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ABSTRACT 

In this paper is presented the idea that there is a need for a shift in considering support systems 

for the exchange of experiential knowledge from the individual level to a collective level, and 

that a successful support system must be founded on functionality that supports knowledge 

activities within communities of practice and on functionality that implement an organizational 

memory in making the knowledge available to other members of the organization. The paper 

presents the background to the current research that is undertaken. 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

During an organization's life experience is gathered about how to go about in solving different 

problems and tasks that the members encounter in their strife to achieve good performance and 

meet organizational goals. This experience is collected, consciously or unconsciously, by the 

members themselves or by the organization as a whole. When members encounter situations 

where they find themselves lacking experience they might ask questions like: "has this problem 

been encountered before and how was it solved?" What they start looking for is good examples 

or best practices that have been employed before and has achieved satisfactory results, thus 

avoiding re-inventing the wheel so to speak. 

These experiences or best practices are part of an organization's memory, as defined by 

Walsh and Ungson (1991), and if made available organization-wide help in promoting 

organizational learning, i.e. according to Huber (1991) making the range of possible behaviors 

of organizational members in dealing with different problems wider. 

A collection of best practices or experiences, made available to organizational members, 

help supporting good traditions and effective problem-solving in that individuals may drawn 

upon it when they find themselves in situations that are new to them as individuals. The 

organizational memory that holds these experiences, or best practices, helps the organization to 

preserve traditions and history of the organization and uphold continuity. In many instances an 

experience-based memory is vital to the organization as it help "rookies" or newcomers to fall 

back on good examples and learn from them. 

In its simplest form a systems for sharing experiential knowledge just requires the means 

for one individual to query another for a solution, or a best-practice, to a problem and could be 

achieved through the usage of an e-mail system. This is however, as Goodman and Darr (1996) 

point out, learning on an individual level. If we are to consider learning on an organizational 

level and the sharing of experiential knowledge in that context, then more is demanded of such 

a system than mere communication support for overcoming time and space constraints. 
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Goodman and Darr (1996) have made a study of computer-aided support for the exchange 

of best practices. Here they define a best practice as a solution that can affect a whole variety of 

organizational effectiveness indicators. They have pointed out a number functionality that is 

required, besides communication support, of such a system aiding in the sharing of best 

practices: an organizational memory for making best practices available to all; means for 

updating best practices as better solutions are found; and organizational legitimization for best 

practice sharing. 

 

2. SUPPORTING COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 

Traditional views of a system that support exchange of knowledge seem to focus only on the 

individual learning. Automated FAQ systems and other types of organization-wide enabled 

repositories seem to function as a digital library where individual may search for knowledge on 

popular topics. These do not promote organizational learning as such, which takes place in 

face-to-face situation in communities or workgroups. Incitement for browsing these databases 

and contributing to their content may suffer from such inhibitors as discussed by Goodman and 

Darr (1998). Just because an individual learns something does not necessarily mean that the 

organization as such learns. Huber (1991) argues, however, the opposite. He states that even if 

only one individual learns just one new thing the organization as such learns. The assumption 

here seems to be that the possible range of behaviors that the individual may chose from when 

facing a problem situation, in an organizational context, is enough for making the organization 

more effective and claim that the organization has learned. What happens then if that individual 

moves on? To say that an organization has learned something means that it as a whole or in 

part, as in the case of communities of practice, has learned that very thing, not the individual 

alone. Even if several individuals learn, by themselves, that very same thing it does not imply 

that anything else but individual learning has occurred. 

Huysman, De Wit, and Andriessen (1999) point out that solely using a system for storing 

experiences in a database seems not to work as one cannot learn from others as such. 

Knowledge happens through face to face communication and much of the collective 

knowledge is gained during day to day interactions. That the focus has been mainly on 

individual learning than on collective learning might be explained by the less effort it takes to 

motivate individuals to contribute to a shared knowledge base than it takes to motivate 

collectives, and that individual learning is much easier to manage. Some inhibitors to sharing 

and using knowledge, as discussed by Goodman and Darr (1998), may be overcome if we 

focus upon communities of knowledge workers or communities of practice (Brown & Duguid, 

1991) and their sharing and learning processes as opposed to individuals and individual 

learning since other motivational forces comes into play, c.f. the Linux community. 

The important step taken here is a shift from the individual perspective on support system 

to a collective or community view. Thus, the question that is raised is what functionality should 

an effective support system for sharing experiential knowledge between communities of 

practice offer in order to enhance activities such as problem-solving. This question is important 

to answer since it seems that little attention has been given support systems for sharing 

experiential knowledge in this respect in promoting organizational learning. It is not until we 

regard collective learning, as takes place between communities of practice, that we may talk 

about organizational learning to some degree. How does an effective support system differ in 

terms of functionality, knowledge representation and processes for collective knowledge 

sharing between a community of practice from the more traditional individual-oriented ones? 

A support system for the sharing of experiential knowledge must be founded within the 

work practices, not on the individual learning level but on a collective learning level such as 

within communities of practice. Brown and Duguid (1991) point out that most of the work that 

people engage in, such as problem solving, within organizations often takes place within in a 
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informal communicative settings in the day-to-day work. Most of the innovation and learning 

is generated in the informal communities of practice. According to Ciborra and Lanzara (1994) 

most of the learning and knowledge creation within these communities of practice often is 

unnoticed and not planned. Thereby making management of these activities most difficult. 

Brown and Duiguid (1991) stress the importance of the role these communities of practice 

play to the generation of learning and innovation taking place within organizations. The 

organization is here viewed as a community of communities. Formal job descriptions and 

organizational charts do not take these informal communities into account but focuses instead 

more on the individual level. Huysman, De Wit, and Andriessen (1999) conclude that it is no 

wonder that most organizations have focused on learning and other knowledge related 

activities on the individual level since they are easier to manage and thus much easier to 

support through information systems solutions. However as most of the learning takes place 

within these it is important to not only identify these communities but also to understand what 

conditions that enable them. 

 

3. CONCEPTUALIZING A SUPPORT SYSTEM 

The current research examines how such a support system, as discussed above, may be 

designed and explores the functionality that is required for exchanging experiential knowledge 

in order to effectively support learning and sharing processes between communities of practice. 

Following the terminology of Stein and Zwass (1995) the following question is raised: how 

would such a system for supporting the exchanging of best practices between communities of 

practice be actualized through support systems? 

A support system, such as the one discussed, is situated within an organizational learning 

context since it aims to facilitate the sharing of experiential knowledge organization-wide. Here 

a requirement for an effective support system is a mechanism for preserving and maintaining 

some form of memory in making experiences available to all, not only across space but time. 

The work of Stein and Zwass (1995) contribute to an understanding of how organizational 

memory may be actualized through information systems. Their result is a conceptualization of 

the functionality that is needed for such a system to effectively contribute to organizational 

learning and decision making. 

Based on the constructs of organizational learning (Huber, 1991) an effective support 

system must uphold functionality for the acquisition of knowledge taking place within 

communities during such activities as e.g. problem-solving, uphold functionality for the 

distribution of knowledge between communities, and uphold functionality supporting an 

organizational memory wherein the knowledge is retained in making it available organization-

wide and preserving history. The last construct of organizational learning, as defined by Huber 

(1991), is information interpretation. Here functional support ensuring shared interpretations 

and common grounds for understanding, underlying the other constructs, must be defined. 

We may also discuss or view the support system from different levels. Using the 

framework for analyzing a knowledge system (Eberhagen, 1999), we may look upon the 

functionality offered through a technical view, referring to what media is used and its 

characteristics, from a functional view, focusing upon the structures and processes supporting 

the knowledge activities, and from an organizational view, looking upon the role and rational 

the functionality has within the supported system of organizational activities. Combining the 

constructs of organizational learning with the different levels of analysis we gain a framework 

for analyzing, describing or discussing the functional parts and characteristics of a support 

system, see table 1. However, the focus of our research is not on the technical level but on the 

functional and organizational level. 
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 Level of analysis 

Supported activities or 

functions 

Technical Functional Organizational 

Knowledge acquisition    

Knowledge distribution    

Organizational memory    

Information interpretation    

Table 1. Framework for analysis 

 

In conclusion it is hypothesized that an effective support system for the sharing of 

experiential knowledge between communities of practice must be founded both on the 

functionality that support the activities of the work practices within these communities, such as 

the generation of knowledge and shared learning taking place, and on functionality that support 

the usage of an organizational memory in making available the experiential knowledge of these 

communities to other members of the organization in promoting organizational learning. 

 

5. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

Based on the hypothetical conceptualization of the support system three functional sub-systems 

have been identified: first, the functional sub-systems supporting knowledge activities within 

communities of practice; second, the functional sub-systems supporting an organizational 

memory in making the experiential knowledge available organizational-wide; and third, the 

knowledge distribution system supporting the exchange of knowledge between communities of 

practice. 

Further research aims to examine each of these sub-systems both theoretical and empirical, 

through case studies, in order to derive design implications for implementing functional 

support within an organizational learning context. In parallel a support system will be 

developed exploring the issues that have been uncovered from the other examinations and 

implement the required functionality and evaluate them. The support system will in itself 

generate further issues for exploration and thus contribute to definition and extension of current 

theories concerning what such a system should support regarding processes and structures, i.e. 

functionality and behavior, in order to contribute to the sharing of experiential knowledge 

organization wide. 
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