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Introduction 
 

 Canadian Officership in the 21st Century (Officership 2020): Strategic 

Guidance for the Canadian Forces Officer Corps and the Officer Professional 

Development System outlines strategic objectives and initiatives needed to transform the 

Officer Corps in order to meet the anticipated challenges and demands of the coming 

decades.  Key among these is the requirement to develop officers’ ability to apply critical 

thinking skills in the development of innovative solutions to complex problems and 

situations. In articulating the vision for officer professional development, Officership 

2020 emphasizes the acquisition of formal education and training as key to the 

development of the individual’s professional knowledge and achievement of their 

intellectual potential.  

This paper explores the potential contribution of informal learning processes to 

realization of the strategic vision for officer professional development and the 

transformation of the Canadian Forces into a learning organization.  Specifically, this 

paper explores the concept and practice of communities of practice.  It defines the 
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concept, characteristics and structural elements of communities of practice, and the 

relationship between them and the three dimensions of organizational social capital: 

structural, relational and cognitive. In focusing on communities of practice as a mid-level 

unit of analysis mediating between individuals and the organization, the discussion 

highlights the role of communities of practice in the development of both human 

(intellectual) capital and organizational intellectual capital.  It suggests that the 

development and maintenance of organizational intellectual capital is the key to 

transforming the Canadian Forces into a true learning organization.  

Defining Communities of Practice 
 

Etienne Wenger, often credited with coining the term “communities of practice” 

defines them 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.”1  Bennett similarly describes a community of practice as a “self-

organizing group of people with expertise, experience, and interest in a particular practice 

area who share valuable insights about the practice area.”2  While Wenger does not limit 

the concept of communities of practice to the work environment,3 other definitions situate 

communities of practice explicitly within the organizational context.  For example, 

Nichols defines communities of practice as “groups of people in organizations that form 

to share what they know, to learn from one another regarding some aspects of their work 

and to provide a social context for that work.”4 Sawhney and Prandelli describe a 

“community of practice” as “a sustained, cohesive group of people with a common 

purpose, identity for members, and a common environment using shared knowledge, 
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language, interactions, protocols, beliefs, and other factors not found in job descriptions, 

project documentation or business processes.”5  

While the literature includes various definitions of communities of practice and a 

plethora of terms to describe similar phenomena,6 all share a common emphasis on 

groups of people informally bound together by their shared knowledge, expertise and 

passion for a topic or enterprise.7   

Characteristics of Communities of Practice 

It is important not to confuse communities of practice with other types of 

organizational groups (e.g. project teams, formal work groups, task forces, and 

networks).  “A community of practice is not just an aggregate of people defined by some 

characteristic.  The term is not a synonym for group, team, or network.  Membership is 

not just a matter of social category, declaring allegiance, belonging to an organization, 

having a title, or having personal relations with some people.  A community of practice is 

not defined merely by who knows whom or who talks with whom in a network of 

interpersonal relations through which information flows. … [A community of practice 

derives from sustained] dense relations of mutual engagement organized around [a 

domain].”8    

Table 1 summarizes the differences between communities of practice and the 

various other types of groups within a work environment in terms of their functions, basis 

of membership, basis of cohesion and duration.  
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Table 1 
 

Comparison of Communities of Practice 
and Other Group Types9 

 
 
 
Group Types Function / 

Purpose 
Basis of 

Membership 
Basis of 

Cohesion 
Duration 

Communities of 
Practice 

Develop 
members’ 
capabilities; 
build and 
exchange 
knowledge   

 
 
Self-selected 
 

Passion, 
commitment 
and 
identification 
with the 
group’s 
expertise that 
forms the basis 
of the practice 

As long as 
members have 
an interest in 
improving the 
practice and 
maintaining the 
community 

Formal Work 
Groups/Teams  

Perform the 
ongoing work 
that has been 
assigned to the 
team (e.g. 
produce and 
deliver a 
product or 
services) 

Everyone who 
has been 
assigned to the 
team / everyone 
who reports to 
the group’s 
manager 

Job / 
performance 
requirements 
and continuing, 
common goals 

Until the work 
or the 
organization is 
reorganized 

Project Teams 
and  

Task Forces 

Accomplish a 
specific task or 
assignment, 
usually during a 
particular time 
frame 

As assigned by 
management 

Project 
milestones and 
goals 

Until the task or 
assignment has 
been completed 

Informal 
Networks 

Collect and 
share 
information of 
common 
interest 

Reciprocal 
value and 
acceptance, that 
is, members 
obtain and 
provide 
information of 
value 

Mutual needs; 
perceived value 
in belonging 
and 
participating 

As long as 
people have a 
reason to 
connect and 
share 
information 
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While communities of practice are distinct from other types of work groups, there 

is no one set of characteristics that clearly distinguishes a community of practice.  For 

example, communities of practice may be either self-organizing (i.e. spontaneous) or 

sponsored by the organization (i.e. intentional).   While most communities of practice are 

self-organizing, increasingly organizations are sponsoring the development of specific 

communities of practice to steward a needed capability.10   

Somewhat related to the distinction between spontaneous and intentional 

communities of practice is the relationship a community of practice has to the 

organization.  The nature of these relationships can range from completely unrecognized 

to largely institutionalized.11  For example, the community of practice of ‘medical claims 

processors’ studied by Wenger, was invisible (i.e. unrecognized) to the organization.12  In 

other organizations, like the World Bank, the thematic groups have proved so valuable 

that they have been incorporated into the official structure of the organization. As 

Wenger notes, there is a wide range of possible relationships on the spectrum between 

invisibility and institutionalization.13  

Some communities of practice may consist of only a few experts or specialists in 

a topic area or enterprise. Other communities of practice may involve hundreds of 

members.  These large communities of practice are typically subdivided according to 

geographic region and/or subtopic to encourage the active participation of all members.  

The World Bank Institute (WBI)14, for instance, currently has seventeen ‘thematic 

groups’ whose members regularly meet on line to share knowledge and expertise 

regarding specific topics relevant to the international development community.  In 

addition, the WBI currently has four ‘Community of Practice’ sites on its on-line 
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Development Forum (with more under development). These ‘Community of Practice’ 

sites provide an on-line workspace where practitioners from around the world share 

ideas, information, knowledge and experience to address specific development 

challenges.  

While engaging in a practice around a topic or enterprise requires regular 

interaction, the form that communication takes varies from one community of practice to 

the next.  In communities where members are in geographical proximity to one another 

(i.e. co-located), face-to-face interaction occurs on a regular basis.  Other communities of 

practice may be geographically distributed (as noted above) with members connecting via 

phone, letter, e-mail or web-based forums and discussion groups.  As Wenger notes,  

“…new technologies and the need for globalization are quickly making distributed 

communities of practice the standard rather than the exception.”15  What is important here 

is not the particular form of communication used to interact, but the existence of a shared 

practice that enables members to share their ideas, expertise, best practices, etc. 

Communities of practice also vary in terms of the level of formality that 

characterizes the interactions of their members.  While one might suspect that self-

organizing communities of practice are more informal than sponsored communities of 

practice, the degree of formality in the interactions of community members is not 

determined by whether the community forms spontaneously or is sponsored by the 

organization. “ Whether a community is spontaneous or intentional does not dictate its 

level of formality.  Some highly active and mature communities remain very informal 

while others are highly structured, calling meetings, setting agenda, defining specific 

roles, and creating community artifacts such as Web sites or knowledge bases.”16 
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Communities of practice also vary in terms of the homogeneity/heterogeneity of 

their members. Some communities of practice are homogenous, comprised of people 

from the same discipline (e.g. sociology) or job-related function (e.g. XEROX 

technicians).  Other communities of practice are heterogeneous, bringing people together 

with diverse backgrounds.  For example, the WBI’s “communities of learning” are 

comprised of teachers and trainers, government officials, researchers, students, World 

Bank staff, and others.  Wenger suggests that while it is often easier to start a community 

among people with similar backgrounds, what makes engagement in practice possible 

and productive is as much a matter of diversity as it is of homogeneity.  Since the group 

‘coherence’ which arises out of mutual relations of engagement is based on the 

competence of members in the community’s practice, these relations of engagement are 

as likely to give rise to differentiation as to homogenization.”17  “Homogeneity is neither 

a requirement for, nor the result of, the development of a community of practice. …”18  

Since membership in a community of practice is based on participation and not on 

social category, status, title, or personal relations in a network of people, communities of 

practice are not bounded by organizational or institutional structures or hierarchies.  

Communities of practice can exist within a business unit or cut across intra-

organizational divisions.  They can also transcend organizational boundaries. 

The life span of communities of practice also varies widely, with some existing 

several years while others (e.g. communities of artisans) may exist centuries, with 

members passing their craft from generation to generation.  Irrespective of the life span 

of the community, communities of practice develop through clearly identified stages.  
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Figure 1 below identifies the activities that typically occur at each developmental stage in 

the life cycle of a community of practice.  

 

Figure 119 
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Structure of Communities of Practice 

 Irrespective of differences in their characteristics, contemporary communities of 

practice all share a common structure comprised of three basic elements: a domain, 

which defines a set of issues; a community of people who care about this domain; and the 

shared practice they are developing to be effective in this domain.  A community of 

practice is a unique combination of these three elements.20 

Domain refers to the specific subject area, topic or enterprise around which the 

community of practice is organized.  The domain is the raison d’être of the community. 

While it is easier to define a domain around an established ‘professional’ discourse (e.g. 

the profession of arms), it is important to recognize that communities of practice may 

also form around domains related to work roles and functions (e.g. airframe technician, 

‘command and control’ function).  It is not the subject matter of the particular topic, 

subject area or enterprise that determines whether a community of practice will form, it is 

the commitment to, and interest in, the domain that determines whether people come 

together to share their knowledge, experience, best practices, and discuss pertinent issues 

within the domain.  “A shared domain creates a sense of accountability to a body of 

knowledge and therefore to the development of a practice. … members’ shared 

understanding of their domain – its purpose, its resolved issues, its open questions - … 

guides the questions [members] ask and the way they organize their knowledge. ”21  

 A well-developed domain “becomes a statement of what knowledge the 

community will steward.  It is a commitment to take responsibility for an area of 
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expertise and to provide the organization with the best knowledge and skills that can be 

found.  In turn, when an organization acknowledges a domain it legitimizes the 

community’s role in stewarding its expertise and capabilities.”22 

The domain also “defines the identity of the community, its place in the world, 

and the value of its achievements to members and to others.”23 As Wenger notes “The 

most successful communities of practice thrive where the goals and needs of an 

organization intersect with the passions and aspirations of participants.  If the domain of a 

community fails to inspire its members, the community will flounder, … if the topic lacks 

strategic relevance to the organization, the community will be marginalized.”24 

 Wenger defines community, the second structural element of a community of 

practice, as “a group of people who interact, learn together, build relationships, and in the 

process develop a sense of belonging and mutual commitment.”25  

While the term “community” is consistently used with positive connotations, 

Wenger emphasizes that the interrelations within the community of practice context 

“arise out of engagement in practice and not out of an idealized view of what a 

community should be like.  In particular, connotations of peaceful coexistence, mutual 

support, or interpersonal allegiance are not assumed, though of course they may exist in 

specific cases.  Peace, happiness and harmony are therefore not necessary properties of a 

community of practice.”26  

Brown and Duguid similarly observe that while the concept of communities of 

practice has been taken up with a remarkable amount of enthusiasm, much of the 

concept’s appeal turns on the word community, which can be a deceptive but “warmly 
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persuasive word.”27  “Communities of practice are … as likely to be cold as warm, may 

sometimes be coercive rather than persuasive, and are occasionally explosive.”28 

The third structural element in communities of practice is practice,29 defined as 

“undertaking or engaging fully in a task, job, or profession.”30 In their discussion of the 

concept of community of practice, Brown and Duguid suggest that too much attention is 

often paid to the notion of community, and too little to the implications of practice.31  

They argue that one of the problems in our understanding of the concept of practice is the 

ambiguity of the term itself. For example, we use practice to signify the work itself (e.g. 

a legal practice), the performance of the work (e.g. to practice medicine), or the 

repetitive rote tasks or exercises designed to develop a skill (e.g. piano practice, target 

practice).32  From a community of practice perspective, the term practice “connotes doing 

… in a historical and social context that gives structure and meaning to what we do. … 

practice is always social practice.”33  Fundamentally, the notion of practice as used 

within a communities of practice context is concerned with the “social production of 

meaning.”34  

From a community of practice perspective, then, the central issue in learning is 

becoming a practitioner not learning about practice.  Such a view is summed up in the 

Spanish proverb: It is not the same to talk of bulls as to be in the bullring.35  Practice’s 

emphasis on “learning in doing” focuses on how individuals learn to function within a 

community (e.g. acquire the particular community’s subjective viewpoint, learn to speak 

its language), rather than on the transmission and absorption of abstract, “objective” 

knowledge.  “Learners are acquiring not explicit, formal “expert knowledge,” but the 

embodied ability to behave as community members. … This approach draws attention 
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away from abstract knowledge and cranial processes and situates it in the practices and 

communities in which knowledge takes on significance.”36  Practice then refers 

preeminently to an adaptive, improvisational, knowledge-producing activity embedded 

within communities of practice, rather than to the increasing refinement of existing 

knowledge or skills through formal education and training.   

This concept of practice includes “both the explicit and the tacit.  It includes what 

is said and what is left unsaid; what is represented and what is assumed.  It includes the 

language, tools, documents, images, symbols, well-defined roles, specified criteria, 

codified procedures, regulations, and contracts that various practices make explicit for a 

variety of purposes.  But is also includes all the implicit relations, tacit conventions, 

subtle cues, untold rules of thumb, recognizable intuitions, specific perceptions, well-

tuned sensitivities, embodied understandings, underlying assumptions, and shared world 

views.  Most of these may never be articulated, yet they are unmistakable signs of 

membership in communities of practice…”37 

The focus on the social context in which learning occurs and identity is formed 

points to the importance of communities of practice as a mid- or meso-level unit of 

analysis between the individual (micro level) and larger formal organizational structure 

(macro level). “Looking at learning and identity through the lens of practice shifts 

attention from… structural or organizational perspectives to … perspectives of 

participation.   … practice-focussed analysis brings investigation of knowledge and 

identity in organizations closer to the point at which working life is lived, work done, and 

so working identities created, than analysis focused either on autonomous self-interest, on 
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the one hand, or on … the more abstract and distant sociological “slabs” such as class or 

organization, … on the other.38   

Communities of practice mediate “between individuals and large formal and 

informal social structures, and between organizations and their environment, they are 

where a good deal of the work in knowledge creation and learning gets done.”39 As 

Lesser and Storck suggest, “the mechanism through which communities of practice are 

able to influence organizational performance is the development and maintenance of 

social capital among community members.”40  It is not coincidence that the structural 

elements of communities of practice roughly parallel the three dimensions of social 

capital that form the basis for the discussion that follows. 

Social Capital 

Woolcock suggests that while ‘social capital’ is arguably the most influential 

sociological concept to emerge in the past decade, the term has assumed a variety of 

meanings and has been adopted indiscriminately, adapted uncritically and applied 

imprecisely.41 Leana and Van Buren similarly argue that while the term social capital has 

received considerable attention from scholars in a variety of fields, researchers have used 

the term in competing and often contradictory ways.42  The use, or misuse, of the concept 

of social capital is perhaps best summarized by Baron and Hannan, who argue that 

scholars from different sociological traditions “have begun referring to virtually every 

feature of social life as a form of capital.”43  The indiscriminate applications of ‘social’ 

and other ‘capital’ have led them to disparage the recent emergence of the “plethora of 

capitals.”44  
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A cursory examination of the literature underscores the definitional and 

conceptual problems associated with the use of the term ‘social capital.’  For example, 

Adler and Kwon provide twenty-three definitions of ‘social capital’ from the literature 

which, “while broadly similar … express some significant nuances.  First, the definitions 

vary depending on whether they focus on the substance, the sources, or the effects of 

social capital. Second, they vary depending on whether their focus is primarily on (1) the 

relations an actor maintains with other actors, (2) the structure of relation among actors 

within a collectivity, or (3) both types of linkages.”45    

On a micro level, some scholars view social capital as an attribute of individual 

actors who realize advantages owing to their relative status46 or location47 in a group or in 

industry networks.48  On a macro level, scholars have described social capital as an 

attribute of communities,49 and nations.50  Still others more broadly define social capital 

as a “resource that is derived from the relationships among individuals, organizations, 

communities, or societies.”51   

As an organizational phenomenon, social capital has received comparatively less 

attention.52   For example, Prusak and Cohen use the term social capital to refer to the 

“strong relationships that make organizations work effectively.”53   In directly linking 

social capital and organizational performance, Prusak and Cohen describe the benefits of 

social capital for organizations: engagement, collaboration, loyalty, persistence, and 

dedication.  They argue that these benefits enable organizations that invest in social 

capital to attract and retain talent, and contribute to performance.54   

Nahapiet and Ghoshal provide a particularly useful framework for understanding 

social capital within the organizational context.55  Defined as “the sum of the actual and 
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potential resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of 

relationships possessed by an individual or social unit,”56 Nahapiet and Ghoshal explore 

the role of social capital in the creation of intellectual capital (their primary focus), in 

terms of the structural, relational and cognitive dimensions of social capital.  

Much social capital theory and research has tended to focus exclusively on the 

structural or relational aspects of social capital. Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s inclusion of a 

cognitive dimension is of particular importance for discussion of the potential 

contributions of communities of practice to learning, knowledge creation and identity in 

organizations.  

Structural Dimension of Social Capital 

Nahapiet and Ghoshal define the structural dimension of social capital as the  

“overall pattern of connections between actors”57 (i.e. who you reach and how you reach 

them).   Their concept of the structural dimension of social capital draws on 

Granovetter’s discussion of structural embeddedness, which focuses on the properties of 

the social system and the network of relations as a whole.58 Thus, the concept of 

structural embeddedness “describes the impersonal configuration of linkages between 

people or units.”59  Nahapiet and Ghoshal identify the presence or absence of network 

ties between actors; and the network configuration or morphology, which describes the 

pattern of linkages in terms of such factors as density, connectivity, and hierarchy; and 

appropriable60 organization as important aspects of the structural dimension of social 

capital.61  

While Lesser and Storck define the structural dimension of social capital in terms 

of the “ability of individuals to make connections to others within an organization,”62 this 
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intra-organizational focus is too narrow in its focus.  Others definitions focus on the 

structure and strength of interpersonal relations in social systems, thus, broadening the 

discussion to include the individual’s ability to make inter-organizational connections.63  

For example, some social network researchers argue for the value of “strong ties” 

among individuals within cohesive and bounded social networks or communities.64 

Others contend that such ties lead to inflexibility and inhibit complex task coordination, 

and argue that individuals can best develop social capital by pursuing numerous and 

strategically positioned “weak ties” within a social system.65  Such an approach suggests 

that individuals who are able to take advantage of “brokerage opportunities” within a 

social system to bridge gaps between otherwise disconnected others (i.e. fill “structural 

holes”) will enhance their stores of social capital.66  

Since the ‘brokerage opportunities’ formed by weak ties result in less network 

closure and greater access to a wider variety of informational sources, one could argue 

that organizations operating in complex and dynamic environments would benefit more 

from filling structural holes than from cohesive ties in a closed network.  For example, in 

complex, dynamic and often ambiguous modern peacekeeping environments, inter-

organizational linkages (i.e. social networks) characterized by weak ties would help to 

ensure access to the broader range of information sources and inputs generally associated 

with differentiation strategies.  Conversely, in the relatively stable and simple traditional 

peacekeeping environments of the past, cohesive ties within a closed social network 

helped to ensure access to timely information needed for the control and coordination 

required to implement rather constrained strategies.   
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Dess and Shaw note that in the business world, inter-organizational linkages are 

becoming more intense and organizational boundaries less distinguishable through 

strategic alliances, outsourcing, sole supplier relationships, increased customer 

involvement in product design, and so forth.67 Nahapiet and Ghoshal suggest that in this 

type of dynamic and fluid environment, “Organizations high in social capital may 

become ossified through their relatively restricted access to diverse sources of ideas and 

information.”68  

What is important here is that it is the relative strength and structure of intra- and 

inter-organizational ties that provide the channels for information transmission (i.e. who 

you know affects what you know).  As Nahapiet and Ghoshal argue this “structural 

dimension of social capital influences the development of intellectual capital primarily 

(though not exclusively) through the ways in which its various facets affect access to 

parties for exchanging knowledge and participating in knowing activities.”69  To the 

extent that the properties of the network structure -- density, connectivity and hierarchy – 

are features associated with flexibility and the ease of information exchange, the overall 

configuration of the network structure may impact the development of intellectual capital.   

Relational Dimension of Social Capital 

If the structural dimension of social capital is concerned with the number and 

strength of relationships within a social network, then the relational dimension of social 

capital is concerned with the content of those relationships.  Nahapiet and Ghoshal use 

the concept of the relational dimension of social capital to refer to “those assets created 

and leveraged through relationships.”70  Their concept here is informed by Granovetter’s 
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notion of  “relational embeddedness,” which describes the nature of the personal 

relationships people develop with each other through a history of social interaction.  

Nahapiet and Ghoshal suggest that there are four components to this relational 

dimension of social capital: obligations and expectations; norms and sanctions; trust and 

trustworthiness; and identity and identification71 In identifying both a social identity 

component and a normative guidance component to the relational dimension of social 

capital, their analysis of the content of relations roughly parallels Wenek’s identification 

of the functional elements of the “military ethos.”72  

Thus, as Nahapiet and Ghoshal suggest, “The patterns of linkages and the 

relationships built through them are the foundation of social capital…. [This is] a 

complex and dialectical process in which social capital is created and sustained through 

exchange and in which, in turn, social capital facilitates exchange.”73  What is important 

here is how “the particular relations people have, such as respect and friendship, … 

influence their behavior.”74  

Trust and trustworthiness are key facets of the relational dimension of social 

capital.75  This focus on the content of relationships – respect, friendship, trust – and the 

asserted link to individual behavior (i.e. performance) is consistent with the analyses of 

social cohesion that have dominated the military sociological literature.  Such analyses 

have emphasized the importance of affect-laden relationships based upon shared social 

characteristics for morale and performance in military units.76  

While most of the research literature on social capital emphasizes its positive 

consequences, more recent analyses have identified at least four negative consequences 

of social capital: exclusion of outsiders, excess claims on group members, restriction on 
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individual freedoms, and downward leveling of norms.  As Portes notes: “the same strong 

ties that bring benefits to members of a group commonly enable it to bar other from 

access.”77   

Performance-focused trust (task cohesion in the military sociological literature) 

would appear to avoid the negative consequences associated with the trust engendered by 

the “deep civic engagement”78 underlying analyses of the relational dimension of social 

capital (and social cohesion in military organizations).  For example, in their analysis of 

social capital in Silicon Valley, Cohen and Fields conclude that performance-based trust 

may be superior to the relational trust envisioned by social capital theorists precisely 

because it avoids the pitfalls associated with social capital.   Thus, performance-focused 

trust is “open to outsiders [and] can be extended, rather quickly, to people from other 

places and other cultures, and even to people with different ideas.”79   

Cognitive Dimension of Social Capital 

 The third dimension of social capital delineated by Nahapiet and Ghoshal is the 

cognitive dimension, which refers to “those resources providing shared representations, 

interpretations, and systems of meaning among parties.”80  In identifying these resources 

as a distinct dimension of social capital, Nahapiet and Ghoshal point to the increasing 

significance of this set of assets in the strategy domain81 and their importance in the 

analysis of the development of organizational intellectual capital.82 

 Nahapiet and Ghoshal use the term “intellectual capital” “to refer to “the 

knowledge and knowing capability of a social collectivity, such as an organization, 

intellectual community, or professional practice. … because of its clear parallel with the 
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concept of human capital, which embraces the acquired knowledge, skills and capabilities 

that enable persons to act in new ways.”83  

The definition of organizational intellectual capital posited by Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal is important for two reasons: (1) its distinction between organizational 

knowledge and knowing, and (2) its implicit linkage between the development of 

individual intellectual capital (i.e. human capital) and the intellectual capital of 

organizations.   

 The distinction between organizational knowledge and knowing reflects the 

dichotomization of knowledge into explicit and tacit dimensions.84  As Cohen notes: 

“The noun “knowledge” implies that knowledge is a thing that can be located and 

manipulated as an independent object or stock.  It seems possible to “capture” 

knowledge, to “distribute,” “measure,” and “manage” it.  The gerund “knowing” suggests 

instead a process, the action of knowers and inseparable from them.  It may be feasible to 

“promote,” “motivate,” “encourage,” “nurture,” or “guide” knowing, but the idea of 

trying to capture, distribute, or measure it seems senseless.”85  

Underlying the current interest in “knowledge management” and intellectual 

capital is a view of knowledge that sees it as something reasonably tangible. Most efforts 

at knowledge management consist of “investing in knowledge repositories such as 

intranets and data warehouses, building networks so that people can find each other, and 

implementing technologies to facilitate collaboration.  These are all activities that treat 

knowledge pretty much like steel or any other resource, to be gathered, shared, and 

distributed.”86   
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As Pfeffer and Sutton note, this conception of knowledge as something explicit 

and quantifiable “draws a problematic distinction between knowledge as a tangible good 

and the use of that good in ongoing practice. The emphasis that has resulted has been to 

build the stock of knowledge, acquiring or developing the intellectual property under the 

presumption that knowledge, once possessed, will be used appropriately and 

efficiently.”87   

McDermott suggests that “To know a topic or a discipline is not just to possess 

information about it.  It is the ability to use that information.  The art of professional 

practice is to turn information into solutions. … professionals piece information together, 

reflect on their experience, generate insights, and use those insights to solve problems.  

Thinking is at the heart of professional practice. … thinking is key to making information 

useful. Thinking transforms information into insights and insights into solutions.  … 

Professionals do not just cut and paste “best practice” from the past to the current 

situation. They draw from their experience to think about a problem.  … Professional 

practice is … a kind of improvisation within a territory …  To know a field or a discipline 

is to be able to think within its territory”88(emphasis mine).   

The second and related issue identified by Nahapiet and Ghoshal in their analysis 

of organizational intellectual capital concerns the linkage between the development of 

individual intellectual capital (i.e. human capital) and the intellectual capital of 

organizations.89  As Cohen notes: “The natural place for knowledge to reside is in the 

individual.  The important question is how to convert individual knowledge to 

organizational knowledge.”90  Kim similarly suggests that the crucial issue for 

organizational learning is the process through which “individual learning becomes 
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embedded in an organization’s memory and structure. … Once we have a clear 

understanding of this transfer process, we can actively manage the learning process to 

make it consistent with an organization’s goals, vision and values.”91  

Cole argues that underlying the taxonomic dimensions of knowledge is the  

“additional complexity that knowledge carried by individuals only reaches its full 

potential to create [value] … when it has been converted into organizational 

knowledge.”92  Precisely because most organizations view knowledge as a tangible 

resource (like steel), organizations have focused their efforts on developing and 

deploying information technologies and knowledge management systems in attempts to 

centralize and compile repositories of objectified explicit knowledge. As Glaser notes, 

“’Knowledge management’ usually comes down to building an intranet.”93 The result has 

been the creation of what McDermott refers to as “information junkyards.”94   For Cole, 

“the “buzz” produced by the technology far exceeds the benefits in knowledge creation 

and transmission promised [because] firms take the tried and true mode of investing in 

hard technology rather than investing in the more ambiguous realm of restructuring social 

relationships.”95  

In part, the gap between “data warehousing” and knowledge creation stems from 

the fact that information and knowledge are only loosely coupled.  In part, it stems from 

the failure to adequately distinguish between individual learning and organizational 

learning.   “While knowledge is carried in the heads of individuals, it must be imbedded 

in organizational routines to more fully maximize its utility.  Much of the use of the new 

information technologies has been oriented to moving information from “one head to 

another” rather than imbedding it in organizational routines.”96  Thus, while the use of the 
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new information technologies has “strongly tended toward increasing the flow of 

information ... relatively few firms have attempted the kind of thoroughgoing cultural and 

organizational restructuring that would lead to dramatic improvements in knowledge 

creation and knowledge transmission.”97  

Communities of Practice and the Canadian Forces  

The remainder of this paper will briefly explore how communities of practice may 

assist in realizing some of the strategic objectives for the Canadian Forces (CF) outlined 

in At a Crossroads98 and Officership 2020.99   Fundamentally, Officership 2020 is about 

increasing organizational social capital within the Canadian Forces, in what Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal describe as the relational and cognitive dimensions.  A key way for the Canadian 

Forces to invest in social capital in these dimensions is through fostering communities of 

practice.  

In articulating the vision for officer professional development, the Chief of the 

Defence Staff emphasizes the acquisition of knowledge and training as key to the 

development of the individual competencies required for modern military leaders. For 

example, At a Crossroads emphasizes “adding rigour to professional military education, 

enabling Canadian Forces personnel to achieve their intellectual potential;”100 and 

encouraging members to pursue “personal studies to enhance their professional 

knowledge.”101   

While the cognitive knowledge (or know-what)102 acquired through formal 

education and training programs is essential to achieve a basic mastery of the 

profession’s body of knowledge, the emphasis on individual knowledge acquisition as the 

sine non qua of officer professional development is problematic for a number of reasons.  
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Most importantly, from a community of practice perspective, it fails to take into 

consideration the social context in which officers practice their profession, i.e. the ability 

to think and act within the territory.   “Learning … is a complex social process, one that 

cannot simply be captured in the notion that “all learning takes place inside individual 

human heads.” Learning … doesn’t just involve the acquisition of facts about the world, 

it also involves acquiring the ability to act in the world in socially recognized ways.103  

The community of practice view that knowledge and learning are socially 

constructed emphasizes the importance of putting knowledge back into the context in 

which it has meaning. Such a view rejects the more pedagogical approach to knowledge 

and learning articulated in Officership 2020.  As Brown and Duguid argue “The theories 

of learning implicated in the documentation and training view learning from the abstract 

stance of pedagogy.  Training is thought of as the transmission of explicit, abstract 

knowledge from the head of someone who knows to the head of someone who does not 

in surroundings that specifically exclude the complexities of practice and the 

communities of practitioners.”104  

The importance of the social context of officer professional development is 

reflected in the opinions of CF members who participated in a process of consultation and 

discussion as part of the development of HR 2020.  Participants expressed concern that 

experience was being neglected in favour of academic studies, and questioned the value 

and applicability of a formalized education to the military context.  Academic studies 

were not seen as necessarily providing the skills needed by Canadian Forces leaders 

today (or in the future).105   
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The underlying assumption in strategies to increase individual intellectual capital 

is that this cognitive knowledge will be translated into superior individual and, ultimately, 

organizational performance.  The concerns expressed by CF members above would 

appear to be justified, as there is little empirical evidence to suggest that the assumption 

is valid. For example, Pfeffer and Sutton note (within the business context) that  “There is 

little evidence that being staffed with people who have an advanced education in business 

is consistently related to outstanding organizational performance.”106 Numerous 

researchers have found that “little of what is taught in college or even business schools 

really prepares would-be managers for the realities of managing.”107   

In his critique of the Officer Professional Development System (OPDS), Beare 

argues that the education and training-centric focus has undermined the experience 

(know-how) pillar of the system.108 Clearly the ability to apply knowledge and training to 

complex real-world situations is essential to the successful execution of tasks within any 

profession.  The centrality of experience in professional knowledge creation is at the 

heart of Einstein’s oft-quoted maxim “Knowledge is experience. Everything else is 

information.”  

From a community of practice perspective, however, knowledge is not 

experience.  Rather, knowledge (i.e. knowing) is created through the active and on-going 

shaping of information and experience in a dynamic group process (i.e. through mutual 

engagement in practice within a community of practice).  “Knowledge is the residue of 

thinking. Knowledge comes from experience.  However, it is not just raw experience. It 

comes from experience that we have reflected on, made sense of, tested against other’s 

experience.  It is experience that is informed by theory, facts and understanding.  It is 
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experience we make sense of in relationship to a field or discipline.  Knowledge is what 

we retain as a result of thinking through a problem, what we remember from the route of 

thinking we took through the field.  … From the point of view of the person who knows, 

knowledge is a kind of sticky residue of insight about using information and experience to 

think.  Knowledge is always recreated in the present moment.”109  Quinn et al. refer to 

this level of knowledge as know why or systems understanding, a “deep knowledge of the 

web of cause-and-effect relationships underlying a discipline.”110  In essence, this systems 

understanding knowledge refers to the critical thinking skills required to solve large and 

complex problems.  “The ultimate expression of systems understanding is highly trained 

intuition”111 (emphasis mine).  Communities of practice contribute to the development of 

intuitive knowledge (i.e. knowing) through the on-going mutual engagement in practice 

that is an essential feature of a knowledge-creating environment. 

The final level of professional intellect discussed by Quinn et al. is care-why, – 

i.e. will, motivation, and adaptability.   It is the development of this self-motivated 

creativity that enables organizations to “simultaneously thrive in the face of today’s rapid 

changes and renew their cognitive knowledge, advanced skills, and systems 

understanding in order to compete in the next wave of advances.”112  Quinn et al. note 

that while know-what, know-how and know-why can exist in “an organization’s systems, 

databases, or operating technologies, … care-why is often found in its culture. … Yet 

most enterprises focus virtually all their training attention on developing basic (rather 

than advanced) skills and little or none on systems or creative skills.”113   Communities of 

practice add value to organizations because practice is most precisely focussed on 

developing members’ abilities to think and act within the territory.  
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Communities of Practice and Identity 

 From a community of practice perspective, learning processes are intrinsically 

social and collective phenomena.  Thus, while learning is inevitably implicated in the 

acquisition of knowledge, it is also implicated in the acquisition of identity. People do not 

simply learn about; they also learn to be. … what individuals learn always and inevitably 

reflects the social context in which they learn it and in which they put it into practice.114   

Thus, “The identity and knowledge that people acquire when joining an organization, 

then, while they might appear to be those of an organization as a whole, are more likely 

to be those of the particular practice through which the individual joins the 

organization.”115  

 This view accepts that while large organizations (like the CF) may provide 

some degree of common culture for their members, the cultural forces most salient for 

members are probably those arising “through and at the point of an individual’s 

engagement in the organization and its work.”116  While CF members will share 

knowledge and insight by virtue of their membership in the organization as a whole, 

much of the practice that forms identity is more local and dynamic.   This view suggests 

“a need not only to look beyond explanations that take knowledge as a well-defined 

substance, but also to look beyond explanations that take the cultural unity of the firm for 

granted.”117  Feldman similarly notes that workgroup loyalty is often a much stronger 

force than commitment to “an amorphous, distant, and sometimes threatening corporate 

entity.”118   

The point here is that because large organizations consist of webs of communities 

of practice (often reflecting their functional division of labour), there are multiple 
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cultures at the level of individuals’ engagement in practice that contribute to their identity 

formation, job satisfaction and retention.   Wenger uses the concept of “imagination” to 

refer to a “process of expanding our self by transcending our time and space and creating 

new images of the world and ourselves. … It is through imagination that we recognize 

our own experience as reflecting broader patterns, connections, and configurations.”119  

This concept of imagination is similar to Anderson’s notion of an imagined community: 

“imagined because, although the members cannot all know one another, “in the minds of 

each lives the image of their communion”; and community because, “regardless of the 

actual inequality … that may prevail in each, [it] is always conceived as a deep, 

horizontal comradeship.”120  

While leadership is the burning issue for all kinds of organizations, the notion of 

identification or imagined community highlights that leadership must be seen for what it 

is: part of a duality of a relationship with followers.  The literature on followership 

suggests that followers follow leaders who give them a feeling of significance in their 

work, a sense of community, and an sense of excitement – a feeling of being engaged in 

the world.121 

Communities of Practice in the Canadian Forces 

 What might a community of practice sponsored by the Canadian Forces look like?  

While the possibilities are endless, for illustrative purposes, we will focus on the 

development of a community of practice whose subject area (i.e. domain) is work/life 

balance.   Every public sector organization and private sector employer wants to attract 

and retain the brightest and the best.  Everyone talks about being “an employer of 

choice.”  The challenge is to become one.   
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 The Canadian Forces Leadership Institute (CFLI) invites selected senior leaders 

from the three environments to participate in the work/life balance community of 

practice.  It also invites ADM (HR-Mil) and ADM (HR-Civ) to join along with a CF 

social worker, padre, and Senior NCM’s who are ‘at the coal face’ of work-life issues in 

the CF.  The CFLI invites representatives from international militaries who are trying to 

position themselves within their national environments as ‘employers of choice’ (e.g. 

Australia and the United States).  United Nations agencies (e.g. UNHCR), whose 

members face the same work-life issues and challenges as the CF, are invited to 

participate, as are some of the Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) involved in 

international humanitarian relief operations (e.g. CARE Canada, Doctors Without 

Borders, OXFAM).  Representatives from the other federal government departments (e.g. 

Treasury Board Secretariat) and the not-for-profit sector with noted expertise in this area 

(e.g. Conference Board of Canada, the Vanier Institute of the Family, Family Resource 

Programs Canada, etc.) are invited to participate.  Finally, (since the CF is competing 

with them for talent), the CFLI invites representatives from some of the more progressive 

companies in the area of work-life balance (e.g. Xerox Canada, DuPont Canada, Bell 

Canada, Manulife Financial, IBM Canada).   

 This community of approximately 20 members meets every two months to 

discuss challenges, assess new demographic information and trends, debate issues, 

compare experiences, and gather information on best practices in other organizations.  In 

between their meetings, community members phone and e-mail to discuss specific topics 

and issues within their domain of practice.   
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 By the end of six months, the CF members of the community realize that there are 

some work-life balance initiatives (e.g. employer-sponsored family care, mummy 

tracking) that could help the CF position itself as an employer of choice now and in the 

future.  They realize that policies and programs are non-existent in other areas that are 

critically important for some families (e.g. ‘special needs’ families) and propose potential 

solutions to the organization.  Because they’ve discussed trends, they’re able to anticipate 

what some of the work-life balance issues may be in the near future (e.g. comprehensive 

elder care) and begin developing appropriate policies and programs to meet the needs of 

CF members in this area.   

They also realize that work-life balance isn’t just about developing ‘family-

friendly’ policies and programs, and providing benefits to assist families in specific areas 

of their lives.  It’s about changing corporate culture … a subject area that is the domain of 

another community of practice within the CF.    
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