
Evolving communities
of practice: IBM Global
Services experience

by P. Gongla
C. R. Rizzuto

In 1995, IBM Global Services began implementing
a business model that included support for the
growth and development of communities of
practice focused on the competencies of the
organization. This paper describes our
experience working with these communities over
a five-year period, concentrating specifically on
how the communities evolved. We present an
evolution model based on observing over 60
communities, and we discuss the evolution in
terms of people and organization behavior,
supporting processes, and enabling technology
factors. Also described are specific scenarios of
communities within IBM Global Services at
various stages of evolution.

Considerable attention is being focused on com-
munities1 as an important element in the life

of an organization. Driven by a knowledge economy,
organizations need their employees to become
“knowledge workers,” that is, individuals who con-
stantly draw on a wealth of knowledge to devise new
responses and solutions for a rapidly changing mar-
ketplace. To perform well in this knowledge econ-
omy, individuals must constantly apply and add to
their own bodies of knowledge. They do this by find-
ing ways to participate on a day-to-day basis in a flow
of knowledge that consists, not only of the dissem-
ination of data and printed material, but also of the
exchange of ideas with other individuals who have
experience and skill related to the same area of work.
This interaction with others on work-related topics
often leads naturally to the formation of communi-
ties of practice. In addition, as “ . . . companies are
beginning to recognize that these communities can
be supported and leveraged to benefit the ‘member-
ship’ of communities and the organization as a

whole,”2 they are starting to sponsor the formation of
communities and to support their ongoing activity.

Our concept of a community of practice comes from
the work of Wenger and Snyder who define it as “a
group of people informally bound together by shared
expertise and passion for a joint enterprise,”3 or sim-
ilarly, as a collection of individuals bound by infor-
mal relationships that share similar work roles and
a common context.4 Examples of communities of
practice are found in many organizations and have
been called by different names at various times,
names such as “learning communities” at Hewlett-
Packard Company, “family groups” at Xerox Cor-
poration, “thematic groups” at the World Bank,
“peer groups” at British Petroleum, p.l.c., and
“knowledge networks” at IBM Global Services, but
they remain similar in general intent.

As organizations start to recognize the role of com-
munities of practice in helping them meet their bus-
iness needs and objectives, efforts to better under-
stand the workings of these communities have
emerged. Knowledge-management-related confer-
ences routinely include communities as a key agenda
topic.5 Organizations, like those mentioned above,
support and report on the formation and ongoing
maintenance of communities, recognizing the influ-
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ence they have in helping the organizations to be pro-
ductive and innovative.

One such organization is IBM Global Services,6 which
established a knowledge management program7 in
1995 that depended heavily on forming and devel-
oping communities of practice to benefit both the
individual and the organization. In this paper, we first
look at the overall program and the types of com-
munities that emerged within the context of this pro-
gram. Then we describe a general model for how
these communities of practice evolved and explore
the model further in terms of people, process, and
technology differences and implications that emerge
at each stage of evolution. We provide specific sce-
narios of communities of practice, showing how they
started and then progressed to a particular stage in
the evolution model. Finally, we share what we
learned about community development and conclude
with some possibilities and questions related to the
evolution of communities in a business environment.

Communities of practice within IBM Global
Services

The communities of practice, commonly called
“knowledge networks,” are referred to as institution-
alized, informal networks of professionals manag-
ing domains of knowledge. The common character-
istics of and guidelines for forming a knowledge
network are:

● They are global in scope, connecting practitioners
worldwide and fostering a sense of community.

● They are responsible for a domain of knowledge.
This responsibility includes:

–Handling explicit knowledge8 or intellectual cap-
ital;9 handling means gathering, evaluating, struc-
turing, and disseminating knowledge that is
shared among community peers and across cus-
tomer projects and seeing to its evolution. The
intellectual capital consists of methods, processes,
tools, assets, reported experiences, and any other
documentation associated with delivering services
and considered of value by the business or com-
munity.

–Adopting a small set of common roles10 for man-
aging knowledge

–Providing opportunities for sharing tacit knowl-
edge11 among community members

–Using the common enterprise-wide Lotus

Notes** and Domino** application called ICM
(intellectual capital management) AssetWeb12

● They are sponsored by a business unit and fostered
where the business sees a need for managing
knowledge for its core competencies or to meet
customer or market demands.

● They are neither organization units nor teams.

The domains of knowledge represented by these
communities range from IBM core competencies (such
as enterprise systems management, application de-

velopment, testing methods and practices, product
platform, and organization change) to “go to mar-
ket” competencies (such as e-business, package in-
tegration, total systems management, mergers and
acquisitions, and knowledge management) to indus-
try sector competencies (such as automotive, chem-
icals and petroleum, distribution, finance and insur-
ance, and health care).

Today there are over 60 knowledge network com-
munities with members from virtually every country
that IBM serves. By the end of the year 2000, over
76000 professionals had access to the ICM AssetWeb
application and about 20000 participated in some
form of community activity. Many of these knowl-
edge networks have existed for multiple years. This
participation level and sustainability are indicators
that the approach developed and used by IBM Global
Services has a significant degree of success.

All of these communities evolved with some assis-
tance from the knowledge management program
specialists, tools, and processes. However, the level
of assistance varied widely. If the business identified
a need for a knowledge network, the sponsor or lead-
ers instigated its formation with the help of the spe-
cialists. Sometimes, if there was an existing informal
community and the business recognized the impor-
tance of supporting that community’s further develop-

Communities of practice
are institutionalized,

informal networks of
professionals managing

domains of knowledge.
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