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Knowledge Management (KM) is
an emerging discipline with increas-
ing popularity among large organi-
zations. Greater importance than
ever before is being placed by com-
panies on their ability to share knowl-
edge and the techniques and tech-
nologies that facilitate knowledge
transfer (Murray and Peyrefitte,
2007). Knowledge Management al-
lows organizations to share, capture,
organize, and store internal company
knowledge and intellectual capital. It
is a way of finding, understanding,
and using knowledge to create value
(O’Dell, 2004). David C. Blair (2002)
defined Knowledge Management as
the active management of organiza-
tional support and expertise. One
critical component of KM initiatives
is creating methods to facilitate shar-
ing of information. One of these
methods supported in most enter-
prises with KM initiatives is the Com-
munities of Practice (CP). Etienne

Wenger (1991) defined communities
of practice as a method to promote
organizational learning through in-
formation sharing. The key charac-
teristics that identify a group as a
community of practice include: (1) a
recognized domain of interest that
the group members share an interest
in and commit to, (2) relationships
between group members that allow
them to engage in joint activities,
share information and help each
other, and (3) the development of a
shared practice that consists of
shared resources, experiences, sto-
ries, tools, etc. (Wenger et al., 2002).

Communities of Practice appear to
be an evolution of the team concept
(Wenger et al., 2002). Although con-
ventional teams have been highly suc-
cessful over the years, Communities
of Practice appear to provide addi-
tional benefits by being more respon-
sive in dealing with the opportunities
and challenges of today’s rapidly
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changing environment, growing
global competition, and the ever ad-
vancing information technology.
Communities of Practice can provide
organizations with a way to capture
tacit or implicit knowledge by con-
necting people with similar interests,
allowing them to capture information
and make it accessible to the organi-
zation at large. Furthermore, as
Droege and Hoobler (2003) point
out, CPs are structures that can effec-
tively prevent loss of tacit knowledge
associated with employee turnover by
providing the connections necessary
for transfer and retention of knowl-
edge.

Communities of Practice provide
their members with a group of peers
whom they can contact quickly and
easily through technology, pose is-
sues or specific problems, and obtain
suggestions, in a relatively short time-
frame. Therefore, Communities of
Practice can help organizations trans-
form from the traditional multidivi-
sional or M-form organization into
more competitive learning, or L-
form, organization (James, 2002).

Although in recent years a growing
body of literature has been emerging
on communities of practice regard-
ing their characteristics, the advan-
tages they offer, the organizational
motivation to use them, and ways of
designing and putting them into
practice, a cursory review of these
works reveals that the vast majority of
them rely on anecdotal case studies.
This is understandable since the con-
cept and related practices are still
new and emerging. As such, system-
atic empirical studies on the subject
are scant. This article is an attempt to
narrow the above gap in the literature
by presenting the results of an empir-
ical study that explores the impact of
select community characteristics on

perceived overall community effect-
iveness, as reported by community
members, and satisfaction of com-
munity members with their commu-
nity experience. The results of the
present study should provide new in-
sight into the characteristics of suc-
cessful CPs and, ultimately, contrib-
ute to the shaping of newer and more
effective KM initiatives. Knowledge of
predictors of community effective-
ness can also assist in maintaining the
overall health of active communities
and providing a foundation on which
community leaders can build to en-
sure a successful outcome for the or-
ganization and a rewarding partici-
pation for community members.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

This study will explore the effect-
iveness of Communities of Practice,
using empirical data obtained from
State Farm Insurance Companies.
State Farm is the largest property and
casualty insurance company in the
Unites States and operates in a decen-
tralized structure with 13 zone offices,
more than 300 claim offices and con-
tact centers, and 17,000 agents. Rec-
ognizing the need for better knowl-
edge sharing and connectivity among
these decentralized offices and proc-
essing centers, State Farm launched a
KM initiative. The centerpiece of this
initiative has been the formation of a
network of communities of practice
with a focus on inducing a greater
quantity and quality of intentional
collaboration and accelerating the
transfer of best practices throughout
the organization through the CP net-
work. The CPs are self-directed and
led by members of the group, rather
than by a manager or representative
from the corporate office. Also, the
communities were built following a
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prescribed methodology that in-
cluded definition of objectives
through a community charter. Com-
munity members use document-shar-
ing electronic folders for exchanging
documents, and use conference calls,
web-conferencing software, and e-
mail to conduct community activities.
At the time this research was initiated,
the company had plans to signifi-
cantly expand its CP network by
launching new additional communi-
ties. The company also has plans to
develop a more focused approach to
measuring the benefits of employee
involvement in such communities.
The company is building a bench-
marking survey that will be used when
a new community is first launched,
and utilized again at later points
along the life-cycle of the community.
The organization intends to continue
collecting such tracking data, with
the ultimate goal of assessing com-
munity efficacy in contributing to the
company’s KM initiatives.

The key research question exam-
ined in this study was, ‘‘What com-
munity characteristics contribute to
the effectiveness of Communities of
Practice?’’ In the course of pursuing
this broad question, we have also ex-
plored the answer to more specific
questions, such as:

● Does participation in Communities of
Practice have an impact on community
members’ job performance?

● Does the strength of community leader-
ship play a role in determining the qual-
ity of experience employees report?,

● Is participation in Communities of Prac-
tice, in general, a satisfactory experience?

● Does the affective commitment of com-
munity members to its viability and suc-
cess play a part in determining its effect-
iveness?

The term ‘‘Community of Prac-
tice’’ was coined only within the last
decade or so (Wenger, 1991), al-

though the actual application of the
concept in practice is not new. Com-
munities of Practice are a natural
context for organizational learning.
As such, a growing number of organ-
izations in a wide variety of industries
are beginning to focus on CPs as an
important tool for improving job-re-
lated knowledge and learning. Fur-
ther, they can play an important part
in bridging organizational learning
with organizational strategy and,
thus, could potentially become the
paramount structural form of the 21st
Century (Snyder, 1997).

Despite the growing popularity of
CPs, empirical research on the effect-
iveness of CPs, has been very limited.
Therefore, this study is intended to
shed some light on the subject by at-
tempting to identify predictors of CP
effectiveness. The study focuses on
such variables as level of trust among
community members, perception of
interpersonal connectedness to co-
workers, level of member commit-
ment to the success of the commu-
nity, community leadership strength,
perceived impact on one’s job per-
formance, perceived overall commu-
nity effectiveness, and level of satisfac-
tion with the community experience.
It is hoped that the results of this
study will add to the understanding of
the factors that need to be considered
in the design and implementation of
communities of practice in order to
enhance learning, promote sharing
of best practices, and ultimately ena-
ble companies to place a more fo-
cused effort in integrating KM prac-
tices into their cultures.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
RESEARCH MODEL

Knowledge Management has been
recognized as a specific discipline
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since the mid-90s. The discipline in-
cludes a number of models or meth-
odologies, including Communities of
Practice, Action in Review, Peer As-
sist, and Tacit Knowledge Discovery.
There are also a number of technol-
ogies associated with Knowledge
Management, including collaborative
software, blogs, instant messaging, ex-
pertise location, and advanced search
and cataloguing software.

One of the most developed and
widely-practiced models across organ-
izations is the Community of Practice
(Brown and Duguid, 2000). This is
particularly true in such process-in-
tensive operations as manufacturing,
health care, and research. Commu-
nities of Practice were first discussed
in the literature by Etienne Wenger
(Wenger, 1991). One of the first doc-
umented applications of such collab-
oration groups involved Xerox’s ma-
chine repair representative (Brown
and Duguid, 2000). While this study
demonstrated how working in knowl-
edge-sharing groups can move organ-
izations from process re-engineering
to knowledge management, Anand,
Gardner and Morris (2007) in a more
recent study of consulting firms doc-
umented the efficacy of Communities
of Practice as effective knowledge-
based structures capable of produc-
ing innovations. Additionally, Kra-
nendonk and Kersten (2007), in their
review of the CP adoption by the gov-
ernment of the Netherlands, con-
cluded that CPs are very powerful in-
struments that can assist in solving
complex problems not easily tackled
by individuals.

McDermott (1999) suggests that
there are three basic considerations
an organization should take when de-
signing a CP. The organization
should determine: (1) the kinds of
knowledge that will be shared in the

group—i.e., explicit or tactic knowl-
edge, (2) the group’s sense of iden-
tity, and (3) the extent to which the
knowledge shared is integrated into
actual work. Wenger, McDermott and
Snyder (2002) assert that most Com-
munities of Practice are formed on a
voluntary, informal basis and should
indeed be formed in this manner in
order for them to succeed. On the
other hand, Perry and Zender
(2004), in their study of the American
Health Information Management As-
sociation (AHIMA), showed that
Communities of Practice can be
formed intentionally and still be suc-
cessful. The association (AHIMA)
needed a new, efficient and effective
way to help their members share and
manage knowledge and, thus, exper-
imented with Communities of Prac-
tice. The concept was well received
and took off quickly. After five years,
the AHIMA (with approximately
48,000 members) had successfully
formed and maintained 200 commu-
nities.

Communities of Practice go
through different ‘‘life stages,’’ much
like any type of organization. While
McDermott (2001) characterizes
community life cycle as growing, ma-
turing, changing, aging and dying, in
Wenger’s (2002) view, communities
evolve through several stages, starting
in ‘‘potential’’ state followed by ‘‘co-
alescing,’’ becoming ‘‘active,’’ ‘‘dis-
persing,’’ and becoming ‘‘memora-
ble.’’ In a study of eight doctoral
students operating as a CP in New
Zealand, however, Annick, Howard
and Schoenberger-Orgad (2004)
identified a ‘‘pre-potential’’ stage
based on participants’ emotional
state (e.g., isolation and fear) upon
CP involvement. These observations
are by and large consistent with the
IBM Global Services’ experience
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when it began implementation of a
business model that focused in great
part upon Communities of Practice,
formed around various competencies
of the organization. A research study
spanning five years was then commis-
sioned by IBM to review the success
of these communities. Researchers la-
beled the stages of development of
communities as the potential stage,
building stage, engaged stage, active
stage, and adaptive stage (Gongla and
Rizzato, 2001). Furthermore, the de-
gree of success that different com-
munities reached depended on the
community’s life stage. Some com-
munities, for example, never left the
‘‘building’’ stage yet were able to con-
tinue to be successful if community
members had ready access to each
other, an interested and proactive fa-
cilitator, a system of collecting knowl-
edge that was easy to use and main-
tain, and a working topic that
continued to be relevant to the mem-
bers and their jobs. On the other
hand, communities that failed typi-
cally never had a firmly-defined do-
main, had difficulty collecting and
maintaining knowledge generated by
the community, and lacked a facili-
tator focused on helping the com-
munity be successful.

Recently, the University of Virginia
and the Network Roundtable exam-
ined the value that Organizational
Network Analysis (ONA) has for
Communities of Practice (Cross et al.,
2005). This study centered on devel-
oping network analytic interventions
and metrics that may be used to im-
prove communities of practice and
track the success of community initia-
tives. Another study explored the
structural features of Communities of
Practice by researching virtual CPs
from several different organizations
(Dube et al., 2005). Results pointed to

the role of several characteristics, in-
cluding the engagement and activity
level of the leader, the topical rele-
vance of community subject matter,
and technology aptitude and literacy
of its members. Bogenrieder and
Nooteboom (2004) studied CP from
a competence perspective. Their
study results focused on the impor-
tance of different types of knowl-
edge/learning that may be employed
to balance stability and flexibility of
the community’s various relation-
ships.

Dube, Bourhis and Real (2005)
performed a study involving 14 differ-
ent organizations that implemented
18 different Communities of Practice.
These communities were observed
and monitored over a period of three
years. Analysis performed by the re-
searchers focused on determining
the degree of health each community
reached and whether each commu-
nity ever actually existed or not. The
results showed that the common fac-
tors shared by the five lowest-scoring
communities included facilitators
that had very low or no involvement
with their communities and topics
that were not relevant to the daily
concerns of the members. Further ex-
ploration showed that four of the five
communities that failed did not have
direct support from their organiza-
tion. The significance of the latter
factor has been further established in
Zell’s (2001) study of Hewlett-Pack-
ard. This research focused on HP’s
use of the Work Innovation Network
(WIN) project as a vehicle to break
down the barriers that impede diffu-
sion of innovations. The WIN project
was made up of several Communities
of Practice focused on sharing inno-
vations throughout the organization
in order to improve HP’s competitive-
ness in the marketplace. Information
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from the WIN communities concern-
ing their successes and failures was
shared among them in order to max-
imize learnings. The resulting infor-
mation exchange proved to be a key
to HP’s success with these groups.
However, of note is the fact that the
WIN network was not formed with
corporate management’s approval.
When HP needed to find areas in
which to cut costs, the WIN network
was eliminated. This may suggest that
in order to experience long-term suc-
cess, communities should obtain sup-
port of upper-level management.

Other broader organizational con-
texts that appear to affect knowledge-
sharing are organizational structure,
the ease of use and perceived useful-
ness of the system, the level of trust
among members, and the recogni-
tion that community members re-
ceive for their involvement (Sharratt
and Usoro, 2003). For instance, Du-
pouet and Yildizoglu (2006) studied
the effectiveness of CPs in a call-cen-
ter environment where one group of
employees had only the community
to consult with, and another group
had the additional benefit of a man-
agement structure for assistance. It
was found that while the CP-only
group was able to handle more prob-
lems, the existence of a hierarchy in
the latter group improved CP com-
munications. The authors concluded
that CPs were complementary to hi-
erarchy as a structural component.

A Delphi study aimed at predicting
the future of KM in ten years was con-
ducted by Scholl, Meyer and Heisig in
2004. Knowledge Management ex-
perts felt that the most important ad-
vancement in KM was placing priority
on human factors and integrating KM
into common business practices.
They acknowledged that communi-
ties will continue to be practical

methodologies, but felt that the or-
ganizational climate in which they op-
erate (i.e., collaborative, rather than
command and control) would be key
to their success. The significance of
the human component that the
above Delphi study stressed was again
emphasized in a study of online com-
munities (Schwen and Hara, 2003).
In this study, even with robust infra-
structures and state-of-the-art tech-
nology, the virtual environment was
only modestly used. Of course, such
results do not negate the important
role that technology plays in knowl-
edge management. In fact, with the
growing popularity of Communities
of Practice, technologies available for
use in these contexts have prolifer-
ated (White et al., 2005). These tech-
nologies not only play a critical part
in facilitating information-sharing
among community members, but also
appear to empower the members to
become more inventive and effective
in the management of the their com-
munities (White et al., 2005).

The review of the literature re-
vealed limited empirical studies on
the perception of satisfaction with
participating in Communities of Prac-
tice. The model proposed in this
study (see Figure I) combines several
community attributes into a concep-
tual framework that examines not
only perceptions of community mem-
bers regarding its effectiveness, but
also the members’ satisfaction with
the community experience.

It is noteworthy, however, that the
scope of the present research is lim-
ited only to the role of the social and
psychological environment of Com-
munities of Practice as perceived by
community members. Therefore,
other types of community attributes
such as those related to community
composition (e.g., size, demographic
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and professional diversity), knowl-
edge-sharing technologies used (e.g.,
type of shareware software), and va-
riety and relative application of vari-
ous complementary interaction
modes (e.g., face-to-face meetings,
email, intranet, conference calling,
instant messaging) were not included
in this study.

As the model shows, a community’s
leadership quality, trust among its
members, members’ feelings of con-
nectedness, and member commit-
ment to the community are all ex-
pected to impact the study’s outcome
variables. Leadership is considered
important because of its pivotal role
in setting and articulating community
objectives, motivating the members,
providing resources, identifying and
removing obstacles, and being gen-

erally instrumental in creating a sup-
portive and collaborative team envi-
ronment that can enhance members’
job performance, morale, and overall
community effectiveness. Trust
among community members is
deemed to be an important variable
since higher trust and confidence
among community members tend to
result in greater community involve-
ment, more information sharing, and
a more enjoyable and satisfactory ex-
perience. Members’ feelings of con-
nectedness to the community can
have very similar results, but can ar-
guably go even further by both pro-
viding for a greater sense of identity
with the community goals and
prompting members to cultivate new
contacts and relationships with peers
performing similar job functions. Fi-
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nally, member commitment to the
community’s goals and success is ex-
pected to be an important factor in
leading members to devote more of
their time and efforts to the commu-
nity, become more actively engaged
in community activities, and display
greater willingness to exchange infor-
mation with their community peers.

METHODOLOGY

Data Collection and Research
Sample

This study involved administering a
survey questionnaire to all of the 579
employees who were participating in
all of the eighteen active Communi-
ties of Practice at State Farm Insur-
ance Companies. The communities
ranged in size from ten to several
hundred members, with the average
size of approximately fifty. The ma-
jority of the communities were role-
based, with members serving in simi-
lar positions spread geographically
across the country. The roles spanned
many different disciplines and rep-
resented a diverse cross-section of
functional and technical areas within
the organization. A few communities
were project-based, in which case the
background of members was even
more diverse.

At the time of the survey, members
used two different types of technolo-
gies. Some groups used collaborative
software called Communispace that
provided the ability to share docu-
ments and participate in discussion
threads, while others used shared
drives to share documents. All com-
munities also conducted conference
calls to connect members.

The anonymous survey was sent to
community members via email. It was
accompanied by a cover letter from

the company’s KM Director, empha-
sizing the confidentiality of responses
and encouraging members to partic-
ipate. The letter also stated that the
study findings will be shared with
community leaders. In addition, a fol-
low-up reminder was sent to all com-
munity members approximately ten
days after the initial email. It is note-
worthy that, as had been stated in the
cover letter, subsequent to comple-
tion of the survey, the study findings
were disseminated among the com-
pany’s CP leaders.

The survey resulted in 204 com-
pleted surveys, representing a 37% re-
sponse rate. Forty-nine percent of the
respondents were female and 51%
male. Eighty-three percent of the re-
spondents were community mem-
bers, 12% leaders, and 5% sponsors
(community members who represent
various corporate departments and
play supporting roles). Seventy-five
percent of the respondents had more
than ten years experience with the
company.

Variables and Measurement

All study variables, with the excep-
tion of demographics, were measured
using five-point Likert scales (1 5

Strongly Agree, 5 5 Strongly Disa-
gree). All items constituting each of
the research constructs were devel-
oped by the authors and then, to en-
sure content validity, modified based
on feedback from colleagues and
MBA students in a graduate research
methodology class. In addition, once
the data were obtained, construct va-
lidity of each multi-item scale was ver-
ified through factor analysis. In each
case, a single factor accounted for a
high percentage (ranging from a low
of 48% for Trust to a high of 77% for
Leadership Quality) of the combined
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variance of the items comprising the
scale.

Overall community effectiveness was
measured using five items dealing
with such issues as the extent to which
the community was meeting the re-
spondent’s expectations, was a valua-
ble source for meeting business ob-
jectives, and the respondent would
consider starting another community
about a different topic. Community’s
impact on the respondent’s own job was
measured using ten items concerning
such issues as the degree to which the
community had helped the respon-
dent to come up with new ways of do-
ing his/her job, become more inno-
vative, adopt a new best practice(s),
improve his/her work performance,
and enhance his/her productivity.

Member commitment to the community’s
goals and efforts was assessed through
five items dealing with such issues as
the extent to which a respondent ac-
tively participated in knowledge shar-
ing in the community, willingly de-
voted time to the community even
when it competed with his/her work,
was willing to share ideas with the
community even if he/she did not get
credit for it, and shared practice(s)
with others in the community. Mem-
bers’ perceived connectedness with the com-
munity and its other members was oper-
ationalized using four items involving
such issues as extent of forming new
contacts and relationships, feeling
connected to people doing similar
work, and sharing common goals
with other community members. Per-
ception of community’s leadership quality
was captured through five items in
which each member evaluated his/
her leader’s effectiveness regarding
such things as encouraging/motivat-
ing members to actively participate in
the community, being a good role
model for collaboration and infor-

mation sharing, and keeping the
community on task. Trust in other com-
munity members was measured using
six items dealing with such issues as
the degree to which a member
trusted his/her community mem-
bers, believed other members com-
municated honestly with him/her,
was comfortable sharing opinions
and ideas with others, and felt com-
fortable sharing frustrations and neg-
ative feelings with other community
members.

Five items were used to measure
member satisfaction with the community.
These items involved the degree to
which a respondent enjoyed his/her
community membership, felt more
satisfied with his/her work as a result
of participating in the community,
and was happy with the community
experience.

Data Analysis

Regression analysis will be the pri-
mary means of testing the hypotheses
depicted in the research model (see
Figure I).

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s
alpha reliability coefficients, and
Pearson correlations among the re-
search constructs are presented in
Table 1. As is clear from this table,
reliability of all of the above multi-
item measurement scales were
strong. Cronbach’s alpha inter-item
consistency coefficients ranged from
a low of 0.72 for Trust in community
members to a high of 0.91 for per-
ceived community’s job impact.

Table 2 shows the percentage of
positive responses (strongly agree or
agree) for the various study con-
structs. Results clearly indicate that
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respondents’ overall perceptions of
various community characteristics
and functions were all favorable. Vir-
tually all constructs, representing var-
ious characteristics and dimensions
of community experience, were rated
favorably by well over four out of five
respondents.

Next, multivariate regression anal-
ysis was used to examine antecedents
of community impact on one’s job,
perceived community effectiveness,
and member satisfaction with com-
munity involvement. It is noteworthy
that respondents’ demographic char-
acteristics, (i.e., gender, role in the
community, and tenure with the com-
pany) were included as control vari-
ables. The analyses results are pre-
sented in Table 3.

As is clear from Table 3, perceived
Community Leadership strength,
Members’ Commitment to the Com-
munity and its goals, and feelings of
Connectedness to Community Mem-
bers all had significant positive rela-

tionships with perceived impact on
the job. The predictor constructs ac-
count for close to two-thirds of the
variance of the dependent variable. It
appears that the impact of the com-
munity on members’ own job per-
formance are considered more favor-
able when members: (1) perceive the
quality of community leadership
more favorably, (2) feel connected
to, and have a sense of shared identity
with, other community members, and
(3) are committed to the commu-
nity’s goals and success.

Table 3 also presents the regression
analysis results for Community Effect-
iveness as the dependant variable. In
this model, the strongest predictors
of community effectiveness, as per-
ceived by the members, are the ap-
parent impact on members’ jobs and
their feelings of connectedness to the
group and with other members.
Strength of community leadership
also is a predictor of members’ per-
ceptions of effectiveness. Interest-

Table 2 

Overall Member Reaction Regarding Their CPs 

 

Constructs Percent Favorable Response 

Community Leadership  89.7 

Member Commitment 79.4 

Trust 93.6 

Member Connectedness 92.6 

Job Impact 79.9 

Community Effectiveness 92.2 

Community Satisfaction 79.4 
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ingly, perception of overall commu-
nity effectiveness seems not to be a
function of the members’ commit-
ment to the community or their trust
in other community members.

Finally, Table 3 demonstrates the
full regression model, examining de-
terminants of member Satisfaction
with Community Experience. As can
be seen from the results, significant
relationships were found consistent
with those depicted in the research
model. To be more specific, appar-
ently when members feel more con-
nected to each other and experience
a more positive impact on their own
job as a result of community partici-
pation, they will also develop a
stronger sense of satisfaction regard-
ing their association with the com-
munity. In addition, while not signif-
icant directly to the member’s
feelings of satisfaction with the com-
munity experience, the strength of
community leadership did have posi-
tive antecedent effects on both per-
ceived community impact on mem-
bers’ own jobs as well as community’s
overall effectiveness.

As proposed in the study’s research
model, the impact on one’s own job
and the perception of the overall ef-
fectiveness of the community both in-
fluence the extent to which a mem-
ber finds the experience of
participating in the community as
gratifying. Additionally, how con-
nected members feel to each other
also predicts the perception of the
community experience as being sat-
isfying.

DISCUSSION

Research Implications

It is evident from an examination
of the mean scores of individual sur-

vey questions regarding job impact
that a strong support exists among
the respondents for the utility and ef-
ficacy of Communities of Practice in
their organization. This indicates that
Communities of Practice can indeed
create value by contributing to in-
creased effectiveness in employees’
job performance through greater ac-
cess that they provide to the ideas,
knowledge, and best practices shared
among community members.

In addition, the results show that
committed membership and active
engagement in community activities
tend to improve the direct impact of
the CP on participants’ job perform-
ance. In turn, it appears that mem-
bers who see their community as hav-
ing a positive impact on their own
jobs, and/or feel more connected
with other community members, also
perceive their community as being
more effective. These results seem to
corroborate the findings of previous
studies. Dube et al. (2005), for exam-
ple, concluded that lack of relevance
to the daily concerns of members was
a reason for community failure. Also,
at IBM Global Services, communities
were found to be more effective when
their working topics continued to be
relevant to the members’ jobs and the
knowledge collected/shared by com-
munity members was considered use-
ful and easy to use (Gongla and Riz-
zato, 2001).

It is also clear from the study results
that the sense of identity and emo-
tional connectedness that community
members feel toward their peers in
the community, the impact that com-
munity involvement has on their own
jobs, and the cognitive assessment
that they develop of the overall ef-
fectiveness of their community are all
strong predictors of satisfaction with
their community experience. The sig-
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nificant role that was found in the
present study for such human factors
as feelings of connectedness and
commitment is entirely consistent
with the views expressed by KM ex-
perts who participated in a recent
Delphi study aimed at predicting the
future of KM (Scholl et al., 2004).
They also emphasized that placing
priority on such human factors will
remain the key to success of CPs and
other KM methodologies.

The present study’s findings re-
garding the benefits of idea sharing
and collaboration through commu-
nity participation were further con-
firmed and validated by the responses
to the survey’s open-ended questions.
Many respondents (namely, 141)
commented on the various benefits
they had drawn from being a part of
a community. The importance of the
CP instrumentality in establishing
connections with other employees in
similar roles across the country, as
well as the direct positive impact of
community involvement on respon-
dents’ own jobs, were especially
widely cited. Another area of empha-
sis in the comments related to chal-
lenges of CP membership. Based on
these comments, the greatest chal-
lenge appeared to be finding the time
needed to fully participate in com-
munity activities. It is reasonable to
assume, however, that the more sig-
nificant the direct job-related value
gained from engagement in commu-
nity activities, the more inclined
members will be to make time for
such activities. The open-ended re-
sponses also suggested that commu-
nity size may matter and that com-
munity membership can grow too
large for the CP to remain effective.
This assertion, of course, will have to
be further validated through future
empirical studies.

Managerial Implications

A number of insights can be gained
from the results of this study. First, as
was shown earlier, virtually all char-
acteristics and dimensions of CP ex-
perience were viewed favorably by the
overwhelming majority of study par-
ticipants. This clearly entails a reas-
suring message for companies re-
garding the worthiness of the efforts
and resources that often need to be
expended in order to establish and
manage such organizational team
structures.

Second, for role-based communi-
ties, it is the opportunities that allow
members to improve their job per-
formance and productivity (through
sharing of job-relevant ideas, knowl-
edge, and best practices) that lead to
perception of greater community ef-
fectiveness and ultimately result in a
more enjoyable and satisfactory ex-
perience. As such, the pivotal impor-
tance of community activities’ job-rel-
evance cannot be overemphasized.
Third, this study empirically showed
that committed, engaged, and well
connected members are the heart of
successful communities, and that as
long as their CP involvement can be
made relevant to their productivity
and performance, they would view it
as a worthwhile cause and a gratifying
experience. Fourth, if increases in
member connectivity lead to greater
job impact and enhanced community
effectiveness, and if these in turn help
boost the overall community morale,
as the evidence here seems to suggest,
then it is encumbered upon commu-
nity sponsors and leaders to identify
and undertake the kinds of measures
that are helpful to cultivating and
nourishing the membership’s sense
of connectivity to their peers in their
CP network.
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Further, as was confirmed by the
study results, strength of community
leadership has a direct bearing on the
members’ perception of the commu-
nity impact on their own jobs as well
as the perception of overall commu-
nity effectiveness. Thus, it appears
that a community leader’s role has to
span multiple dimensions. In fact, re-
sults of past research strongly support
this conclusion. Michael Workman
(2004), for example, suggests that be-
cause of the ambiguousness of work-
ing in a virtual environment, leaders
must be able to provide additional
clarity. Cascio (2000) echoes the
above assertion by indicating that
leaders must act as definers, facilita-
tors and encouragers. Obviously, the
leader’s efforts should, first and fore-
most, help the community focus on
job-related activities. However, since
member connectedness and commit-
ment are also important determi-
nants of community effectiveness, it is
important that community leaders
also be equipped with the kind of
‘‘softer’’ motivational and people
skills that would help increase mem-
bers’ commitment to the community
goals and encourage them to increase
their level of active engagement in
the community’s affairs. Training and
preparation of community leaders,
therefore, should include adequate
emphasis on these important leader-
ship roles and skills. In fact, as some
suggest, the greatest focus may need
to be on the facilitation skills that are
required to enable community mem-
bers to engage and interact and,
thereby, allow for more independent
connections within the group, espe-
cially as it matures (Cascio, 2000).

Limitations and Future Research

When considering the robustness
and generalizability of the above find-

ings, it would be prudent to exercise
caution in light of this study’s poten-
tial limitations. First, the data for the
study were obtained from the CP net-
work of a single firm and from the
financial services industry only. Even
though the CPs spanned many organ-
izational roles and positions, and rep-
resented a diverse array of working
topics from many functional and
technical areas, replicating the study
using a more heterogeneous sample
from multiple organizations in vari-
ous industries will be desirable to es-
tablish the external validity of the re-
sults.

Second, even though the relatively
high survey response rate of 37% may
help temper the concern for pres-
ence of a significant and systematic
non-response bias, the anonymity of
the surveys precluded the opportu-
nity to actually compare respondent
and non-respondent characteristics
to rule out such a bias definitively. Ad-
ditionally, this research was con-
ducted less than two years after the
company’s KM initiative had been
launched. As such, 64% of the study
participants had been active in a com-
munity for only less than a year and
approximately 90% for less than two
years. This range restriction in the
length of community experience
among the respondents rendered
community age ineffectual for exam-
ining its relationship with other vari-
ables. As a result, the variable com-
munity age was excluded from data
analysis in the present study. Future
research involving communities with
a wider range of longevity can help us
understand how to better manage
CPs of different maturity level.

It was intimated in the responses to
open-ended questions that while
larger community size may provide
for a larger pool of ideas and knowl-
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edge for members to draw from,
there may be a threshold beyond
which larger membership could be-
come unwieldy and counterproduc-
tive. Future research might focus on
how the size of CP membership may
affect perceptions of CP effectiveness
and member satisfaction.

It was somewhat surprising that
trust did not appear to be as impor-
tant in this study as previous literature
had indicated. In fact, the data
seemed to indicate that both member
connectedness and job relevance of
CP activities were far more important
than member trust. Future efforts
aimed at closely examining the role
of this and perhaps other relational
characteristics of CP membership
(e.g., CP cohesiveness) might prove
very insightful. Furthermore, com-
munity members’ willingness to share
information is at the heart of CP ac-
tivities and, thus, central to its exis-
tence. Additional research to learn
what situations may enhance the mo-
tivation to share might indicate how

to extend the life and utility of com-
munities and the extent of members’
engagement.

Finally, as a result of growing pop-
ularity of CPs, knowledge-sharing
technologies are rapidly proliferating
(White et al., 2005). These technolo-
gies have the capacity to facilitate in-
formation-sharing among commu-
nity members and to empower them
to become more inventive and effec-
tive in the management of their com-
munities (White et al., 2005). There-
fore, additional research into the role
of various collaborative technologies,
the attitudes that they may engender
among CP members (e.g., regarding
the extent and ease of their use), and
the variety and relative application of
various interaction modes (e.g., face-
to-face meetings, email, intranet, con-
ference calling, instant messaging)
that are used to complement these
KM technologies may be instructive
in designing more effective CP struc-
tures.
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