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Chapter 1                                                                                                                Introduction  

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the study 

Communication via the computer over the last 15 years has produced new texts for

social researchers to study.  The Internet did not begin as the social network it has

become today. In the late 1960s, the U.S. Department of Defense created an early

version of the Internet. The Internet’s sole purpose was to link researchers worldwide

to collaborate and share information (Rosenberg, 1997). During the mid-1990s, the

Internet grew to include major companies, personal homepages, and other ubiquitous

sites.  This infusion of technology into our lifestyles has prompted great discussion

from both educators and researchers regarding its viability in the online environment

and its role as a cognitive and communication tool (Hannafin, Land, & Oliver, 1997). 

In  the  past,  knowledge  sharing  has  been  discussed  in  the  context  of  traditional

learning (see e.g.,  Loucks-Horsley,  Hewson, Love, & Stiles,  1998). However,  this

traditional  learning approach has been criticized as being removed from the place

where knowledge is to be applied (Brown & Duguid, 1996; Robey, Khoo, & Powers,

2000).

In  contrast,  informal  knowledge  sharing  sessions  (e.g.,  mentoring),  occur  in  the

context  of  the  learner’s  immediate  curiosity,  needs  or  desires.  This  need-to-know

approach to learning can transform learners into active knowledge builders possessing

substantial autonomy regarding the specific knowledge or skills required (Granger,

Morbey,  Lotherington,  Owston,  &  Wideman,  2002).  One  of  the  mechanisms  to

support informal knowledge sharing is by communities of practice. As Huysman and
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Wulf (2005) explain, “Their [i.e. communities] greatest strength is that they facilitate

informal sharing of knowledge among people” (p. 81).

Nowadays, academicians and professionals are increasingly examining the potential of

online  services  and networks  to  enable  members  to  share  knowledge  in  order  to

facilitate  learning,  improve  peoples  lifestyle  and  for  professional  development

(Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Gray, 2004; Plaskoff, 2003). An important step forward

within the study of knowledge sharing is the notion of communities of practice (CoP),

which has gained significant ground in recent years (Hung, Tan, Hedberg, Koh, 2005;

Smith,  2003),  largely  due  to  dissatisfaction  with  traditional  learning  approaches

(Johnson, 2001).

Today, CoPs are transforming once private interior worlds into open books for members’

viewing.  These  modern-day  collumist,  believe  their  lives  are  important  and  are

“compelled to share with whomever is reading” (Blood, 2002, p.13). Before the Internet,

many people simply did not have a forum to share living narratives with a mass audience

(McNeill, 2003). A CoP Weblog allows a person to bypass the red tape of publishing by

means of traditional print media.

According to Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002), communities of practice can be

defined simply as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a

passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by

interacting on an ongoing basis” (p. 4). They can be viewed as informal networks that

support  learners  in  knowledge  building  and  developing  a  shared  meaning  among

members (Hara, 2000). 
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Among  the  main  reasons  why  communities  of  practice  are  efficient  tools  for

knowledge sharing is the fact that most of an individual’s expertise is embedded in the

intangible  and  tacit  knowledge  (Ardichvili,  Page,  &  Wentling,  2003).  Tacit

knowledge refers to as the implicit, semiconscious and unconscious knowledge held

in  people’s  head  (Leonard  &  Sensiper,  1998),  or  knowledge  that  is  understood

without being stated (Biggam, 2001). It has a personal quality which makes it hard to

formalize (Polanyi, 1966). Tacit knowledge has been observed to be found embedded

in the stories people tell (Horvath, 1999). Consequently, one of the methods to help

people  share  and  internalize  tacit  knowledge  is  to  allow them to  talk  about  their

experiences  (Ardichvili  et  al.,  2003;  Earl,  2001).  Since  holding  face-to-face

interactions on a regular basis is costly and time consuming, online communities of

practice supported by Internet technologies are among the few viable alternatives to

live conversations and knowledge sharing (Ardichvili et al., 2003; Dubé, Bourhis, &

Jacob, 2003).

This thesis seeks to discover the ways that people are using CoPs to express themselves,

and it will use narrative theory and rhetorical analysis to gain insight into these electronic

CoPs. In addition, this study will focus on themes of CoPs, why peple engage in CoPs,

what role moderators play in managing online CoPs, on communication rituals of these

knowledge sharing through interactivity,  and on how to “ develop an intervention'' to

maintain and stimulate participants for engagement in on-line community? “

1.2 Need for Research on Social Presence

Despite the strong interests among practitioners, there is a knowledge gap with regard

to online communities of practice (Baek, 2002). The original concept of communities
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of practice addressed knowledge sharing that occurred in face-to-face situations such

as apprenticeships of Mayan midwives in Mexico, work-learning settings of United

States Navy quartermasters, and non-drinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Since then, there have been studies of CoPs in settings such

as technicians (Orr, 1996), claim processors (Wenger, 1990), defense lawyers (Hara,

2000),  telecommunication  engineers  (Yi,  2000),  consultants  (Haney,  2003),  and

teachers (Baek, 2002; Barab, et al., 2003).

Although such studies have been valuable in providing us with greater insights into

how  knowledge  sharing  can  occur  within  an  informal  learning  context,  they

nonetheless fall short in that most of the studies dealt with face-to-face environments.

Little is known about online communities of practice.  A community of practice is

called “online” when its members use information technology (e.g. listservs1) as their

primary mode of interaction (Dubé et al., 2003).

Dubé et al. (2003) further noted that an online community of practice has also been

called an electronic community of practice (Wasko & Faraj, 2000), online (Cothrel &

Williams,  1999),  computer-mediated  (Etzioni  &  Etzioni,  1999),  and  distributed

(Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). Ardichvili et al. (2003) state that very little is

known  about  the  factors  that  contributes  to  the  success  or  failure  of  online

communities of practice. They believe that one of the critical reasons that determine

and sustain an online community of practice’s success is its members’ motivation to

actively participate in knowledge sharing. This view is also supported by Wasko and

Faraj  (2005)  who  argued  that  knowledge  sharing  is  key  to  sustaining  an  online

community. Stuckey and Smith (2004) similarly believe that the sustainability of a

community is strongly determined by the community’s ability to preserve the focus
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and quality of its discussions; and this can only happen if its members are willing to

share what they know with others in the first place, rather than simply lurking in the

background which is a common occurrence in online communities (Nonnecke, 2000).

Hence, the reasons which motivate people to share knowledge for the benefit of others

represent  the  most  commonly  discussed  topic  among  knowledge  practitioner  and

academics, and highlight an important arena for knowledge research (Hazel, 2001a).

As Hazel (2001b) wrote, “If no contributions [sharing of knowledge] are made, the

results are drastic: the community will not live” (p. 142).

Earlier studies have demonstrated that individuals often resist sharing their knowledge

(e.g. Ciborra & Patriota, 1998), and that knowledge does not flow easily even when

concerted effort is made to facilitate knowledge sharing (Szulanski, 1996). Indeed,

some scholars posit that the reasons which motivate people to share knowledge for the

benefit of others can be even more important than the more technical issues related to

knowledge capture and storage (e.g. Boisot & Griffiths, 1999). This is because if no

one is motivated to share knowledge in the first place, all the knowledge capture and

storage efforts will be in vain; let alone the effort to sustain a community of practice. 

However,  most  research  that  has  been  conducted  has  focused  on  evaluating  the

contribution  patterns  of  the  online  communities  or  interpreting  textual  messages

posted  by  individuals  (Tedjamulia,  Olsen,  Dean,  &  Albrecht,  2005).  The  former

include studies examining how many individuals do and do not contribute, and thread

length (Tedjamulia et al. 2005), while the latter includes studies that examine how

language use both reflects and influences culture in an online community using an

approach  based  in  cultural  hermeneutics  and  textual  analysis  (Burnett,  Dickey,

Kazmer,  & Chudoba,  2003).  Even in cases where studies  have been published to
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present details on incentives for knowledge sharing, the focus tended to be on barriers

to knowledge sharing, rather than enabling motivators (Homburg & Meijer, 2001).

Consequently,  the  reasons  why  some  individuals  decide  to  frequently  share

knowledge  in  online  communities  of  practice  are  currently  not  well  understood

(Wasko & Faraj, 2000; Ridings, Gefen, & Arinze, 2002). As Constant, Sproull, and

Kiesler (1996, p. 121) state:

“Why  would  someone  respond  to  a  request  for  help  from  a  stranger  [share
knowledge in response to a stranger’s request] when the likelihood of direct personal
benefit  is  low?  Friendship  and  similarity  are  unlikely  explanations.  Personal
friendships  are  uncommon across  geographically  distances  spanned  by  computer
networks. Computer networks offer few cues to make demographic similarity salient
to a potential benefactor. Also computer networks do not provide a very rich medium
for proffering esteem and gratitude.” (p. 121)

1.3 The Aims and Significance of the Study

The aim of this study is to investigate different CoP, and develop to an understanding

about how members of COP engage in in the online discussions.  The methodology

used is to collect information and analyse the data from different CoP archives about

of  members’  engagement  in  the CoP.  This  study advances  a  line of  research  that

examines the context of knowledge sharing in an informal learning context, i.e. via

online communities of practice. Specifically, the following three research questions

were addressed:

1. Why do people engage in an online discussion?

2. What role domain experts play to keep on-line discussion alive?

3. How to develop a ''right intervention'' to maintain and stimulate participants for 

engagement in on-line community? 
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1.4 Contribution of the study

Overall  8  cases  were  chosen as  these  represent  a  cross-section  of  disciplines  and

representative  topics  using  CoP online websites.  Three criteria  have  been used to

select  the  research  sites  for  this  study:  accessibility,  characteristics  of  CoP  and

commonly shared dimensions among the three research sites as shown in figure 3.5.

Given the current lack of research on knowledge sharing in online communities of

practice,  this  study  is  timely  because  it  uses  triangulation  approach  involving

qualitative as well as quantitative approach. Specifically, this study extends research

on online communities of practice in several fundamental ways.

First, it contributes to the understanding of reasons that engage frequent knowledge

sharers to share knowledge with each other in online communities of practice. While

answering this question, it also examines barriers that hinder these individuals from

sharing  knowledge.  Thus,  the  findings  of  this  study will  help  remedy the  gap of

knowledge related to why some individuals decide to actively share their knowledge

in online communities of practice.

Second,  it  contributes  to  a  greater  understanding  of  the  activities  and  types  of

knowledge  shared  that  characterise  an  online  community  of  practice.  Such  a

description may help other researchers comprehend the activities in which members

of online communities of practice engage.

Third,  this  study focuses on online communities of practice that include members

from different CoPs. Very few studies (with the exception of Wasko and Faraj’s, 2000

study) looked at online communities of practice that span more than one organization.

Thus, the findings from this study will present a unique perspective on the motivators
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of frequent knowledge sharers who come from various backgrounds such as business,

individual,  professional  as  well  as  non-professional  participants  to  share  their

knowledge with one another.

Fourth, this study presents a cross-case comparison of eight online communities of

practice  that  share  certain  common  dimensions  or  structural  characteristics.  As

mentioned  previously,  online  communities  of  practice  can  vary  along  many

dimensions, including size of membership, geographic dispersion of members, and

members’ enrollment. This study may be one of the first that critically examines the

reasons that motivate members of online communities of practice that have similar

characteristics to share knowledge. The benefit of such cross-case comparison is a

model of why people share knowledge that can be further tested empirically.

1.5 Dissertation Overview

This introductory chapter provides an overview of the problem statement related to

current  research  on  online  communities  of  practice  (CoP),  specifically  the

understanding of reasons that engage individuals to share their knowledge with one

another,  as  well  as  how this  study can  help  fill  the knowledge gaps  in  the  field.

Chapter Two presents a more detailed examination of relevant literature in the areas

of  community  of  practice,  knowledge  sharing,  motivators  associated  with  online

knowledge sharing, barriers associated with online knowledge sharing, as well as a

more in-depth discussion of the current knowledge gaps. Chapter Three explains the

methodology employed in this study. The criteria for selecting the eight research sites,

data  collection  methods,  procedure  of  the  study,  and  data  analysis  methods  are

reviewed, together with a description of the steps that I took to ensure that the study is

reliable and valid. Chapter Three ends with a discussion of some limitations of the
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study.  Chapter  Four describes  the cases of CoPs under  investigation,  followed by

Chapter  Five,  which  discusses  the  findings  from the  online  questionnaire  survey.

Chapter Six illustrates the discussion and findings from the cases study and online

questionnaire survey in order to answer the research questions. Finally, Chapter Seven

provides the conclusion of this study, as well as practical and theoretical implications

and original recommendations for future research.
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