




Community of Practice Development Stages 

 

Stage One: Starting up   Stage Two: Defining & 
Developing 

Stage Three: Growth  Stage Four:  Mature 

Goals: 
• Define the domain 

(common ground / field  
of knowledge) which 
defines this 
communities interest 

• Determine common 
knowledge needs and 
interests 

• Utilize the reach and 
connective power of 
social networks to build 
CoPs 

 

Goals: 
• Establish the value of 

sharing knowledge 
about the community’s 
domain 

• Develop trusting 
relationships 

• Discover what 
knowledge to share and 
how 

• Use appropriate social 
network tools 

Goals: 
• Define role in 

organization based on 
growth in domain 
expertise 

• Organize the 
community’s knowledge 
/ core practices in a 
systematic way 

• Capture / enhance 
communities shared 
knowledge through 
social networking 
resources 

 

Goals: 
• Sustain community’s 

momentum 
• Maintain the cutting 

edge  
• Maintain relevance of 

the domain  
• Influence strategic 

direction  
• Share best practice 

stories through social 
networking resources 

 
 

Where to focus attention: 
• Determine primary 

intent of the Community 
• Focus on issues within 

the community’s 
domain that members 
are passionate about 

• Define scope wide 
enough to bring in new 
people and new ideas 

Where to focus attention: 
• Understanding 

Community member’s 
work, issues, challenges, 
support needs 

• Help community 
members develop 
deeper insight and 
understanding of one 
another 

Where to focus attention: 
• Preserve focus on 

leading edge knowledge 
sharing as community 
grows 

•  Determine topics that 
continue to keenly 
interest community 
members 

Where to focus attention: 
• Give voice to the 

community into the 
organization at large 

• Rejuvenate and provide 
renewal for the 
community 

 

Plans: 
• Identify coordinators 

and thought leaders 
• Begin regular 1:1 and 

group connections with 
Community Members 

• Create a preliminary 
design and business 
case for the community 

Plans: 
• Share the benefits of the 

community with others 
• Establish regular 

community events 
• Build connections 

between core members 
• Begin sharing practices, 

tips, insights  
• Identify opportunities to 

provide value (best 
practices and insights 
worth sharing) 

• Document information 

 

Plans: 
• Develop a learning 

agenda that suits the  
community emerging 
needs 

• Organize mentor 
relationships  

• Define the community’s 
role in the organization 

• Build and organize a 
knowledge library 

• Measure the value of 
the community 

Plans: 
• Actively recruit new 

thought leaders to the 
core group 

• Seek relationships and 
benchmarks outside the 
organization 

• Develop / rotate new 
leadership 

 
 

 



Helping Communities of Practice Maintain Energy and Remain Dynamic as They Mature   
 

• Once a COP has demonstrated their value, they will likely go cycles of high and low energy as 
they develop and mature 

• New members bring in new interests; former members may get pulled away from core activities 
• Communities often change as they mature in their relationship to the organization 
• A normal shift takes place in the community from sharing tips and best practices to developing a 

comprehensive body of knowledge around a domain and then, being called upon within the 
organization for their domain knowledge 
 

• Key activities the communities will need to take on at as they mature: 
o Develop new areas of knowledge within their domain 
o Define and market the communities domain expertise and role in the organization    
o Managing the boundaries of the community:  staying true to core purpose, but 

expanding knowledge  
o Organizing and stewarding the COPs knowledge (develop CoP library) 
o Identifying gaps in community’s knowledge and bringing in cutting edge knowledge 

experts    
• Do’s  

o Continue developing the Community’s strong sense of ownership 
o Sustain momentum by use new ideas, approaches, and relationships generated to 

continue building COP’s domain knowledge 
o Identify gaps in knowledge and develop a learning agenda 
o Define the community’s role in the organization 
o Redefine community boundaries / create sub‐communities as needed 
o Build and organize a knowledge repository 
o Maintain the relevance of the domain and continue to market value to the organization 
o Keep the focus of the community lively and engaging 
o Take action to help the community meet the changing demands of its environment 

 
• Resources: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_of_practice     

 
• Action Plan to sustain momentum include:  

o Recognize the communities impact (on the organization/community at large/in the 
world) 

o Integrate community activities into the ongoing budgeting and planning activities 
o Allocate necessary resources to devote to evolving community activities 
o Actively recruit new community members 
o Develop collective leadership to build new domain knowledge yet keep cutting edge on 

the core 
o Forge mentoring and development opportunities between community members 
o Seek and use external world‐class practices to stay current on domain knowledge   

 



Starting Up Communities of Practice  

Description  
Communities of Practice  

• Groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic 
/ knowledge area, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in their chosen 
domain by interacting on an ongoing basis 

• A practical way to frame the task of managing knowledge 
• A concrete infrastructure to foster professional development, share domain 

knowledge, and develop long-term org capabilities  
Communities of Practice can take on many forms; these are 3 key elements they all share 
in common: 

• A domain of knowledge that creates the community’s purpose  
• The people (or community) who care about this domain 
• Shared practice – a set of frameworks, ideas, tools, information, stories, documents 

that the community shares.  

Why are they Important?  
• Serve as vitally important innovation / knowledge-building engines.  
• Provide an infrastructure to help capitalize and build required capabilities 
• Provide knowledge-sharing structures that build stability and connection globally 
• Enable innovation  
• Enable sharing vital knowledge across geographies 
• Allow a knowledge strategy that aligns with to business /organization  strategy 
• All trends in the knowledge economy point to the critical role that Communities of 

Practice play 
 

Benefits Short-term value Long-term value 

Organization • Improving 
Organizational / 
Business Outcomes 

• Problem-Solving 
• Improved quality of 

decisions 
• More perspectives on 

issues 
• Cross group 

collaboration / 
coordination 

• Improved quality 
• Ability to take risks 

with backing from the 
community 

• Improve Experience 
of Work 

• Developing strong Organizational 
Capabilities 

• Ability to execute on a strategic 
plan 

• Increased retention of talent 
• Bigger capacity for knowledge-

development projects 
• Forum for benchmarking 
• Knowledge-based alliances 
• Emergence of unplanned 

capabilities 
• Capacity to develop new strategic 

options 
• Ability to foresee organizational / 

technological advances 
• Ability to take advantage of 

emerging  opportunities 
• Foster Domain’s professional 

development 
Community 
Members 

• Deepen knowledge  
• Help with challenges 

• Forum of expanding skills and 
expertise 



• Access to expertise 
• Better able to 

contribute 
• Confidence in one’s 

approach to new 
opportunities and 
problems 

• Fun, learning 
environment 

• More meaningful 
participation 

• Sense of belonging 

• Network for keeping abreast of a 
field / domain 

• Enhance professional reputation 
• Increased marketability and 

employability 
• Strong sense of professional 

identity 

Adapted from “Cultivating Communities of Practice” by Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, 
William Snyder  

Beginning Actions for Starting up a Community of Practice 
• Define the community’s strategic goals 
• Determine critical knowledge “domains” and required competencies for this 

community 
• Define the strategies / processes / imperatives that this community and its domain 

expertise impacts 
• Identify the people who need this knowledge to do more effective work 
• Explore how to best connect them into communities of practice so together they can 

steward this knowledge 
• Identify a Community Coordinator  

Community Coordinator – A critical role 
• Identify important issues in the Community’s domain 
• Plan and facilitate community events (most visible role)  
• Informally link community members, crossing boundaries between org units and 

brokering knowledge assets 
• Foster development of Community members 
• Manage the boundary between the community and the formal organization, such as 

teams and other org units 
• Help build the practice—including the knowledge base, lessons learned, best 

practices, tools and methods, and learning events 
• Assess the health of the community and evaluate its contributions to members  

 

Beginning Stages of Community of Practice  
Communities of Practice go through a natural cycle of development. As communities evolve 
through these stages, the activities to help the develop change as well. This development is 
rarely smooth and communities must confront the tensions and challenges before they can 
move to their next stage of evolution. 
 
The beginning stages are about building potential and then coalescing or coming together. 
The building potential stage usually begins: 

• An important topic attracts an informal group of interested people who begin 
networking 

• The idea of forming a community is introduced into this loose network 
• As a shared knowledge domain develops, the need for more systematic interaction 

emerges 
 



 
 
DOs during this stage: 
• As the community begins, define the key domain issues it faces and align these 

issues with the important issues for the organization 
• Find the people who are already networking on the topics / issues 

• Leverage social networks already in place 
• Help this community understand how increasing networking and knowledge sharing 

would be valuable to them 
• Identify common knowledge needs 
• Balance discovery and imagination – help community members see new possibilities 

beyond just a personal network – for how the community can become a valuable 
resource 

• Clarify the primary intentions of the Community (knowledge sharing, best-practice 
sharing, innovation, etc.) 

• Adapt the structure, roles, and activities that best serve those intentions 
• Build a case for action 
• Identify appropriate Community Coordinator(s) and Thought Leaders 

• Note: CoP research has proven that one of THE most important factors in a 
community’s success is the vitality of its leadership and the community 
coordinator 

Coalescing / Coming Together Stage – The community is officially launched by 
hosting Community events. 

DO’s for this phase: 
• Have activities that allow members to build relationships, trust, and an awareness of 

their common interests 
• Establish the value of sharing knowledge about the Community’s domain 
• Develop sufficient trust to genuinely discuss difficult problems 
• Balance need to develop relationships and trust AND demonstrate the value of the 

community 
• Provide opportunity for members to develop deep insight into each other’s work, 

issues impacting them, ways of thinking – a collective understanding of the domain’s 
practice as a whole 

Typical plan 
• Build a case for membership – the benefits of contributing and value of learning from 

other’s experience  
• Launch the Community 
• Initiate / schedule regular events / spaces 
• Legitimize Community Coordinator(s) 
• Build connections between core group members 
• Find ideas, insights, and practices that are worth sharing 
• Document judiciously 
• Identify opportunities to provide value  
• Engage Community Members 




