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ABSTRACT: A community of practice is a group of people who share a concern, a set of problems or a 

passion about a common topic, a passion for a professional or personal activity. Universities may be regarded as 

professional communities in which joint activities are carried out, with well-defined structures. Using networks at 

university level increases joint assembly of ideas held by each individual, while the exchange of ideas and practices 

inevitably may lead to the system enrichment, producing effectively loops of innovation and development. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

In a modern context, implementation 

of communities of practice was applied in 

Chrysler Company. Thus, until 1988, 

Chrysler Corporation was traditionally 

organized with directives from the top of the 

management structure. Being threatened by 

the Japanese companies’ competition and 

being on the verge of bankruptcy, the 

company had to develop something 

innovative to stay on the market. The 

solution was a formal community of practice 

composed of engineers from all divisions of 

the company in order to speed up the 

process of developing a new car model. The 

result was spectacular: from 5 years as the 

process of creating a new model last, they 

managed to release to the market a new 

model in just 2½ years. Communities of 

practice formed by Chrysler benefited from 

the already established relations between the 

same field engineers who met informally 

and discussed on what the other such teams 

were doing, what were the difficulties they 

were facing and how they overcame them. 

To avoid common experiences and similar 

ideas, the communities decided to create 

Engineering Book of Knowledge or EBoK: 

a database that would contain all relevant 

data, best practices, learned lessons and 

information about suppliers. This was the 

solution found by the company in order to 

withstand the automotive market.  

IBM, Xerox, British Telecom and 

The World Bank are just a few of the 

organizations who understood the role that 

communities may have and they acted for 

their development. 

A community of practice is a group 

of people who share a concern, a set of 

problems or a passion about a common 

topic, a passion for a professional or 

personal activity. Community consolidates 

its knowledge in a particular field through 

continuous interaction of its members. 

Examples of communities of practice in the 

online environment – virtual worlds: Second 

Life, Entropia Universe; – providing 

information: Blogs, Google Docs, forums, 

Wikis; – networks: YouTube, Linkedin, 

Facebook. 

Etienne Wenger, Richard 

McDermott and William M. Snyder 

(2002)[1]  in "Cultivating Comunities of 

Practice" present communities of practice as 

"groups of people with common interests 

who meet regularly or not, in formal or 

informal manner, and discuss on the field 

which unites them, share experiences, tips 

and information and, in some cases, study in 

detail and thoroughly this information for 

future reference". The community of 

practice purpose is, therefore, to make 
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explicit the informal transfer of knowledge 

by providing a formal structure to enable the 

acquisition of new knowledge through 

shared experiences within the group (Bozu 

& Imbernon, 2009)[2]. In this way, the 

group itself and the individual professional 

identity can be improved effectively. 
 

2. PRINCIPLES FOR 

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 

DEVELOPMENT 
 

Developing knowledge through 

communities of practice can be carried out, 

in the opinion of E. Wenger, in seven steps: 

1. Understanding the strategic needs 

of knowledge: what knowledge is essential 

for success? 

2. Identifing practical fields (finding 

communities): where will people form 

communities around the practices in which 

they can engage and with which they can 

identify? 

3. Developing communities: how to 

help key communities to reach their full 

potential? 

4. Expanding borders: how to engage 

and transform communities into broader 

learning systems? 

5. Encouraging the sense of 

belonging: how to stimulate such a feeling? 

6. Running business: how to 

integrate communities of practice in 

organization business management? 

7. Application, evaluation, reflection 

and renewal: how to develop a strategy of 

knowledge through waves of organizational 

transformation? 

To support knowledge, we must 

focus on the community that owns it and the 

people who use it, not on knowledge itself 

(McDermott). In building a community, we 

can speak about four challenges: 

- technical challenge (human 

and informational systems design that not 

only make information available, but also 

helps community members to think 

together); 

- social challenge (developing 

communities that share knowledge and yet 

retain enough diversity to encourage 

thinking rather than copying); 

- managerial challenge (create 

an environment that really appreciates the 

sharing of knowledge); 

- personal challenge (to be 

open to the ideas of others, willing to share 

ideas and maintain our thirst for new 

knowledge). 

Wenger, E. shows the seven basic 

principles for communities of practice 

nurturing, principles that can help us to be 

more flexible and to understand their needs. 

- Design as progressive 

structure 

- Openness to dialogue 

between interior and exterior 

- Invitation to the different 

levels of participation 

- Development of both inside 

and outside space of the community 

- Focus on value 

- Combining the familiarity 

with interest 

- Create a community rhythm 
 

3.THE ON-LINE 

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 
 

In the Information Age we can not 

ignore the potential this has in the 

construction Communities of practice in 

virtual spaces (Allan & Lewis, 2006[3]; 

Graham, 2007[4]; Jameson et al, 2006[5]). 

 "Network-based-organizing", 

"virtual working", "Dispersed working" or 

"collaborative work", are just some of the 

concepts that are used in the literature to 

refer to communities of practice in virtual or 

organization with intensive use of new 

technologies. 

Within communities of practice, 

communication between participants is one 
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of the main conditions and E-collaboration 

technologies have improved to the extent 

that communication increased. 

Most popular and successful projects 

in knowledge management, involved the use 

of Internet and tools like "datawarehouses", 

"Decision Support tools" or "groupware". 

For example there are the 

Knowledge and innovation communities 

such as the one  proposed by the European 

Institute of Innovation and Technology 

(http://ec.europa.eu/eit/index_en.htm).  

According to them, its functions are 

to promote the production, dissemination 

and exploitation of new knowledge 

products, transforming the results of 

research carried out in universities, in 

industrial products or the social economy. 

However we can not ignore the fact 

that communities of practice often involve 

face to face interaction that facilitates 

collaboration as a necessary process for 

grounding and knowledge sharing. This 

limitation of online communities of practice 

can be improved only when participants 

have a high level of communication through 

new technologies. In the list below we 

present some differences and similarities 

between the offline and online communities 

of practice. 

The online communities of practice 

as define: computer-mediated spaces, 

bounded symbolically that allow groups of 

people to attend and contribute to an overall 

similar interpersonal interactions via 

computer. 

Some of the features of virtual 

communities are: 

- They are easily organized, to 

the extent that members communicate with 

each other in a space created with the 

electronic resources. 

- The organizational model is 

horizontal, without vertical structure, given 

that information and knowledge are built 

based on mutual reflection. 

- Împărtășesc un spațiu comun 

în proces de construcție, fiecare contribuind 

cu propriile valori, obiective și sarcini, care 

dau sens comunității. 

- Share a common and under 

construction space, where each participant 

contributes with its own values, goals and 

tasks that give meaning to the community. 

- Its members share a common 

goal. They can develop a common language, 

common conventions and norms. 

- Its members have shared 

resources and policies that govern access to 

these resources. 

- There is reciprocity 

concerning information, support and 

services among members.     

Virtual communities have the 

following advantages over traditional 

communities: 

(a) facilitate collaborative 

activities producing knowledge acquisition 

in a constructive manner and involving a 

strong social interaction. 

(b) facilitates the collaborative 

process. 

(c) Gives more time to discuss 

complex and reflexive ideas  

(d) knowledge can be enhanced 

by the diversity of participants 
 

4. COMMUNITIES OF 

PRACTICE IN THE 

UNIVERSITY EDUCATION 

SYSTEM 
 

Improving educational systems can 

be achieved through networks consisting of 

universities and professionals from 

education field. These networks can be 

formed by professionals from the same 

university, from different universities, from 

educational and social services in the same 

locality or different localities, in 

collaboration with educational, professional 

administrations and different communities. 
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In Era of knowledge, the ability to 

recognize patterns, to share ideas with 

communities of interest and the opportunity 

to grow personally through a set of 

relationships is how an individual integrates 

and develops (Poley, 2002)[6]. Continuous 

changes at organizational and didactic level, 

produced within educational system reveals 

the need to promote the exchange of 

knowledge between professionals, the 

ultimate goal being the one of improving the 

efficiency of the educational process of 

students. 

Internal collaboration at the 

university level carried out regularly in 

departments, research centers or faculties is 

already a routine activity. However, these 

types of collaboration and networking are 

limited processes and circumscribed at 

teachers individual level, with poor 

participation of other agents, such as 

students or other external institutions.[7] 

In this respect, promoting activities 

and community projects, promoting courses 

conducted by involving various agents may 

lead to increasing knowledge and sharing 

responsibility and participation of 

multidisciplinary teams of teachers, 

students, representatives of other institutions 

or community, and also of schools in the 

case of education sciences. 

There are enough examples of 

collaboration within the educational system, 

so collaboration between schools and 

universities in the implementation of 

projects is commonplace, creation of 

university consortia bringing together 

universities around common mission is 

already accomplished. 

We can consider universities as 

professional communities in which joint 

activities are developed, with well-defined 

structures. Universities isolation can be 

overcome by strengthening collaboration 

processes that not only provides a powerful 

framework for professional exchanges, but 

also mutual support to overcome the 

problems that arise in teaching and learning 

processes. Using networks at universities 

level increases joint assembly of ideas held 

by each individual, and the exchange of 

ideas or practices may inevitably lead to 

system enrichment, producing effectively 

loops of innovation and development. 

As shown, communities of practice 

are made up of people who are part of a 

collective learning process, in a shared field 

of human activity. A community is a group 

of people, at work or leisure, whose identity 

is defined in large part by developing roles 

and relationships and who share group work. 

An important role in organizing 

communities of practice has the legitimate 

peripheral participation (Wenger, 1991) and 

this requires transferring knowledge and 

skills across groups using various forms of 

guidance, implicit learning and active 

participation in the community. Legitimate 

peripheral participation is the way to achieve 

the relations between new and old members 

and also the relationships between activities, 

identities and communities of knowledge 

and practice. As the development continues, 

community members are moving from 

peripheral participation to full participation. 

The functioning of any community 

of practice depends on the following 

facilitators (Cummings and van Zee, 

2005;[8] Gannon-Leary and Fontainha, 

2007;[9] Kimble and Hildreth, 2005;[10] 

Milton, 2005[11]): 

- Institutional changes that 

facilitate the development; 

- Promoting necessary 

technical innovations and tools facilitating to 

foster modern and flexible contexts; 

- Open participation and 

horizontal structures of functioning; 

- Teamwork; 

- A properly coordinator; 

- Participation of experts of 

recognized prestige; 
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- An initial meeting to 

establish common goals and directions for 

action; 

- Appropriate degree of 

autonomy for characteristics and functions; 

- Alignment with 

organizational strategy. 

- Specialized structures of 

communication, interaction and storing 

common knowledge; 

- Regular and frequent 

interaction; 

- Task orientation and clear 

deadlines; 

- Shared interest, desire and 

motivation; 

- Good use of technology; 

The community of practice is not a 

scientific community, it does not deal with 

science but with the practice derived from 

knowledge and with the management of this 

knowledge creation process. This process is 

achieved in a collaborative form and through 

a continuous process of establishing 

strategies of participation, leadership, 

identity and use or mobilization of 

knowledge. 

A relational structure of a 

community of practice is shown in Figure 1 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. The Structure relationship of 

the community of practice 

 

The type of relationships established 

between a community of practice and an 

organization can be very varied and can 

range from absolute lack of recognition of 

the community of practice to understanding 

the community of practice as an absolutely 

necessary part of the organization. 

Integrating the community of 

practice within organizations involves the 

consideration of four challenges identified 

by McDermott (2001): 

1. Management: the community 

should focus on important aspects of the 

organization and its members; identifying a 

member as the leader of the community and 

supporting him by the organization; ensuring 

that people have the time and inclination to 

participate; the reliance of the community of 

practice on the values of the organization. 

2. Community: involving key 

leaders; developing personal relationships 

between members; developing a core of 

passionate people and very dedicated to the 

community of practice, creation of joint 

bodies and systems in order to develop 

efficient exchanges of knowledge. 

3. Technology: facilitating access to 

community contributions. 

4. Human resources: generating a 

real dialogue about important and current 

techniques among all members of the 

community of practice. 

Although the communities of 

practice don’t have a hierarchical structure, 

does not mean that all members have the 

same position. There are differences of 

power that may conditionate the internal 

dynamics of the community of practice. The 

community of practice helps interaction and 

knowledge sharing, but bad management 

can lead to a flawed implementation of 

innovative processes. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 
 

Communities of practice are formed 

by people who are part of a collective 

learning process in a common field of 

activity. Promoting activities and 

community projects, promoting courses 

conducted by involving various agents may 

lead to increasing knowledge and sharing 

responsibility and participation of 

multidisciplinary teams of teachers, 

students, representatives of other institutions 

or community, and also of schools in the 

case of education sciences. 

We can consider networks as types 

of organizational structure based on 

interaction without having a central point or 

predetermined sequences, but allowing non-

sequential development of functions in an 

organization. 

The community of practice is not a 

scientific community, it does not deal with 

science but with practice derived from 

knowledge. 

 The community of practice helps 

interaction and knowledge sharing, but an 

incorrect implementation can lead to failure. 
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