorden van de deelvragen vier en 
vijf. 



Samenvatting 

 225 

Het testen met betrekking tot effectiviteit vond plaats in totaal zes verschillende 
organisaties; drie hoger onderwijsinstellingen en drie adviesbureaus. Elke case  
bevat een test en volgt het volgende patroon; omschrijving van de context, parti-
cipanten, en de implementatie van  de CoPOS. Vervolgens komen een evaluatie 
van de implementatie en de resultaten. Ten slotte is er een discussie over de resul-
taten en eventuele veranderingen van het systeem.  

Het hoofdstuk eindigt met een analyse van de gegenereerde data die moet leiden 
tot het beantwoorden van onderzoeksvraag vier. Een cross case analyse werd uit-
gevoerd met betrekking tot contextuele factoren die de effectiviteit van CoPs 
beïnvloeden (als  antwoord op deelvraag vijf).  

Context van implementatie 
De CoPOS werd geïmplementeerd in twee Nederlandse bedrijven voor  manage-
ment consultancy, twee hogescholen, een universiteit in Macedonië en een groep 
adviseurs van verschillende organisaties. Twee CoPs bestonden al en mij werd 
gevraagd om de CoPOS uit te voeren om het teruglopend aantal deelnemers te 
verbeteren. In drie cases werd ik gevraagd om te proberen een CoP te organiseren 
om te helpen bij het oplossen van een specifiek probleem. In één geval benaderde 
ik de organisatie om te zien of ze bereid zouden zijn om te experimenteren met 
CoP's. In alle cases waren de organisaties zowel kennisintensief als servicegeo-
riënteerd.  
CoP-deelname betrof typisch kenniswerkers. De leden waren allemaal goed opge-
leide mensen die veel tijd investeerden in informeel en formeel leren. Leeftijd, 
lengte dienstverband en ervaring ‘in het veld’ varieerden tussen de leden, maar 
‘one-way ANOVA testing’ toonde geen significante verschillen binnen of tussen 
groepen.  

Implimentatie 
Dit verliep niet volgens het oorspronkelijke plan zoals uitgewerkt in hoofdstuk 
twee, maar viel wel binnen het oorspronkelijke ontwerp. Het oorspronkelijke plan 
was nogal instrumenteel en volgde een strikt pad. De realiteit van de situatie was 
zodanig dat het systeem meerdere malen moest worden aangepast wat betreft pro-
ces en inhoud. Maar deze flexibiliteit was al onderdeel van het oorspronkelijke 
ontwerp. Hoewel sommige van de individuele interventies werden ingekort, ble-
ven de onderliggende principes toch intact. Evaluaties, uitgevoerd met behulp van 
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een kwantitatief onderzoek ondersteund door interviews, lieten zien dat ieder af-
zonderlijke CoPOS naar tevredenheid was uitgevoerd.  

Effecten van CoPOS - leerresultaten  
Individuele leerresultaten werden waargenomen met behulp van een schaal die  
CRWB heeft gemeten en een enquête die toename in domeincompetenties heeft 
gemeten. De laatste werd gemeten voor en na de implementatie van de CoPOS. 
Er waren een paar significante verschillen in CRWB en de onderliggende dimen-
sies tussen de metingen. Er was ook verschillende effectgroottes. Geen significan-
te verschillen in  domeincompetenties werden waargenomen vanwege problemen 
met de validiteit van het instrument. De resultaten zouden te maken kunnen heb-
ben met het feit dat de CoP's georganiseerd in dit onderzoek vooral gericht waren 
op impliciet leren en niet op expliciet leren, wat veranderingen in zowel CRWB 
en competentieontwikkeling zou beïnvloeden. Groepsleerresultaten werden geme-
ten door te kijken naar Team Learning Orientation, Groep Learning Climate en 
innovaties. Met betrekking tot de eerste twee, zijn er weinig significante verschil-
len waargenomen en enkele waarneembare effecten. Verder, vijf van de groepen 
produceerden een concept van een product en vier hiervan planden de ontwikke-
ling van de innovatie tot het punt waar het kan worden geïmplementeerd in de or-
ganisatie.  

Discussie  
In dit deel worden alle resultaten van de cases geanalyseerd voor een verbeterd 
inzicht in het CoPOS. Elke iteratie bevat een volledig verslag van de afzonderlij-
ke cases.  

Reflectie over de case en wijzigingen aan het systeem  
Tussen de eerste vier iteraties zijn verschillende wijzigingen aangebracht in de 
CoPOS. Deze waren nodig om de CoPOS te kunnen implementeren (uitvoeren). 
Bijvoorbeeld, de eerste wijziging was het verkorten van de afzonderlijke inter-
venties, met behoud van de essentie. Een andere was het toevoegen van een ‘new 
product development intervention’. In het algemeen werd vastgehouden aan de 
flexibiliteit van het oorspronkelijke ontwerp.  
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Hoofdstuk 5: Conclusies 

In dit hoofdstuk trek ik conclusies op basis van de bevindingen in relatie tot de 
belangrijkste onderzoeksvraag. Deze bevindingen zijn geformuleerd als een set 
van zes geteste ontwerpprincipes over hoe CoP's kunnen worden georganiseerd 
met behulp van voorbeelden uit de CoPOS. Deze werden verdeeld in drie princi-
pes over motivatie, twee over proces en één over context. Ik concludeer dat; 1) de 
motivatie moet worden geactiveerd op specifieke wijzen zoals uitgevoerd in de 
CoPOS; 2) dat proces  niet prevaleert boven de inhoud in de CoP-vergaderingen, 
maar nog steeds belangrijk is en; 3) dat context de effectiviteit van de CoPOS 
ernstig negatief kan beïnvloeden.   

Hoofdstuk 6: Discussie  

In dit hoofdstuk wordt teruggekeerd naar de oorspronkelijke motivatie voor het 
doen van het onderzoek. Er wordt een blik geworpen op de toegevoegde waarde 
en er worden een aantal kritische beschouwingen over het onderzoek zelf gedaan. 
Tevens worden enkele suggesties voor toekomstig onderzoek gedaan.  
Ik heb ontdekt dat organisaties systematische problemen kunnen hebben die on-
opgelost blijven, en het lijkt erop dat CoP’s deze problemen op een relatief een-
voudige manier kunnen helpen oplossen. Individuele personen profiteren van 
deelname op meer intrinsieke manieren met betrekking tot leren en samenwerken, 
zoals verbeterde taakuitvoering en uitbreiding van het netwerk. De toegevoegde 
waarde van de CoPOS is gekoppeld aan hoe het systematisch CoPs effectief kan 
organiseren door het verweven van proces en inhoud. Dit gebeurt op een manier 
die de motivatie voor deelname bevordert en voor een krachtige leeromgeving 
zorgt. Het is ook relatief eenvoudig te implementeren met lage kosten.  

Na het wijzen op de toegevoegde waarde van de CoP en de CoPOS, ga ik in op de 
generaliseerbaarheid van de bevindingen, wat in DBR specifieker overdraagbaar-
heid worden genoemd. De discussie over overdraagbaarheid is gebaseerd op de 
‘plausible rival explanation framework’ uit hoofdstuk drie.  

Verder worden de bijdragen beschreven die het onderzoek levert aan CoP-theorie. 
Ik ben van mening dat CoPs inzicht kunnen geven in HRD-theorie en -praktijk, 
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vooral hoe CoP's, als HRD-trajecten, kunnen worden ontwikkeld en georgani-
seerd op een manier die leidt tot waarneembaar organisatorisch leren.  

Het hoofdstuk eindigt met enkele suggesties voor toekomstig onderzoek: 1) in de 
richting van organisatorische eigenschappen die bevorderlijk zijn voor het organi-
seren van CoP's; 2) onderzoek naar wat voor specifieke type mensen participeren 
in CoPs en; 3) hoe CoP's zouden kunnen bijdragen aan ‘organizational knowledge 
retention’.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Guidelines for the CoPOS trajectory 

The trajectory has a duration of about 10 months, although the actual length will 
be somewhat determined by the participants themselves. Meetings take place 
every other month and should last ±3hours, but specific details will be discussed 
with each group. For most groups this will be too long and meetings will need to 
be shortened accordingly.  

Intervention One: gaining support and participation 
In order to gain management support, the idea of CoPs is presented to the man-
agement team. Previous to this meeting, members of the management team (MT) 
are sent a copy of a slide show giving the business case for starting one. If man-
agement decides to support the CoP, potential members are approached by the 
MT via a general invitation that includes information about the reasons for start-
ing the CoP (problems, etc.), housekeeping issues such as time and place and a 
copy of a business case similar to that presented to the MT, but altered slightly 
according to the target group. Important elements of the business case are; an ex-
planation of what a CoP is; how it works; what it means to be a part of one, in-
cluding investment and returns and a brief explanation of possible interventions.  

Critical success factor: Assure embeddedness of the CoP by making concrete 
agreements about the position of the CoP in the greater organization.  

(Please note; the interventions given below are used to discuss the actual content 
that the members want to discuss. In other words, the interventions are not the fo-
cus of the meetings but should be used to facilitate the discussions.) 

Intervention Two: Community kick-off and developing the learning agenda 
The first meeting is about getting to know one another (if this is not already the 
case) and what it means to take part in a CoP. A short discussion about whether 
or not everyone is willing to invest in the CoP can be started, but the material sent 
out before this meeting should have been the first ‘filter’.  
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Getting acquainted is also about finding common learning goals. This is done us-
ing a simple intervention. Participants are asked to write down three questions 
they would like to discuss in the CoP. Then each participant discusses these with 
the person sitting next to him or her. Then he or she rewrites the questions on a 
post-it note. These are placed on a flip-over and then taxonomized by the whole 
group. A discussion is then started to see which ones will be worked on first and 
if there is any further input needed. This list is called the learning agenda.  

The facilitator, or someone appointed by him/her, makes sure the learning agenda 
is transcribed (I used a software program called Inspiration) and sent to all par-
ticipants immediately following the meeting and again as part of the announce-
ment for the next one.  

Critical success factor: A crucial aspect of the questions members write down is 
that they be based on action and problem-solving. To do this, make sure members 
formulate their questions in a “how” form.  

Another consideration is the large number and diversity of the questions raised. 
However, the learning agenda will have patterns, or recurring themes around 
which specific questions can be grouped. If there are many divergent themes, the 
group can later decide to choose one at a time to work on, or if the group is large 
enough, subgroups can be formed. An example of a learning agenda that was 
made in the Inspiration program by a group of 14 teachers is shown in Figure 9.1 
below. 
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changing students' 

attitudes

influencing the 

environment

personal 

professional 

development

developing new 

teaching methods

changing

developing

Learning agenda 

for TD CoP:  

Entrepreneurship

How do I 

find enough 

experts 

willing to 

help?

How do we 

know that 

it is the 

time for 

ventures to 

fly out and 

stay on 

their own?

How to get 

the 

incubator 

filled in 

with the 

most 

promising 

ventures 

How do we 

get 

stakeholders 

involved to 

get the right 

conditions in 

place?

How can we 

improve our 

external 

connections?

How to 

learn how 

to get the 

answers of 

all my 

questions?

How to 

improve 

my skills 

so I can 

improve 

others 

skills?

How to 

stimulate 

others?

How can I 

keep the 

energy level 

up in a 

group?

How can I 

use a 

constructive 

approach?

How can I use an 

interdisciplinary 

approach?

How can I 

use the 

showing of 

practical 

experience?

How can I 

convince  

the dean of 

the 

importance 

of new 

teaching 

methods?

How can I 

convince 

others?

How to 

change the 

habits of 

other 

professors 

when they 

participate 

in designing 

the new 

curricula?

How can I 

improve 

the present 

situation?
How can I 

make new 

concept for 

thinking?

How can I 

research 

practice 

problems?

How can I 

find new 

solutions?

How can we 

change the 

attitudes of my 

colleges 

regarding  

entrepreneurial 

teaching?

How can I 

organise 

time for 

new 

activities?

How do I 

change  

students?

How do I 

have 

interesting 

subjects?

How  do I 

get 

students to 

be more 

interested 

in the 

subject 

during the 

class?

How can I 

make 

lectures 

more 

interested 

to the 

students?

How can I 

motivate 

the 

students to 

do their 

best?

How can I 

make the 

students to 

become 

aware of the 

importance 

of 

knowledge 

in practice?

How can I 

change the 

attitude of 

the 

students?

How can I 

influence 

student 

participation 

on projects?

How to 

change the 

attitudes?

How do I 

encourage 

intrapreneurial 

thinking in my 

students?  

How çan we 

show that 

reflective 

work leads 

to 

knowledge?

How we 

can boost 

students 

thinking?

How can 

we teach  

the 

students 

that the 

priority is 

to do 

something 

for them 

self?

How can 

we boost 

our 

colleagues 

to work 

like we do 

here?

How we can 

boost the 

businessmen 

to tell their 

secrets?

How to 

develop 

learning 

environment 

for raising the 

competences?

How can I 

teach 

students to 

make 

knowledge 

into 

awareness?

How to develop 

entrepreneurial 

competences? 

How to 

implement 

intrapreneuship 

ideas in my 

lectures?

How to create 

practical exercise 

which will 

implement and 

encourage the 

intrapreneurship 

spirit among my 

students?

How can I 

motivate 

the 

students to 

read more?

How can I 

motivate 

the 

students to 

be creative?

How can I 

motivate 

the 

students to 

be open?

How can I 

develop 

students 

skills?

How can I 

change the 

attitude of 

others?

How can I 

stimulate 

some 

situations?

How can I 

facilitate my 

own 

development?

How can I 

convince students 

that 

entrepreneurship 

is really needed

How to 

convince the 

business 

sector for 

cooperation

 

Learning agenda for TD CoP:  Entrepreneurship 

      How can I motivate the students to be open? 

      How can I make lectures more interested to the students? 

      How to get the incubator filled in with the most promising ventures  

      How to improve my skills so I can improve others’ skills? 

      How do I find enough experts willing to help? 

      How do we get stakeholders involved to get the right conditions in place? 

      How can we improve our external connections? 

      How to stimulate others in their entrepreneurial behavior? 

      How can I keep the energy level up in a group? 

Figure 9.1. Example of a learning agenda and selected items 
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Common questions at this point revolve around the idea of what can be done with 
the learning agenda and how to continue. Sometimes this discussion is continued 
in the following meeting. Otherwise, the facilitator can explain that a using this 
learning agenda as a guide, the CoP can develop new knowledge. What for form 
this takes is up to the group; it could be in the form of a concrete new product, 
such as a protocol, or in the form of discussions in which problems are solved. 
Depending on what the group decides, a fitting intervention needs to be decided 
upon. The following is a list of the ones I used in my research. These are in no 
specific order, that should be decided at the time of implementation.  

Intervention: new product development 
Groups that decide to try and develop a concrete new product can go through this 
intervention, which spans several meetings. The following steps give the essence 
of the intervention.  

Step One; briefly explain how knowledge is developed using Nonaka and Take-
uchi’s knowledge creation spiral and that this is the guide for the intervention. 

Step two; decide what topics from the learning agenda should take priority. If 
there are several, and the group is large enough, break into two groups and ask 
them to, using the learning agenda as a guide, discuss what product they would 
like to create. This could be a new book, a protocol, a presentation, etc. Then ask 
members to discuss what is from the learning agenda that will be addressed?  

Step three: have members go through the design steps as follow, writing down re-
sults of each step. Make sure it is mentioned that this process spans several meet-
ings. At the start of each new meeting there should be a short report by group 
members on what has been done. Group members will usually automatically as-
sign roles among themselves. The steps are as follows: 

1. Decide which problem to address (Use the learning agenda as starting point)  

2. Formulate product functionality (what is it supposed to do?) 

3. Gather ideas (how could it look?) 

4. Market analysis (who is going to use it and in which ways? 

5. Making the design(s) (what form does it have?) 

6. Theoretically test the target group (does it meet its requirements?) 

7. Operationalize the design (work out the details) 
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(Note: none of the groups I guided completed a finished product.) 

Critical success factor: Assure the group that the products serve two purposes; 
one is to influence the organization and the other is to learn and build knowledge 
while working on the concrete goal.  

Intervention: Socratic questioning 
This intervention comes from the original workshop on storytelling and is used to 
facilitate group discussion. A whole workshop on storytelling can (and should) 
take three to four hours, but the essential aspect (that members guide their own 
part of the discussion more like a dialogue) can be given as a guide for discus-
sions within the group. The following list comes from a slide entitled “Essentials 
of Socratic questioning” based on Straker (2007). 

Table 9.1. Socratic questions slide 

Type of question Explanation Example 
Conceptual clarification This is about trying to un-

derstand at a deeper level.  
‘Tell me more’ or ‘What does 
that mean exactly?’ 

Discovering preconceptions and 
presuppositions  

Finding out on what be-
liefs arguments or state-
ments are founded. 

‘What else could we as-
sume?’ or ‘Why do you say 
that?’ or ‘please explain why 
or how that could be.’ 

Probing rationale, reasons and 
evidence 

Trying to understand a 
person’s reasoning and 
support for a statement or 
argument.’ 

‘Do you have any concrete 
proof of what you are say-
ing?’ or ‘What is the true na-
ture of what you are 
describing?’ 

Questioning viewpoints and per-
spectives 

Looking for alternative 
viewpoints.  

‘What would be another way 
of looking at this?’ or ‘ What 
if you compared ... and ...?’ 

Probe implications and conse-
quences 

Checking to see if the im-
plications for a statement 
are logical. 

‘What are the implications of 
what you are saying?’ or 
‘How would that affect ...?’ 

Questions about the question  Turning the question back 
into itself in order to re-
flect on it. 

‘Why would you ask that 
question?’ or ‘Why do you 
think I would ask that ques-
tion?’  
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Intervention: de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats 
This intervention has two aspects. The first one is about helping group process by 
exploring different ways of understanding. In this sense it is linked directly to So-
cratic Questioning. The second aspect of the Six Thinking Hats is about stimulat-
ing creativity. Members have been sent a copy of the slides and an introduction to 
de Bono’s system beforehand, but might not have read it. This means a short ex-
planation should be given as to how the hats are used, and, taking a problem from 
the learning agenda, a solution is discussed using the Six Thinking Hats system. 
This can also be the first step in new product development. Again, the complete 
intervention can take between three and four hours, so a shortened version is rec-
ommended.  

Critical success factor: Important considerations concerning the intervention are 
related to keeping to the system as it is meant to be used – it is easy to stray from 
the intended goal, which is to improve group process and stimulate creativity. 

Intervention: Guest speaker 
Using the group as a resource, members can be asked if anyone would like to in-
vite a guest speaker who can talk about a theme or an aspect of the learning 
agenda. The meeting is set up so that there is a short presentation by the guest 
speaker, followed by a discussion of how what was brought up can be used in 
members’ practice. Questions such as ‘has anyone else had a similar experience’ 
or ‘how could we use this (in our practice or product)’ can be guiding. Another 
way to apply this intervention follows what was done in the Learning Network 
CoP, namely that a guest speaker gave a short presentation followed by members 
splitting into smaller groups in which they discussed questions formulated previ-
ously by the organizing committee. Groups wrote down their discussion points 
and reported on the to the larger group, which then discussed them further.  

Critical success factor: Have several questions or discussion points prepared be-
forehand that can help guide the discussion. These can come from the guest 
speaker as well.  

Intervention: Evaluating the CoP 
This meeting focuses on group reflection guided by the evaluative survey given at 
the end of the fourth or fifth meeting. The point is to reflect on what processes are 
going well and what needs to be improved, as well as how to improve them. For a 
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copy of the survey, see Table 10.2 below. This should not be the focus of the 
meeting, but only a part. However, it is important to discuss the continuation of 
the CoP and how this will be assured, or if to be stopped, how to go about this. 

Critical success factor: use the evaluative survey as a guide and give examples. 
Ask the CoP members explicitly if they want to continue and if so, how? What 
needs improvement? Are the results of the evaluation valid and recognizable? 

Appendix 2: Consultant competence survey set-up 

The setup of the domain competence surveys for both teachers and consultants is 
identical and is shown in Table 9.2 below. For the complete list of teacher and 
consultant competences, please see chapter 3.  

Table 9.2. Domain competence survey set-up 

Name 
 

 

Competence & change therein  Link to type of interaction                                   Example sho-
wing change  

Competence Group -  

teaching preparation  

X = begin situation   Y= end situa-
tion 

 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9 10 

  

 

 

1. Preparing course curricula 

 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9 10 

  

 

(circle one or more) 
1. Developing learning agenda        
2. Storytelling/Socratic questi-

oning  
3. DeBono’s Thinking Hats  
4. Guest speaker 
5. Group reflection 
6. Other (name) 
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