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What is a community of practice?
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Communities of Practice (CoP)
Communities of practice 
tend to be self-organizing 
and self-governing groups 
of people who share a 
passion for the common 
domain of what they do 
and strive to become 
better practitioners. 

R U a member of any?
They pursue a shared learning agenda. They create value for their 
members and stakeholders through developing and spreading new 
knowledge, practices, and capabilities.
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What are we about?
the definition of the 
area of shared enquiry

Is it the source of our 
professional identity & 
reasonably scoped?

Who are we?
the relationships 
among members,
a sense of belonging, 
coordinator’s skills

What roles needed?
Rhythms of 
interaction?

What do we know?
the body of methods, 
stories, cases, tools, 
documents

What is the ecology of 
activities?

Sponsorship

Support

Structural Ingredients of a CoP
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A different way of 
working together
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Defining the domain of the CoP

“Discovering common issues and common aspirations 
energises [because you realise that] what you care about is not 
just a problem you deal with on your own; it is a domain of 
knowledge worthy of the collective attention of a group of 
peers” (E. Wenger) and it can make a significant contribution to 
the development of policy. 
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The “potential community” phase

“Domain: Seeing your real passion as a worthy domain. 

Discovering common issues and common aspirations 
energizes the community because what seemed to be 
idiosyncratic all of a sudden graduates to being the domain 
of a community… What you care about is not just a 
problem you deal with on your own; it is a domain of 
knowledge worthy of the collective attention of a group of 
peers and significant to the organization. Members can 
then imagine some of the benefits of going beyond existing 
informal network and pockets of interactions to form a 
community.” (E. Wenger)
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Defining the domain of this CoP
“A community of practice to deliver the SIPS 
mission”:
“a space for innovative, inter-disciplinary working 
and capacity building that will extend its reach 
beyond the University to engage with a dynamic and 
expanding group of stakeholders.”

what will attract engagement of a diversity of 
stakeholders/practitioners?
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Is this one or more CoPs?

“Likely split around the seminar topics of 
- welfare reform and housing (Paul Hickman)
- citizenship (David Best)
- resilience (Colin McCaig)
- devolution and constitutional issues (Peter Wells)”

- Or????
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“Learning happens between and across communities, not just 
within them and is a continuous process… To create small scale 
change, work through cohesive communities; to create big scale, 
change build a movement, by creating bridges between 
disconnected communities.”

Helen Bevan, Chief Transformation Officer of the NHS 
Horizons Group

Creating Bridges
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A Constellation of CoPs?

e.g. National Voices: Wellbeing our Way
Each community aimed to: 
1. Enable people within the community to increase their 

knowledge, skills, confidence, and motivation in order to 
develop their own practice.

2. Make a contribution to the wider voluntary sector by sharing 
knowledge and expertise.
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A Constellation of CoPs?

e.g. Co-Creation Network (NHS Y&H Improvement Academy)
“…a constellation of Communities of Practice each of which may 
comprise individual practitioners and/or microsystems.
The network supports people to come together collaboratively as 
equals to identify what they really care about and want to see change in 
health and social care. It is passionate about improving experiences and 
outcomes for people who receive care. It also has a passion to develop 
ways of practicing and providing care that connect to staff values and 
ensures meaningful and engaging work.”
• Junior doctors and their role in Quality Improvement
• Patient and public engagement
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Developing the practice
“Understanding what knowledge is valuable to share or develop.
A potential community needs to identify some critical knowledge areas 
in its domain in which sharing and developing would be valuable.
Having a common vision of what knowledge the community will 
steward is important for the community to attract the kind of 
engagement that will bring it to life. Members start appreciating the 
value of the CoP by receiving help on immediate problems they are 
facing” including the facilitator. (E. Wenger)

Question: What structure makes sense for SIPS?
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Harvesting

“Each group will contribute to key areas like 
communication and development of the seminar 
series but the core objectives will be:
1. production of a seminar each year
2. contribution of at least one blog
3. contribution of at least one newsletter article
4. development of one funding bid per year
5. delivery of one project 
6. initiation and maintenance of a network”
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Supporting 
Communities of Practice
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Building the community
Interview prospective (core group) members. It is not just a 
matter of finding information about existing needs, 
relationships. 

It is building trust by demonstrating that you care more about 
what you and the CoP could do for them than they for you and 
the CoP! Those conversations prepare the way for the emergence 
of a community by connecting people, imagining together ways 
to build it, and finding topics of common interest. 

Exercise: practice interviews with fellow members of the CoCoP. 
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How to attract the first members
• You don’t have to “market” the community, i.e. no need to chase 
prospective members.
• Try reaching not critical mass; cultivate critical connections that 
help the system connect with more of itself.
• Start with envisioning who are all the people, who can benefit from 
belonging to your community  - they are your system in focus
• Start exploring mutual interests with those with whom you have 
already some connection.

So, what is the difference between the “marketing” strategy 
and the “attraction” strategy of cultivating critical connections?
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Facilitating a community of practice 
• Agree the ‘domain’ (focus of the community) at the outset 
• Identify your communities – and make it easy and attractive for them to 
get involved 
• Build trust so people can share openly 
• If place-based, ensure the communities are locally owned 
• Offer a range of engagement opportunities – face-to-face, online, ongoing 
and one-off 
• Seek to engage people whose roles include strategic and operational 
responsibilities – they are likely to be able to affect the most significant 
change within their organisations
• Plan for the end of formal facilitation – how will community members 
keep in touch? 
• Evaluation: identify intended impact, and measure it! Know where your 
evaluative gaps are – what doesn’t the data tell you? 
• Share your learning far and wide!
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Co-creating a momentum plan
• Draft and post your group’s core statement (platform tbc)
• Craft an engaging invitation message in vivid language – (if you

want to create a network of more than one community of practice
around different themes or foci)

• Attract a convening/hosting team for your community
• Convening group = the core group?
• Hold your core group’s first meeting (plan attraction strategy and 

your community’s first meeting
• Hold CoP Support Group meeting, 
• Convene and facilitate your CoP’s first meeting
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Learning Expedition; learning
happens at multiple levels

• Scouting Parties – for individual CoP’s these are learning groups within
the membership: for a network of CoP’s these can be the CoP’s
themselves. They go and gather information far and wide and bring back 
what they learn to share and look for the transferable ways of doing
things. This level of learning speeds up learning across the collective

• Basecamps – when everyone comes together physically – frequency can 
vary

• Expedition Log – learning journal kept by the group as a whole and 
contributed to by the Scouting Parties.

• Weavers – connectors of knowledge – joining up the valuable pieces of 
learning and bringing them into the explorers’ toolkit.
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Thank you


